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FAULKNER’S AND MORRISON’S NOVELS:
SEARCHING FOR NATIONAL IDENTITY

Y emammiitdemuvces npo nowyk o Kpicmmacom y pomani Binvama @onxnepa “Ceimao 6 cepnhi”
ma Minkmenom [Jedom y pomarni Torni Moppicon “Ilicna Conomona” 6nacHoOi HAYIOHALbHOL
idenmuuHocmi, ma HaYioHAALHOI iIdeHMmUYHOCMI AMEPUKARYA 3A2AJ0M.

Knwuwoei cnosa: momus, nepconax, Moppicon, Ponrxnep, amepuKancbra HAUiOHALbHA
idenmuynicmeo.

The Deep South with its enormous complexity (white immigrants from Europe, black slaves from
Africa and American Indians from various tribes of North America, descendants of Maya, Aztec and
Incas of South America) and versatility of the phenomenon as the reflection of the American history,
its failures and victories was brilliantly recreated by William Faulkner, and later by Toni Morrison.
The two Nobel Prize authors seem very different: a white man writing in the early twentieth century,
and a black woman writing in the last decades of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty first
century, examined a parallel experience and produced works remarkably similar in style, thematic
values characterization and search for the human identity going deeply into the consciousness of
their characters to tell their stories.

For William Faulkner the search for the human as well as the national identity was the main
quest of all his works. This is more than true about Toni Morrison too.

Though Toni Morrison declared, “I am not like Faulkner. I am not like in that sense...” [8, p.
152], she told the audience at the 1985 Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha Conference, “there was for me
not only an academic interest in Faulkner, but in a very, very personal way, in a very personal way as
a reader, William Faulkner had an enormous effect on me, an enormous effect” [7, 295-296].

Both Joe Christmas and Milkman Dead were described by two authors in the constant movement
—running — flying for the search for different features of their identity: social, racial, geographical,
sexual and human in general. They both tried in different ways to find themselves as a member of the
family who knows who his ancestors are and where their bones lie, as a representative of a manhood,
as a representative of a society they live in and as a representative of race. William Faulkner’s novel
Light in August creates and sustains an atmosphere of human misfortune and suffering, though raising
the story above the level of empty violence and sensationalism, which. It invests this particular story,
involving particular people, with a sense of a larger, almost cosmic, significance. Here, Jefferson is a
small town in Mississippi, and at the same time is everywhere human beings live and aspire and suffer
[1, p.98]. Light in August traces the history of a character of Joe Christmas who is shaped by and
responds to the cultural, religious, and racial traditions of the Deep South. Faulkner uses recurrent
religious, racial, and cultural patterns as well as his development of the themes of racism, alienation,
and withdrawal in the novel. The plot line of Joe Christmas in Light in August is motivated by striving
to overcome the uncertainty of his racial status and acquire certainty of his existence. The analyses
of this subject in detail seems important hence this motif is based on the motif complex of ‘running
away’ (fleeing to avoid this constant for the hero status when he cannot identify himself with any
other communities that occur on his way). However, this complex is the dominant motif for the novel
as a whole. It manifests itself in two ways: 1) as mere ‘running away’ from danger, harassment, etc.
(this happens to other Faulkner’s personages such as, John Sartoris, Joe Christmas, Henry Sutpen,
Horace Benbow); 2) running as escape, i.e. escape from reality, due to feelings of alienation, oppression,
psychological discomfort, etc. (the same can be stated about Quentin Compson, Joanna Burden, Gail
Hightower, Temple Drake).

“Running away and escape” motif is implemented differently to the story of Joe Christmas, but
typologically similar to the three stages of his life biography as it is presented in the novel: his stay in
an orphanage, living at the house of his stepfather McEachern, three-year ‘alliance’ with Joanna
Burden.

Brought to the asylum at Christmas time Joe gets this name. His ambiguous parentage made him
later ‘run’; ‘escape’ in the search for his roots.

Toni Morrison’s novel Song of Solomon is also about the power of naming and identity. The
epigraph to Song of Solomon, “The fathers may soar And the chil-dren may know their names,” points
to the importance of knowing fam-ily (which Milkman Dead comes to understand when he goes to seek
his forefathers). The novel opens with the flight of a Black insurance agent, Robert Smith, who jumps
off the roof of the hospital and ends with Milkman Dead, who, after tracing the roots of his flying

228



African ancestors, gains the incentive he has needed all along to join them. The novel cen-ters on his
eventual acquisition of a sense of his history and his embrace of the Black community. It resembles
the Greek myth of Icarus. This trait of flying, however, also goes back to the myths of flying Africans
that slaves carried with them to the shores and fields of the United States. One of the authors of The
Toni Morrison Encyclopedia, Lovalerie King, emphases: “...slaves frequently told stories of the
Africans who flew back to Africa rather than be en-slaved. The act of flying is believed to result from
arealization, often, of one’s identity. While most readers readily suspend their disbelief in this work
of fiction, the flying myth grounds the magical realism of the story firmly in African heritage” [11,
13-14].

Both authors focus upon how Africans lost their names through the slavery period, which in
turn created a loss of connection with their ancestry. In order to secure an identity, Morrison believes
that African Americans need to choose the names for their children themselves. She explains that
Milkman needs to learn his own name and the meaning of that name, for it will give him power. Early
on, we dis-cover that the name “Dead” originated as a mistake of a drunken Yankee soldier. Milkman’
actual name is Macon Dead III, but he was given the nickname “Milkman” by Freddie, the janitor,
after Fred-die saw a four-year-old Macon nursing at his mother’s breast. Early in Song of Solomon,
Milkman describes his mother as “too insubstantial, too shadowy for love.” As a result, he has never
thought of her as “a person, a separate individual, with a life apart from allowing or interfering with
his own” [9, 75]. Milkman’s attitude later changes drastically, and a large part of his understanding
evolves from his learning not simply to hear but to listen and, more importantly, to understand.

By pointing out that Milkman’s family did not choose their name (a lack like in Christmas’s case,
which immediately disconnects them from their past) the significant difference between being given
and willingly choosing a name is most apparent through the actions of Pilate Dead, Milkman’s aunt.

Christmas is seeking freedom and personal approval. His consciousness, distorted by the idea
about his possible Negro origin, faces in adulthood the world of blacks as rebellion, rejection of closed-
world chaos. While the world appears at first as a female, it is later identified as if he is a Negro and
gets a specific name — “black female” world. Christmas feels a commitment to him and at the same
time this world scares him. Preserving the influence of both worlds, the personage, however, can not
accept any of them. Failure to assimilate him self with any of these two worlds causes his ‘escape’, his
rebellion and his tragedy. The world for Christmas is a cage or prison. Hi is ‘homeless’: “though he
had no city or home town, no street, no stone, no piece of land” [6, 16]. C. Brooks emphasizes Christmas’
detachment from community: as a result of psychological trauma in his childhood, he “was far from
any significant past” [3, 55-56]. While observing Faulkner’s attitude to the past Cleanth Brooks also
writes: “The past is never for Faulkner a realm of irresponsible fantasy. For his characters, the past
may seem to be a doom, a judgment, a portent, a responsibility, even a providential hope. But it is
never simply irrelevant — something that is finished and done with...” [4, 277]

The same can be said about Morrison’s works. Shaped by their incomplete pasts, the characters
in Faulkner’s and Morrison’s fiction come to adulthood incomplete, unfulfilled, and alienated from
their emotions. Moreover, they find themselves withdrawn and their interaction with the rest of society
difficult and often violent.

Each stage of Christmas’ life reaches its final point with ‘running away’/’escape’ since the penalty
for the first ‘crime’ committed by him in the asylum in the age of five. The important point of Christmas
self identification is the episode when he and his fellow peers come in the dark barn to the young
Negro girl. It becomes an entrance into the ‘different dimension’, meeting with the darkness, with
the abyss, which appeals Christmas and makes him frightened. Joe, entering the barn, did not even
see the girl, in her place he sees a ‘black pit’ and ‘the dead glare of the stars’ in it: “Leaning, he seemed
to look down into a black well and at the bottom saw two glints like reflection of dead stars ... “[6, 66].
Loss of innocence here means surrender to this ‘abyss’, and Christmas cannot afford it. He kills a
black girl, fights with four friends, although he is not fully aware of what has caused his hatred.

At the age of seventeen, Joe meets a waitress from a small restaurant on quiet city streets, where
they come with his stepfather for some business. This woman draws him to herself. But this time he
does not feel the ‘bottomless pit’ that scared the fourteen-year-old Christmas in a dark barn. It seems
to Joe, that she belongs to some extraterrestrial world in which there is no dirt and curse. Her face
appears to him almost holy, which is “a quality unworldly” [6, 74]. Now Christmas understands that
he rejected that Negro girl for this meeting. He seems to have found a perfect image out of the two
worlds which are equally hostile and challenging to him. However, the disappointment is following
very quickly. Christmas is frightened of ‘periodical filth’; he is frightened “to smell the odor reek of
all anonymous men above dirt” [6, 76, 82]. Periodic ‘filth’, periodic sin turn into the same abysses
that Christmas rejected before.

Symbol of women’s world at this stage of his life is a forest. After the unsuccessful meeting with
a waitress and the opening of her ‘impurity’ Christmas does not go home, he goes deep into the thicket
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of the forest. But trees in the forest are not trees for him now; they are cracked vases, from which
something rare, with an unpleasant smell exuding. It takes a week, and Christmas loses virginity:
this happens in the same forest thickets.

Christmas often meets with the waitress at the crossroads. That appears to be symbolic for his
life and which also explains the state of his mind. Crossroads in general can be called spatial
characteristic feature of his life.

For the love of women, he finally breaks with ‘closed’ world of his step-parents house, kills his
stepfather and forcibly takes money collected by Mrs. McEachern, emphasizing that he “did not ask
it” from her. But the ‘new’ world does not accept Christmas: he finds himself beaten and left alone in
the empty house of the waitress and her friends. So his escape turns into another failure: Christmas
turns out to be rejected this world too, having abandoning the first one.

The years pass, fifteen years stretch into endless deserted streets — that is how now life of
Christmas is represented. It’s a world of constant escape, constant throwing between black and white
worlds, and disordered change of the two dimensions. But there is no peace in any of them. Christmas
comes to a new phase of his life, a new trial, which begins with the arrival of ‘the great dark house’ in
which Joanna Burden lives.

Joanna’s house combines the characteristics of ‘women’ and ‘closed’ world. At first sight it seems
to Christmas “bulked square and huge from its mass” [6, 94] (a grim house) and at the same time
‘drawing’ him inside its “obscurity and darkness womb” [6, p.94]. Christmas enters the house, begins
his affair with Joanna. Two worlds, in which Christmas and the mistress herself live, begin to rotate
as alternating day and night in his life. But Christmas again rejects both worlds. He is afraid of
‘spoiling’ wild nights of “bottomless swamp” [6, 106] that suck him. Yet very weird fatalism keeps
him remaining there. Joanna invites him to do charitable deeds in favor of blacks and even study in
one of the colleges. But this is the same ‘closed’ world for Christmas, whose life is a constant running
away/escape, and he surely can not accept it.

The situation with Milkman is somewhat different. Morrison’s novel Song of Solomon explores
the dif-ferent ways individual characters relate to this expanded notion of the ancestor and how this
relationship relates to personal, interpersonal, and communal well-being. Milkman while living in
Pilate’s place for the first time in his life moves forward to a community and healing. For Milkman to
fully embark on this journey to home, he must leave his lakeside Michigan community and travel to
the ancestral homeland of the American South. Although his ‘running’, his journey is not mainly for
the treasures of the material world but for more precious treasures of his origin and identity. As a
result, it is only when he is on ground of his ancestors, only then he starts to recollect and long his
cultural identity, which includes an understanding of slavery and the intergenerational effects of
this trauma.

In addition, Milkman’s father forcefully influences Macon Dead in reclaims of his identity. He
teaches Milkman that earning money and owning things are the most impor-tant things in life.
Although Milkman believes his father, yet he eventually realizes that he needs more in his life, and he
sets off on a journey to the South, where he struggles to reconstruct his family’s history and
un-derstand his identity. What begins as a search for gold becomes Milkman’s journey into the depths
of his an-cestry, where he comes to understand his place in the world. Along the way, Milkman discovers
the emptiness of his father’s materialism and accepts Pilate’s truth that Pilate carries hung from her
ear her name as a symbol and the sense of self-iden-tity. Milkman returns home, not with the gold he
seeks but with new realization about his connections to people and a place. Most important, he learns
his family’s real name. A new man, Milkman freshly un-derstands that his identity does not derive
from material things; instead, his sense of self originates from his relationships with others and his
individual and communal history, the history of African American, the history of race.

For Faulkner race motif is extremely important too. Although this motif is not traced in all
novels, it is essential in the masterpieces such as Light in August and Abssalom, Abssalom!

For Joe Christmas an attempt to solve the problem of racial identity and awareness that there is
no solution of this problem, inability to stick to one or another pole causes all his further actions. His
agitation is revealed in many episodes and emphasizes the ambivalence of the problem. Escape, revolt
and tragedy of Christmas are caused, according to the author, by the fact that he does not know who
he was and will never know it later. Race becomes a factor in the split antagonism and consciousness
of his nature, explains the ambivalence that is reflected both in specific actions and in many details
that accompany the plot episodes, in particular, the appearance of the hero, self motivated actions,
assessments of other characters and the narrator comments. For most of the novel, Joe refuses to
accept society’s ready-made identity and strives to retain his doubleness; thus, he challenges
Jefferson’s basic belief system. One has to wonder if he is destroyed for murdering a white woman or
for subverting Jefferson’s belief system. The central plot motif is antagonistic struggle ‘to end’ on
the verge of existence (“fight up to the final instant”), which determines the extreme tension of events
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/ situations with his participation. The most logical answer is to assume that Faulkner is showing the
consequences of challenging society’s religious, racial, and cultural beliefs. “Faulkner wrote about
specific people in specific places and did so in full awareness of his complex Southern experience. He
took no shortcut to universality. And if his fiction illuminates the human heart in conflict with itself,
it also tells us a good deal about the culture in which he lived” [2, 99]. To compare, in the novel Absalom,
Absalom! race motif becomes the main obstacle to large-scale projects of Thomas Sutpen. His secret
about the origin of Charles Bon, illegitimate son of a woman with Negro blood, and death from the
hand of Charles consanguineous brother, is the main intrigue of the novel’s plot.

The African ‘blood’ in Song of Solomon also boils, revealing the tragedy of an enslaved identity.
Milkman Dead only when hears the legend of his great-grandfather Solomon who could fly he achieves
a sense of self and discovers his place in community. This folktale of the flying Africans underscores
the importance of community to African American identity, because it helps create a group identity.
In Song of Solomon Morrison puts Milkman through the same sort of historical reconstruction that
Christmas attempts. Milkman’s community also provides him with more reliable sources of
information, and from that community he gets a much more solid sense of the past, in various ways,
than Christmas ever can. That is the Southern community that helps Milkman find his roots, though
the representative of this community kill Christmas.

Milkman demonstrates his understand-ing of his heritage by singing songs at Pilate Dead’s death.
This song is an oral history, more alive than any written historical document or artifact, because it
continues to live. When Milkman finally while singing it goes deeply into the significance of the
song, he becomes “as eager and happy as he had ever been in his life” as all the pieces fall into place
and the historical story finally fits into the living story of the song [9, 304]. Furthermore, Morrison
illustrates Milkman’s accommodation to this oral history when she forces him to rely on memory to
record the song [9, 303]. And his final leap at the end of the novel is a figurative leap into the past.
His accep-tance of his ancestors’ flying myths enables him to recover his identity while legitimating
alternative histories. Consequently, Joe Christmas cannot make sense of the history, so he fails to
understand his life story and his own life.

Through Joe Christmas, Faulkner illustrates not only the level of racial prejudice at work in the
Deep South, but also the myths that resulted from that prejudice. Faulkner depicts racial tensions
and prejudice in the South — “... a damning portrait of the wellsprings of Southern racism so advanced
in its insight that it was decades ahead of it time” [10, 175].

Joe Christmas is in the search of his place in the family, in the manhood and in the life itself. Born out
of the family and being half-white or half-black southerner he is in the search of his identity during whole
his life. These two halves of his “boiling blood” being alien, hostile to each other show how marginalized,
humiliated and then freed from slavery, sought to liberate themselves but remained with this sin slavery,
fear of living on ‘other’ (American Indian) land. He tries to assimilate himself with whites, then with blacks
but each time having no roots he fails. It is a huge drama that retains its strength to some extent until today.
The questions put by Faulkner a century ago have today’s solutions in great examples of cultural and political
life: literary works of Toni Morrison, cultural and political activities of Obama etc.

Thus both, Joe Christmas and Milkman Dead for their life quest die as that turns out to be the
only way for them to retrieve freedom from the land where there is the presence of African American
and Indian blood everywhere. But unlike Joe Christmas who dies hiding his past and the past of his
ancestors, Milkman Dead dies recovering a family history that moves from slavery to freedom.
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Summary. This paper compares two literary characters of Joe Christmas from Light in August by
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MEHTAJIbHI A4IT Y MAPEMIOJIOT4YHIA KAPTUHI CBITY (HA MATEPIAJI
HIMEL,bKOI MOBMW)

3anponoroseana po3sidka npuceaiena docnidxernrnio 00’ekmusayii MosHux Konyenmis “po3ym” i
“Oypicmv” y Himeybromy napemionozivnomy pordi ma ix ananisy. Poszaanymo eepbanisosani ysaenennsa
npo eHympiuLHiil ceim A100UHU AK HOCIA nNe6HOI KYAbMYpU Y Mexnax AHmponoyeHmpuiroi napaduzmu
2YMaHIimMapHoOl HAYKU.

Knwuwosei cnosa: mosa, konyenm, napemionozivnuil ¢porod, Himeybki npucarie’s, npuKasku,
Himeyvrka mMoeHa KapmuHKa ceimy, eepbanizayis, obpasnicmo, napaduzma, HAYIOHALbHUIL xapakmep.

Jlekcuxka, 1110 BUpaXkae MeHTAJbHI 71, 10 uKcaa AKX BiTHOCUTHCS OI[iHKa po3yMOBUX 3/1i6HOCTE
aoauHu, BaactuBa MoBi Homo Sapiens. 3mamusa, MmyapicTs, ocBiueHicTs i iX Hocil KopucTyBasuca
moBaroio i miHuaMcsa B yci uacu i y Bcix HapomiB. ¥V mporieci eBoaooiii MoBa 36araTuaacsa MIpUCIiB’ aMuI
i mpukaskamMu, OMHUM i3 OCHOBHUX KOHIIEIITiB AKMX € MeHTaJNbHI Aii Ta po3yMoBi 31i6HOCTi Jloquamn. Y
MeHTaJLHOCTI KOXKHOTO HAPOy, MapKepaMu SKOT0 BUCTYMAIOTh MMPUCJIiB’ I Ta TPUKA3KY, TPOABIAETHCS
BJIACTHUBE TiAbKU oMy OaueHHs IMeBHOTO KOHIIENITA Y MOBHil kapTuHi cBity. Ilpucais’s i npukasku e
BaKJIUBUM [KepejioM OTPUMAHHSA KpalHosHaBUOl, comiodiHrBicTMuHOI, a B 3araarHOMYy —
KyJapTypoJioTiunol ingopmarllii mpu BUBUeHHI KOHIIENITiB y cydyacHil HayIli mpo MOBY, IO 3acBimuye
aHanis 6araTrox pobiT, BUKOHAHUX, 30KpeMa, V piunmli JiHrsokyabpTypoJsorii[1; 2; 3; 4; 5; 6; 10; 11;
18; 19].

H.M. I[TanueHKO cpaBeJINBO 3ayBa’Kye, IO Yy MapeMifAX MOPYyY i3 3araibHOJIOJCHKUM
BUpaKaeThCs XapaKTepHe i cuenudiude AJ1a JiHTBOKRYJIBTYpPHOI MeBHOI cmijibHOTH, TOGTO Te, IO
MPUIHATO HAZWBATHU “AyIlielo Hapoay”, HaIlioHATbHUM XapakTepoM. Ilapemil € KyJAbTYypHUM KOIOM,
BOyZIOBAHUM y MOBY, KNI BUKOHY€E POJb CKApOHUIIi, i 3acobom mepegaui soacbkroro pocsiny [19, 26].

IIpucniB’ainpurasku, Ha HAITY IYMKY, HaiGiabII 4iTKO, JOCTOBipHO I JOCTATHELO MTOBHO (PiKCYIOTH
0COGJIMBOCTI MeHTaJIiTeTy Haponay, Ayx Halii (3a B. ¢pou. I'ymGoabaTOM), 1110 MOSACHIOETHCA ITepeayciM
iX BimoMoI0 mpellefieHTHicTIO i MinicHicTIO, Terkoio BiATBoploBaHicTIO ¥y KoMyHiKaIlil. Ockinbkn
TpuCIiB’sA i TPUKA3KU BiJpisHAIOTHCA PETyJISIPHICTIO BXKUBAHHSA, MOYKHA 3POOUTH BUCHOBOK, 1110 B HUX
nificHO BUpakeHi HAWaKTyaJbHIIII MOHATTA, CYIKeHHA IX HOCiiB, BOHU € A3epKajioM, y AKOMY
BimobpaskeHuil cTaH CycIIiJIbCTBA HA TOMY UM iHIIIOMY eTalli po8BUTKY, oTo MobyT, 3BMUAal, Tpaguirii.

Hocamimgsxenna nouatky XXI cToriTTa XapakTepusyloThCca yBaroo, AKa MOCTitHO 3pocTae, 10
MOBHUX KOHI[ETITiB, 110 HEMUHYYe TOPKAIOThCA MUTAHb PO MeHTaJIbHI 3i6HOCT JlogvHY (TUB., HATIP.
[7; 8;9; 12; 13; 14; 15]).

AKTyanabHIiCTh HOCHigsKeHHS moaArae y HeobXigHoCTi mornumbieHOTO BUBUEHHSA CIoco6iB
BUPasKeHHA MOBHMX KOHIIEINITiB y MoBi. OueBUAHO, 1110 HeEMae TaKol cdepu JIOAChKOI AiAIbHOCTI, e 6
He Tpamjsjacs XapaKTepUCTHUKa po3yMmy i AypocTti dioauau. Byayuu cKIafHUM THepemeTiHHAM
iHTeHIiOHAJBLHUX, KOTHITUBHUX i MOPaJLHUX acHeKTiB, pOo3yM i ypicTh CympOBOMKYIOTH JIOACHKY
KOMYyHiKalIlifo i peanisyioTbcsa B Hiil.

Metoio cTaTTi € aHani3 KoHIenTiB “posym” i “aypicTs” y pparmMenTi HiMenbKoi MOBHOT KapTUHU
cBiTy — mapemiojoriunomy GoHi.

TIpeameToM focCIizKeHHS € TPUCIiB’ A Ta MPUKA3KM HiMeI[bKOTO HAPOy, BHYTPillTHa hopMa AKUX
ameJiloe A0 KOHIETTIiB po3yM, AypicTh, BUJIYUEHi MeTONOM CYIiJibHOI BUGIpKU 3 )paseosoTiUHUX
CIOBHUKIB.
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