
Family Dysfunction in William Faulkner's As I
Lay Dying: A Deep Dive into Social Issues in
Literature
William Faulkner's As I Lay Dying is a seminal work of American literature
that has garnered critical acclaim for its profound exploration of family
dysfunction and its devastating effects on individuals and society. Through
the interwoven narratives of the Bundren family members, Faulkner paints
a vivid and haunting portrait of a family grappling with trauma, grief, and
mental illness. This article will delve into the various aspects of family
dysfunction depicted in As I Lay Dying, examining how Faulkner uses
literary techniques to portray the complex and often tragic dynamics within
a family unit. By analyzing the novel's characters, themes, and narrative
structure, this article will provide a comprehensive understanding of
Faulkner's masterful portrayal of family dysfunction and its profound
implications for our understanding of social issues in literature.
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The Bundren Family: A Tapestry of Dysfunction

The Bundren family is a dysfunctional unit plagued by a myriad of issues
that stem from deep-seated trauma and unresolved grief. The patriarch,
Anse Bundren, is a selfish and manipulative figure who exploits his family's
vulnerabilities for his own gain. His wife, Addie Bundren, is a long-suffering
woman who has endured years of physical and emotional abuse. Their
children, Darl, Jewel, Dewey Dell, and Vardaman, each bear the scars of
their parents' dysfunctional relationship.

Darl is the most perceptive and insightful of the Bundren children, but his
keen observations and sharp wit often alienate him from his family. Jewel is
a withdrawn and enigmatic figure who struggles to reconcile his love for his
mother with his resentment towards his father. Dewey Dell is a young
woman torn between her desire for independence and her obligation to her
family. Vardaman is a deeply troubled child who is struggling to come to
terms with his mother's death.

The Bundren family's journey to bury Addie in her hometown is a
microcosm of their dysfunctional relationships. The journey is fraught with
conflict, deception, and violence, as each family member grapples with
their own inner demons. Anse's selfishness and manipulation drive a
wedge between him and his children, while Addie's death exacerbates the
family's unresolved grief.

The Devastating Effects of Trauma and Grief
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Trauma and grief are central themes in As I Lay Dying. The Bundren family
has been traumatized by years of abuse, neglect, and loss. Addie's death is
the latest in a series of tragedies that have torn the family apart. Each
family member reacts to Addie's death in their own way, but they are all
deeply affected by her loss.

Darl is haunted by memories of his mother's abuse, and his grief manifests
itself in his sharp wit and sardonic observations. Jewel withdraws into
himself, unable to reconcile his love for his mother with his resentment
towards his father. Dewey Dell is consumed by guilt over her secret
pregnancy, and her grief is compounded by her fear of being rejected by
her family. Vardaman is unable to comprehend his mother's death, and his
grief manifests itself in bizarre and disturbing behavior.

The Bundren family's journey to bury Addie is a physical and emotional
ordeal that intensifies the family's trauma and grief. The journey is marked
by numerous obstacles, including a flooded river, a barn fire, and a violent
confrontation with a group of strangers. These obstacles symbolize the
internal struggles that the Bundren family is facing. As they struggle to
overcome these obstacles, they are forced to confront their own demons
and the devastating effects of trauma and grief.

Mental Illness and the Fragility of the Human Psyche

Mental illness is another major theme in As I Lay Dying. Darl is diagnosed
with schizophrenia, and his mental illness manifests itself in his
hallucinations, delusions, and erratic behavior. Jewel is also struggling with
mental health issues, as he is haunted by nightmares and flashbacks from
his childhood. Dewey Dell is grappling with depression and anxiety, and her
mental health is further compromised by her secret pregnancy. Vardaman



is exhibiting signs of post-traumatic stress disorder, and his behavior is
becoming increasingly bizarre and disturbing.

The Bundren family's mental health issues are a reflection of the deep-
seated trauma and grief that the family has experienced. The family
members are unable to cope with their own inner demons, and their mental
illnesses are a manifestation of their shattered psyches. As the family
journey's to bury Addie, their mental health issues intensify, and they are
forced to confront the fragility of the human psyche.

Narrative Structure and the Reader's Experience

Faulkner's use of narrative structure in As I Lay Dying is a masterful
exploration of the complex and often contradictory nature of human
experience. The novel is told from the alternating perspectives of the
Bundren family members, and each perspective provides a unique insight
into the family's dysfunction. The reader is able to see the family from
multiple angles, and this allows for a more nuanced understanding of the
characters and their relationships.

The fragmented and non-linear narrative structure of the novel reflects the
fractured nature of the Bundren family. The novel is a mosaic of different
voices and perspectives, and the reader is forced to piece together the
story from the various fragments. This narrative structure creates a sense
of disorientation and unease, which mirrors the experiences of the Bundren
family as they journey to bury Addie.

William Faulkner's As I Lay Dying is a powerful and haunting novel that
explores the complexities of family dysfunction and its devastating effects
on individuals and society. Through the interwoven narratives of the



Bundren family members, Faulkner paints a vivid and unflinching portrait of
a family grappling with trauma, grief, and mental illness. By analyzing the
novel's characters, themes, and narrative structure, this article has
provided a comprehensive understanding of Faulkner's masterful portrayal
of family dysfunction and its profound implications for our understanding of
social issues in literature. As I Lay Dying remains a seminal work of
American literature that continues to challenge and provoke readers with its
unflinching exploration of the human condition.
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Life of Napoleon Bonaparte, Volume II: His Rise
to Power
**** Napoleon Bonaparte, one of the most influential and enigmatic
figures in history, emerged from obscurity to become Emperor of the
French and...

Lucy Sullivan Is Getting Married: A Tale of Love,
Laughter, and Adventure
Lucy Sullivan is a young woman who is about to get married. She is
excited and nervous about the big day, but she is also confident that she
is making...
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