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“Use it well”: Progress, Reciprocal Ownership, and the Environment 
in Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses
What does it mean to own land? How can an individual possess an environment? Or conversely, how can an environment possess the creatures that inhabit it? Drawing on recent work by Eco-critic Lawrence Buell, and Faulkner critics François Pitavy and Bart Welling, among others, this paper examines the modes of ownership as imagined in Go Down, Moses, and argues that although Faulkner seemed pessimistic about the future of the wilderness, the novel can direct us toward an understanding of reciprocal ownership and the possibility of sustainable progress. Eco-critical examinations that involve Go Down, Moses often focus exclusively on the section titled “The Bear.” But if we examine how the other stories in the book operate in dialectic with the “The Bear,” we can gain a better understanding of the complexity of Faulkner’s environmental vision, one that considers “the environment” in its broadest sense to include all aspects of place—i.e. wild and cultivated nature, the town, the past, the community etc. Lucas Beauchamp’s intimate relationship with the plantation land allotted to him, and his betrayal of that relationship through greed, juxtaposes Isaac McCaslin’s repudiation of the same plantation and his understanding of ownership concerning the wilderness. When we examine Rider’s awareness of his wife’s former physical presence on the land, and her appearance as a ghost in the doorway, in light of the episode of the phantom buck at the end of “The Old People,” we gain a better sense of how an environment can possess the people and creatures that travel though it. Ike and Cass, Ike and Lucas, Ike and Boon, Mannie and Mollie, Gavin and Ike, Rider and Lucas, town and plantation, plantation and wilderness, the past and progress, all these relationships, characters, and the various ghosts who populate the novel function through exponential dialectics to express manifold possibilities of reciprocal ownership between man and his environment. 
