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R eligion  and the L iterary C ritic

Abstract

In a recent article Jonathan Culler, condemned out of hand any use of religious 
terminology to define literature, seeing this as part of the destructive processes 
so-called “religion” has brought to American life. The article is an attem pt to refute 
Culler by indicating, through an analysis of William Faulkner’s A s I  Lay Dying, that 
an attem pt to reject all religion as being destructive or quaintly anachronistic (as 
Culler ultimately does) seriously limits the capacity of the Uterary critic to explore 
works of hterature. Evidence is brought forward to suggest that while Faulkner 
rejects the hypocritically pious type of religion as does Culler, he, unlike Culler, 
seems to be aware that religion is a much broader and deeper concept than this, 
exploring in an extremely positive way a type of experience universally accepted as 
religious, which has about it none of the qualities which Culler rejects.

T here is a Peanuts cartoon which runs as follows. In the first fram e Linus asks 
Lucy if she ever prays. Lucy responds through the next two fram es with 
increasing belligerence; “T h a t’s kind of a personal question , isn’t it? A re  you 
trying to  start an argum ent?” and “I SUPPOSE YOU TH IN K  YOU’RE 
SOMEBODY PRETTY  SMART, DON’T YOU? I SUPPOSE YOU T H IN K .. .  ” 
In the concluding fram e Linus is sitting next to  Charlie B row n, m editatively 
holding his b lanket and sucking his thum b, and com m enting “You’re r ig h t . . . 
religion is a very touchy subject!” W hich brings me to  Jonathan  C uller’s 
recent article en titled  “C om parative Religion and the P ieties” (C uller, 
1986:30-32)

In this article Culler m akes a strong and often highly em otive plea for a 
critical stance vis a vis w hat he considers to  be the increasingly uncritical use

66



of religious term s to explicate literature , seeing this as conferring “a legiti
macy on religion that contributes to its unassailability in the social and 
political a ren a” (C uller, 1986:31). W ith the prevalence in A m erican society of 
“religious justifications for political positions” (Culler, 1986:31), and because 
often “religion provides an ideological legitim ation for many reactionary and 
repressive forces in A m erica today” (Culler, 1986:30), he suggests that 
“religious discourse be as much a subject of debate and critique as o ther 
ideological form ations and discourses” (Culler, 1986:31). H e concludes by 
reiterating that “we o u g h t . . .  to  exam ine the complicities of our teaching and 
criticism with the religious discourse that is playing an increasingly g reater 
role in our political and cultural life” (Culler, 1986:32).
W hile this is obviously pointing to  a particular, specific abuse of the religious 
experience, at o ther times Culler seems to extend his antipathy to  religion per  
se, devoid of any qualification: at one stage, for exam ple, he com plains that 
departm ents of com parative literature “seldom  [contain] anyone who attacks 
religion” and adds that “C om paratists pride them selves on their questioning 
of orthodoxies and ideologies, but . . . characteristically hesitate to  produce 
even the mildest critique of religion . . .” (Culler, 1986:31). A  little later he 
suggests that “we may regard religion as a curious, irrelevant survival, all the 
while honoring . . .  our most famous critics -  who in their different ways are 
prom oters of religion” (Culler, 1986:31). In each case here he uses the 
b lanket term  “religion” as if it were commonly accepted tha t all religious 
experience is precisely the same and that all religion is unacceptable.
This kind of thing seem s to go beyond what could be called reasonable and 
balanced, into the realm  of unreasoned personal p rejudice, suggesting that 
even for a critic o f in ternational reputation  like Culler, religion becom es, in 
L inus’s w ords, “a very touchy subject” . O f course the case for this kind of 
stance is easily m ade -  provided one does not draw any fine distinctions in 
o n e’s definition of “ religion” . Such recent incidents (at tim e of writing) as the 
spectacle of O ral R oberts claiming to be th reatened  by G od with “recall” 
unless his followers donate a huge sum of m oney, and the Jim m y B akker and 
Jim m y Swaggart sex scandals, m ake it seem unrem arkable that a reasonably 
intelligent A m erican might be dubious about so-called religion. A dd this to 
the kind of irrational violence carried out so often in the nam e of religion in 
various parts of the world (“P ro testan t” versus “C atholic” sectarian violence 
in U lster; terrorist attacks in the nam e of fundam entalist Islam , e tc .), and it 
is fairly easy to  understand that a general feeling of revulsion against all 
religion might well be the result.
But a thinking person -  and surely the literary critic in particu lar should 
function as a thinking person -  has a duty to  exercise a far finer sense of 
distinctions than the sort of sweeping generalisation that Culler m akes in the 
article referred  to . For he seems to accept unquestioningly the definition of 
“religion” implicitly supplied by the behaviour and posturing of the people 
whose version of “religion” he sees as doing so much dam age in A m erican 
society, and apparently  cannot see fu rther than that. Yet, ironically, the very
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point tha t Culler m akes about the pervasiveness of so-called “religion” as a 
factor in A m erican society, its “unassailability in the social and political 
a ren a” (C uller, 1986:31), radically underm ines his assertion tha t religion is “a 
curious, irrelevant survival” . “R eligion” it would ra th e r seem  is alive, if not 
necessarily well, is flourishing, even in grotesque form s, and exerts a telling 
influence on A m erican -  and therefore  on in ternational -  life. T he effect of 
this state of affairs may often be highly undesirable, one may even wish that 
“religion” were indeed “irrelevan t” , yet its presence and influence is u nde
niable.

In fact, so strong is it (w hatever form  it may take up), and so strong has its 
influence been in the past, that it is surely far wiser, instead of crying out 
against it with sweeping generalisations or crude slogans (“D ow n with the 
priests!” (C uller, 1986:32)) or m erely rejecting its influence simply because 
personally one would p refer that influence not to  exist, to  try  to  com e to  term s 
with it as a real factor (even if it is often a frighteningly  real factor) in hum an 
experience.

T here  are , in fact, em inent persons in fields o ther than literary studies who 
would claim tha t in som e form  or o ther the religious urge is intrinsic to  hum an 
nature: the psychologists C .G . Jung and A braham  M aslow, for exam ple, 
am ong others. This urge may take on strange form s, may be unbelievably 
perverted , o r d istorted  beyond all “norm al” recognition, bu t it is nonetheless 
still identifiable, a kind of “universal” tha t has been apparen t in hum an affairs 
th roughou t recorded history -  and a good deal fu rther back than  tha t. Even 
w hen overtly “religious” elem ents are lacking, as in the m odern w orld after 
the so-called death  of G od , the essential urges tha t inspired earlier obviously 
“religious” processes (i.e. pertaining to  som e sort of worship of a superior o r 
superhum an being) are still present:

The sacred appears to  us as “num en” , as “trem endum ” , it is the  sense tha t 
there  is som ething not produced by m an and tow ards which the hum an 
being feels at once attraction  and repulsion. It produces a sense of te rro r, 
an irresistible fascination, a feeling of inferiority and a desire for 
expiation and suffering. In the historical religions this confused sentim ent 
has taken  the form , in tu rn , of divinities m ore or less terrifying. B ut in the 
secular universe it has assumed, fo r  at least a hundred years, other fo rm s. 
The aw esom e and the fascinating no longer w ear the anthropom orphic  
guise of the m ost perfect being but take on tha t of a Void in whose regard 
ou r aspirations are doom ed to  defeat. (E co, 1986:93) (My em phasis.)

W hile suggesting the perm anence of the  “religious” urge in hum an na tu re , of 
course, the above quotation  could be said to  encourage support for C uller’s 
conten tion  that religion is nothing m ore than a totally undesirable and 
anachronistic feature of hum an society, a “confused sen tim en t” tha t needs to  
be done away with in w hatever form  it appears. Yet it also m akes w hat to  me 
is the im portan t point that religion can assume a vast num ber of form s and 
m anifest itself in a great num ber of often surprising ways. T he urge is
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perpetually  present in hum an nature: do away with one form  of m anifestation 
and it will appear in another -  but it will of necessity appear. This Culler does 
not even attem pt to  acknowledge, giving the im pression tha t he sees all 
religion only in term s of the hypocritically pious form  which he so roundly 
(and probably quite rightly) condem ns.

This a ttitude seem s to  lead to  a num ber of problem s: I would like to  focus on 
one in particular in the rest of this paper. If you have disposed of all reUgion 
as ob jectionable, reactionary , anachronistic, or w hatever, w hat do you, as a 
literary critic, do with a work of literature which, as so m any of them  so 
obviously do, not only explores the religious nature  of hum anity -  this 
perm anent desire on the part of hum an nature to  acknowledge some superior 
“o th e r” which it worships in some way -  but seem s actively to  p resen t some 
kind of positive attitude to  one of the many form s in which religion appears?

I would like to  deal with this problem  by way of exam ple, by exam ining the 
role of religion in a work of literature by a prom inent A m erican w riter, the 
w ork being /  L ay D ying  and the author W illiam Faulkner.

The m ain th rust of the  argum ent will be twofold. Firstly, I will a ttem pt to 
show that as far as literary criticism is concerned, to  throw  the broadly 
religious baby out with the revivalist, reactionary bath-w ater is in fact 
seriously to  limit o n e ’s potential aw areness of the degree to  which literary 
artists them selves are concerned with the question of the religious nature  of 
hum ankind. Secondly, I will attem pt to  show that while in this particular work 
Faulkner seems to  be concerned with a critique of types of the religious 
experience in a m anner that closely parallels C uller’s attitude in m any ways 
(in particular, in the  rejection of pious hypocrisy), he at the sam e tim e does 
not reject all “religious” experience, but ra ther differentiates ou t various 
types and levels of such experience, investing certain  types with considerable 
positive energy.

Let me start with the second point first. Essential to  this point is the  fact that 
Faulkner places the m ost obviously “religious” statem ents in the m ouths of 
the th ree m ost hypocritical individuals in the book, A nse, W hitfield the 
preacher, and C ora Tull. A s a critic points ou t, “Ironically, m ost of the 
biblical language is spoken by the three m ost superficial and hypocritical 
characters in the book: C ora Tull, W hitfield, and A nse” (R ule, 1972:113). 
W hat is significant about all o f them  is the egotism  o r self-seeking nature  of 
their so-called “religious” stance -  for A nse it is a m eans of m anipulation of 
o thers (A nse never does anything when there  are o ther people to  do things 
for him ), for C ora Tull it is a superiority-gam e tha t she plays for h er own 
ego-satisfaction, achieving a perm anent one-up position in relation to  others 
with her sublim e confidence that she will get her just rew ard in heaven for her 
piety here on earth . W hitfield the preacher, m ost ostentatiously -  in purely 
social term s -  the religious m an, the “man of G o d ” , breaks w hat is supposed
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to  be “G o d ’s law” by his affair with C ora, yet hypocritically m aintains his 
pious front. F aulkner’s attitude to these characters is clear, and little m ore 
need be said about them .

They provide, how ever, an obvious extrem e against which o ther types of 
“religious” experience in the book are m easured. This experience is d iam et
rically opposed to the kind of religiosity expressed by W hitfield, A nse and 
C ora Tull. It is characterised by a stress on action ra ther than words (i.e. it is 
com prised by attem pts to  come to term s with the issues raised by “ religion” 
in fact o r through direct experience ra th e r than in theory), and by m odes of 
being which for w ant of a b e tter term  can be defined as non-egotistical. 
Several characters presen t a range of potential response on these levels.

Superficially Dewey D ell’s role seem s to be similar to  tha t of the  obviously 
hypocritical characters. She “believes” in G od insofar as H e seem s to  her to 
be capable of fulfilling her own selfish aim , which is to  obtain an abortion . So, 
when the fam ily, instead of going to  the B undren’s burial place at New H ope, 
w here the chances of an abortion  are very th in , goes on to Jefferson , w here 
they are much be tte r, she repeats over and over again “ I believe in G od , G od, 
G od , I believe in G o d ” (Faulkner, 1972:94).

Yet on a totally instinctive, non-intellectual level -  she herself is com pletely 
unaw are of it -  Dewey Dell fulfils a function which points essentially to 
F au lkner’s exploration of a different type of “ religious” attitude  in this book. 
D ew ey Dell is a fertility sym bol, and in this way can be said to  represen t 
som ething tha t can be term ed religious in a m ost basic sense. She is the  bearer 
o f the life-force, and represents blindly in her person a quintessential 
yard-stick against which life itself can be m easured: one of her legs is 
described as “that lever which moves the world; one of tha t caliper which 
m easures the length and bread th  of life” (Faulkner:81). You could probably 
define religion in a similar way -  one of the m any non-scientific ways through 
which the hum an race attem pts to m easure and com es to  term s with the 
universe and its own place in it. O ther features of Dewey D ell’s life fit in with 
a broadly “religious” view of life: firstly her role as a fertility symbol 
transcends the petty  dem ands to  ego, and secondly it links her in a very 
fundam ental way to  the whole of creation.

Jew el’s com m itm ent to  the horse -  and so to  A ddie, for whom  the horse is a 
substitu te (“Jew el’s m other is a horse” (Faulkner:75)) -  fulfils related  
functions. This com m itm ent is equally som ething tha t transcends ego and 
gives to  Jew el’s life a “transcenden t” purpose that allows A ddie to  speak of 
it -  significantly -  in term s that are obviously religious and would be 
traditionally  C hristian but for the fact firstly that it is difficult to  reconcile 
Jew el with any conventional views of Christianity and secondly tha t A ddie 
herself specifically rejects conventional religion totally. She uses Christian 
term inology as the best m eans to  express not a particu lar religious dogm a but 
the essentially “religious” term s in which she sees her son’s role: “H e is my 
cross and he will be my salvation. H e will save me from  the w ater and from
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the fire. Even though I have laid down my life, he will save m e” 
(Faulkner: 133). C ora sees this as blasphem y, but that m erely reflects the 
lim itations of her own narrowly orthodox, conventional, and ultim ately very 
lim ited version of religious experience. A ddie’s use of Christian term inology, 
how ever, suggest that Faulkner is attem pting to explore a version of religious 
experience -  even Christian experience -  in this book that goes far beyond the 
narrow , sectarian , and conventional.

A ddie’s struggle to m ake sense of life reflects fu rther on the nature  of the 
experience Faulkner is exploring in this work. A ddie’s disillusionm ent with 
life is to  a very great extent because she sees through the em ptiness of the 
words of people like A nse and C ora Tull and W hitfield. To her

. . . words go straight up in a thin line, quick and harm less, and . . .  doing
goes along the earth , clinging to it, so that after a while the  two lines are
too far apart for that sam e person to  straddle from  one to  the o ther.
(Faulkner; 137 -8 )

H er aim is to  confront life fully, in term s of deeds, how ever terrib le tha t may 
be (“ I knew that living was terrib le” (Faulkner: 136)), not to  talk  uselessly 
about it. Yet it seems to be significant that she sees that struggle in religious 
term s, often using traditionally “religious” language, as in the exam ple 
quoted above, to express her deepest needs. A n illum inating exam ple of this 
is her desire to  sin in reality with W hitfield, because she can thereby m ake the 
concept sin (basic to  the Christian religion, and in som e form  to  all o ther 
religions) a reality ra ther than just ano ther m eaningless word (Faulkner: 138).

Two things seem  to come out of this book, therefore: firstly that Faulkner has 
precisely the sam e kind of attitude to  hypocritical “religion” which C uller has; 
but at the sam e tim e, unlike Culler, he still acknowledges the reality and 
pow er of the hum an need which religion fulfils, and attem pts to  explore ways 
of fulfilling that need which are substantial in the sense that the m ethod  of 
fulfilm ent is as real as the need itself -  i.e. m atching A dd ie’s need that deed 
and word are one.

The m ost com plete fulfilm ent of this need is expressed through the role of 
C ash, who is so noticeably unverbose that he has been described as “action in 
search of a w ord” (V ickery, 1960:233). This description of Cash in fact misses 
the point, because as we have seen with o ther characters (W hitfield, A nse, 
C ora Tull), any fool can talk , and words are easy to  use, but m eaningful 
actions are rare . Cash is exceptional simply because he does not speak m uch, 
and does not need  to search for words to  justify his actions, but ra ther acts in 
a way that fulfils A dd ie’s expectations of what deeds should be. O r, to  put it 
ano ther way, he has no need to  seek for w ords, because to him his actions are 
the finest expression of w hat he is and what he believes in. This is why, as 
A ddie lies dying, he is outside making a coffin. It is the most positive thing he 
can do at the tim e, the best way of m anifesting his love for her, by responding 
not with pious, generalised expressions of grief but by concrete actions to  her
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specific needs at the tim e. It is easy to  see how such an action could be seen 
as peculiar, even perverse, but this kind of response stem s from  a highly 
conventional in terp reta tion  of w hat is socially acceptable and w hat is not.

H ow ever, w hat is m ost interesting from  the point o f view of this article is tha t 
C ash’s behaviour can be seen as specifically religious in na tu re , in tha t it 
conform s to  principles set out in works that are obviously claiming to  presen t 
religious teachings, in the generally accepted m eaning of the word “ reli
gious” .

I would like to  look briefly at som e essential elem ents in C ash’s role in order 
to  m ake the point, which is quintessential to the argum ent of this paper.* The 
m ost im m ediate incidents involve C ash’s a ttitude to  w ork, which broadens 
ou t to  em brace everything he does. In a very simple way. C ash’s very 
taciturnity  can be seen to  reflect his basic attitude. The Vedanta fo r  M odern  
M an  (Isherw ood, 1952), a collection of m odernised basic V edantic teachings 
ed ited  by C hristopher Isherw ood, m akes the following point:

W hy engage in idle talk , speculation, and pointless discussion? It is 
fruitless and leads to  waste. Everyone talks but no one does a n y th in g .. .  
Labour hard  and you will know everything in tim e. E xertion brings its 
own rew ard. (Isherw ood:85)

Incident after incident involving Cash broadens and deepens a sense of work 
as a m eans to  spiritual fulfilm ent. Tull, for exam ple, describes the care with 
which Cash plugs up the holes bored  in the coffin lid by V ardam an:

Cash is filling up the holes he bored  in the top of it. H e is trim m ing out 
plugs for them , one at a tim e, the w ood wet and hard  to  w ork. H e could 
cut up a tin can and hide the holes and nobody couldn’t know  the 
difference. W ouldn’t m ind anyway. I have seen him  spend a hour 
trim m ing out a wedge like it was glass he was w orking, w hen he could 
have reached  around and picked up a dozen sticks and drove them  into 
the jo in t and m ade it do. (Faulkner:69)

L ater, D ari describes how Cash cleans a splash of m ud from  the coffin with 
the sam e kind of infinite care:

A  gout of m ud, back-flung, plops onto  the box. Cash leans forw ard and 
takes a tool from  his box and rem oves it carefully. W hen the road  crosses 
W hiteleaf, the willows leaning near enough, he breaks off a branch and 
scours at the stain with the wet leaves. (Faulkner:84)

This may only seem  to be thorough w orkm anship o r scrupulous care and 
nothing m ore, but it can equally be seen as having a poten tia l spiritual 
significance in a specifically (if unconventionally) religious sense:

1. For a full discussion of Cash’s function in term s of the religious concerns of the book see my 
“The Role of Cash in the Religious Structure of William Faulkner’s A s  /  Lay Dying” 
Potter: 1985).
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If you are not accurate, neat and pure in your ordinary daily activities, 
you cannot be so in your inner life. It is possible to judge a m an’s 
spirituality simply by watching how he sweeps a room . (Isherw ood, 
1952:90)

T he question of attitude is param ount here , because, as has been pointed  out 
elsew here, attitude, ra ther than protestations of religiosity, is m ore than 
anything the ultim ate m easure of a genuinely “religious” person:

In his conversations with W aismann in 1930, W ittgenstein . . . tells us that 
speech isn’t . . . essential to  religion and thus it is not crucial to  religion 
w hether religious u tterances can be used to  m ake . . . true  o r false 
statem ents or. . . nonsensical utterances. What is crucial here are the 
hum an attitudes and behaviour integral to religion. (N ielsen, 1982:55)^

Joseph G old m akes the same point about Faulkner’s heroes as to  the 
im portance of attitude ra ther than the m outhing of “conventional” rehgious 
platitudes: such heroes, according to him “ . .  . are chosen because in [them] 
the w ished-for state of mind is m ore readily observable . . .  the sta te  of m ind 
which they dem onstrate by their living” . Speaking of Dilsey in F aulkner’s The 
Sound and the Fury G old says “ . . .  she is fully alive in the spirit and has no 
concern with doctrines and dogmas and the intellectual m inutiae of the 
religious w orld” (G old , 1966:12). The same could be said of Cash.

T hat C ash’s labours are m ade to have a significance beyond a simple 
adm iration  for good w orkm anship is suggested in the images Faulkner uses to 
describe Cash at work. These images are of the generation of light at the point 
w here the labour actually takes place, w here saw m eets wood. The traditional 
connection of light with some kind of illum ination or insight into tru th  
(w hether secular or spiritual) is obvious (note tha t C ash’s labours are seen as 
generating a point of light in a great and ever-deepening darkness. The image 
is obviously a highly suggestive one):

She is looking . . .  at Cash stooping steadily at the board  in the  failing 
light, labouring on tow ards darkness and into it as though the saw 
illum ined its own m otion, board  and saw engendered. (Faulkner:40)

The image is repeated  later:

H e saws again . . .  a thin thread of fire running along the edge of the saw 
. .  . (Faulkner:61)

and

The saw has not faltered , the running gleam of its pistoning edge 
unbroken . (Faulkner:62)

2. The reference Nielsen gives here is to W ittgenstein, ‘Lectures on Ethics’, 16. The emphasis is 
mine.
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A  fu rther potential religious significance com es out in the specific term s 
Faulkner uses to  describe the way in which A ddie receives his w ork. A s she 
lies dying she calls out harshly to  him , and he holds the coffin up for her to 
see:

H e drops the saw and lifts the board for her to  see, watching the window 
in which the face has not m oved . . . For a while still she looks dow n at 
him from  the com posite p icture, neither with censure nor approbation . 
T hen the face disappears. (F au lkner;40 -41 )

E very m ajo r religion stresses the im portance of acting w ithout self-interest as 
a m eans of attaining some kind of higher spiritual s ta te , for, as A ldous H uxley 
explains, sum m arising the essential m otivation for this attitude: “the m ore 
there  is of self, the less there  is of G o d ” (H uxley, 1969:113). St Paul’s Epistle 
to  the  Colossians 3 :2 3 -2 4  gives the C hristian version of this attitude:

A nd w hatsoever ye do, do it heartily , as to  the  L ord , and not unto  m en; 
Knowing that of the Lord ye shall receive the rew ard of the inheritance: 
for ye serve the Lord Christ.

In The Geeta, which is “to  H indus w hat the  Bible is to  C hristians, the K oran 
to  MusHms” (S .R . G aekw ar in Shri Purohit Swami, 1978:9) the  sam e a ttitude 
to  action appears:

T herefore  do thy duty perfectly, w ithout care for the results; for he who 
does his duty disinterestedly attains the Suprem e. . . (Shri Purohit Swami, 
1978:29)

and

T herefo re , surrendering thy actions unto M e, thy thoughts concentrated  
on the A bsolute, free from  selfishness and w ithout anticipation of 
rew ard, with m ind devoid of excitem ent, begin thou to  fight. (Shri 
Purohit Swami, 1978:30-31)

It is, o f course, A ddie who m anifests this disin terested  attitude  in the passage 
quo ted , yet Cash receives it in a sim ilar spirit, the  sam e one in which he 
carries out his work: he is concerned with doing the job  properly , for its own 
sake, ra th e r than with external rew ards. This a ttitude  is exem plified by the 
fact tha t he is p repared  to put such infinite care into a coffin th a t is soon to 
be low ered into the ground and d isappear forever from  the sight of m en, but 
it is also seen in m ore explicit s ta tem ent later:

B ut it’s a sham e in a way. Folks seem  to get away from  the olden right 
teaching tha t says to  drive the nails down and trim  the edges well always 
like it was for your own use and com fort you’re m aking it. I t ’s like som e 
folks has the sm ooth , p retty  boards to  build a court-house with and o thers 
d o n ’t have no m ore than rough lum ber fitten to  build a chicken coop. But 
it’s b e tte r to build a tight chicken coop than a shoddy court-house, and
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w hether they build shoddy or build well, neither because it’s one or o ther 
is going to  m ake a man feel the b etter nor the worse. (Faulkner: 185)

N ote in particular his rejection of any kind of em otional response to  his 
labours, either positive or negative, in the last lines.

W hat do these references suggest? Essentially that there  are ways of behaving 
and attitudes to  life which lack all the trappings of what is conventionally seen 
as “religious” (which trappings in particular have bedevilled the Christian 
religion down through the centuries): no references to  G od , no talk  of 
salvation, no connection with any church, no overt m anifestations of “piety” 
w hatsoever, no com m itm ent to any dogm a, no vision of an after-life; and yet 
which conform  with program m es for behaviour which are explicitly religious. 
C ouple this with the general tendency of the w orld’s great religions to  warn 
against false prophets and people who claim to be religious and are no t, and 
you get at least two quite separate and m utually exclusive versions of the 
“religious” experience in A s I  lay D ying, one typified by people like C ora Tull 
and W hitfield and those typified at best by A ddie and Cash.

Faulkner, then , could in part to  be said to  be m aking the sam e basic point as 
Culler m ade in the article referred  to  earlier: that large areas of A m erican life 
are m oulded by an unhealthy obsession with a type of religion that is simply 
a justification for a pow er hunger or a gigantic egoism that is destructive in 
itself, but often m ore so because it hides behind a self-righteous m oralising 
that is often used as justification for the m ost stupendous crimes or hypocrisy.

But at the sam e time Faulkner is obviously presenting som e kind of 
alternative view of religion, in a tradition that can be traced throughou t the 
w orld’s m ajor religions. W hile not fulfilling any conventional notions of the 
concerns of religion (and this, surely, is a vital po in t), its m anner of trea tm en t 
suggests that Faulkner conceives of a broadly accepted notion of religion that 
is, surely, as potentially  positive as the alternative is negative.

To return  to our starting point. Culler’s article, it seems a pity that a critic of 
C uller’s sta ture  should be tem pted to m ake such one-sided and ultim ately 
crude assessm ents of such a complex area of hum an experience as religion. 
Throw ing the baby out with the bathw ater is not som ething one expects of a 
recognised critic, yet essentially this is what Culler appears to  have done. By 
looking only at the negative side of hum an religious life, he excludes 
sim ultaneously its potential for som ething m ore positive. In doing this he is, 
ironically, m anifesting the sam e kind of into lerant extrem ism  and self- 
righteous assertion of his own narrow  views of which those he is supposedly 
attacking are guilty. A s Linus says in another Peanuts cartoon , “T h e re ’s a 
lesson to  be learned here som ew here . . . ”
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