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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING POWER OF WILLIAM
FAULKNER’S “THE BEAR”

When readers first encounter William Faulkner’s “The Bear,” they
often find themselves immersed in a world that is at once mythic
and deeply human. This short  story—actually a novella-length
chapter within the novel Go Down, Moses—stands as one of the
most acclaimed pieces of American literature. Published in 1942,
“The  Bear”  explores  the  tangled  relationships  between  man,
nature,  and  history  in  the  fictional  Yoknapatawpha  County.  The
story’s  central  figure,  a  legendary  black  bear  named  Old  Ben,
becomes the symbol of a vanishing wilderness and the moral
complexities  of  the  American  South.  Faulkner’s  dense  prose,
shifting timelines, and profound thematic depth make the work a
frequent  subject  of  literary  study.  But  beyond the classroom,
“The Bear” resonates with anyone who has pondered the cost of
progress,  the meaning of  heritage,  and the inevitable loss  of
innocence. In this article, we will journey through the layers of
“The Bear William Faulkner” crafted so masterfully, examining its
plot, characters, symbolism, and lasting significance.

BACKGROUND: FAULKNER’S YOKNAPATAWPHA AND
THE PLACE OF “THE BEAR”

William Faulkner set the vast majority of his novels and stories in
his imagined Yoknapatawpha County, a landscape modeled after
his  native  Lafayette  County,  Mississippi.  Within  this  fictional
world, families like the Compsons, Sutpens, and McCaslins play
out dramas of pride, decay, and redemption. “The Bear” is part of
the collection Go Down, Moses, which interweaves stories about
the  McCaslin  family  across  several  generations.  Though  each
chapter  can  stand  alone,  “The  Bear”  is  the  emotional  and
thematic heart of the book. It narrates the initiation of a young
boy, Isaac McCaslin, into the rituals of hunting and the moral
weight of his family’s slave-owning past. Faulkner wrote the story
during  a  period  when  the  Southern  landscape  was  rapidly
changing,  and  the  wilderness  that  had  defined  the  region  was
shrinking. This tension between the eternal and the ephemeral
gives “The Bear” its haunting power.

PLOT OVERVIEW: THE HUNT FOR OLD BEN

The story begins with Isaac “Ike” McCaslin at age sixteen, joining
an annual hunting expedition into the big woods of Mississippi.
The hunters—including Major de Spain, General Compson, and
the  part-Native  American,  part-black  guide  Sam  Fathers—are
tracking a legendary bear known as Old Ben.  Unlike ordinary
bears, Old Ben seems almost supernatural, with a near-mythical
ability to evade traps, dogs, and bullets. For years, the hunters
have pursued him not merely for sport but as a ritual that defines
their  connection  to  the  wilderness.  Isaac’s  coming-of-age  is
measured by his  growing understanding of  the  bear  and the
forest. He learns to shed his gun, his compass, and his watch—to
strip away the tools of civilization—in order to truly see the bear.
When he finally encounters Old Ben face to face, it is a moment
of  silent  communion rather than conquest.  The climax comes
years later, when the hunting party finally kills Old Ben with the
help  of  a  fierce  dog  named  Lion  and  the  half-wild  man  Boon
Hogganbeck. But the victory feels hollow, and Isaac recognizes

that the death of the bear signals the end of an era. The story
closes with a poignant scene of Boon sitting beneath a gum tree
full of squirrels, madly hammering at his gun, unable to function
in the new world that the bear’s death has ushered in.

MAJOR THEMES IN WILLIAM FAULKNER’S “THE BEAR”

The Conflict Between
Civilization and the
Wilderness
At its  core,  “The Bear” is  about the encroachment of  human
society upon the natural world. Faulkner portrays the big woods
as a sacred space, governed by ancient laws that humans cannot
fully comprehend. The hunters, despite their guns and dogs, are
humbled by Old Ben’s intelligence and resilience. Isaac’s decision
to  relinquish  his  compass  and  watch  is  a  symbolic  act  of
surrender; only by abandoning the artificial  markers of time and
direction can he enter the bear’s realm. The story suggests that
the wilderness is a repository of truth and purity, while civilization
brings  corruption  and  loss.  This  theme  remains  powerfully
relevant in an age of environmental crisis.

Initiation and Moral
Education
Isaac McCaslin’s journey in “The Bear” is a classic rite of passage.
He begins as an eager boy who wants to prove himself in the
hunt. Over time, he learns that the true test is not killing the bear
but understanding it. Sam Fathers serves as his spiritual guide,
teaching Isaac the old ways—how to read the forest,  how to
respect the prey, and how to bear the weight of history. By the
story’s end, Isaac has become a man, but not in the way society
expects. He rejects the legacy of his family’s ownership of land
and slaves, concluding that the land cannot be possessed. This
moral awakening sets him apart from the other hunters.

Race, Inheritance, and the
Curse of the Land
Faulkner  weaves the issue of  racial  injustice throughout  “The
Bear.” Sam Fathers is the son of a Chickasaw chief and a Black
woman, embodying the intertwined histories of Indigenous and
African  peoples  in  the  South.  Isaac’s  discovery  of  his
grandfather’s sins—including incest and the brutal treatment of
slaves—leads  him  to  repudiate  his  inheritance.  In  a  lengthy
section near the story’s end (often called “The Bear” section of
the novel), Isaac examines the family ledgers and decides to give
up  the  plantation  land.  This  act  of  renunciation  is  deeply
controversial: is Isaac’s retreat from the world a noble stand or a
form of cowardice? Faulkner leaves the question open, inviting
readers  to  grapple  with  the  complexities  of  legacy  and
responsibility.
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Masculinity and the
Hunting Ethos
The world of “The Bear” is overwhelmingly male. Women appear
only in brief, peripheral roles. The hunting camp is a place where
men test each other and themselves, bound by codes of courage
and  skill.  Yet  Faulkner  subtly  critiques  this  hypermasculine
environment. The hunters who boast of killing Old Ben are shown
to be flawed, sometimes pathetic. Boon Hogganbeck, who finally
lands the fatal blow, is depicted as simple-minded and desperate
for approval. Isaac’s true heroism is not in the kill but in his ability
to  feel  compassion  and  to  refuse  the  easy  satisfactions  of
conquest.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: KEY FIGURES IN “THE BEAR”

Isaac McCaslin (Ike)
Isaac is the moral center of the story. He is quiet, observant, and
deeply affected by his encounters in the forest. Faulkner presents
him as a Christ-like figure in some ways—he is born into a legacy
of sin, and he chooses to carry the burden of that knowledge.
Isaac’s refusal to claim his inheritance (the McCaslin plantation)
is  an  attempt  to  break  the  cycle  of  exploitation.  However,
Faulkner does not idealize him; Isaac’s renunciation also leaves
him isolated  and,  many critics  argue,  ineffective.  He  becomes a
carpenter, a simple tradesman, but his withdrawal from the world
can be seen as a retreat from social responsibility.

Old Ben
The bear is not just an animal; he is a symbol of the untamed
wilderness  and  of  a  prelapsarian  world  that  has  not  been
corrupted by human greed.  Old Ben is  described with almost
godlike attributes: he is huge, scarred, relentless, and seemingly
invulnerable. He has a name, which bestows upon him a kind of
personhood. When he dies, the forest itself seems to die. The
hunters acknowledge him as an equal opponent, a king of the
woods whose defeat shatters the old order.

Sam Fathers
Sam is the bridge between the natural  world and the human
world. Of mixed race, he belongs fully to neither community, yet
he possesses a deep wisdom. He teaches Isaac how to track, how
to be patient, and how to honor the spirit of the hunt. Sam’s
death,  which  follows shortly  after  Old  Ben’s,  underscores  the
theme of  passing.  He  represents  the  vanishing  knowledge of
Indigenous peoples and the disappearance of a way of life rooted
in harmony with nature.

Boon Hogganbeck
Boon  is  a  tragic  figure.  He  is  fiercely  loyal  but  simple,  and  he
desperately  wants  to  prove  his  worth.  When  he  finally  kills  Old
Ben, it  is  not an act of  skill  but of  desperate,  almost clumsy
violence.  In  the closing scene,  Boon sits  under  a  tree full  of
squirrels, frantically banging his gun because he cannot shoot
them all. This image captures the absurdity of human striving in
the face of  nature’s  abundance and the emptiness of  victory
without understanding.

SYMBOLISM IN “THE BEAR”: THE COMPASS, THE
WATCH, AND THE WILDERNESS

Faulkner  uses  a  wealth  of  symbols  to  enrich  the  story.  The
compass  and  watch  that  Isaac  discards  represent  the  artificial
structures of human society—time, direction, measurement. By
abandoning them, he enters a timeless, unmapped space where
the bear dwells. The wilderness itself is a symbol of the South’s
lost innocence and the possibility of redemption through humility.
The  hunting  dogs,  particularly  Lion,  symbolize  the  raw,
uncontrollable forces that humans try to harness. Lion is wild,
almost  demonic,  and  his  death  in  the  final  hunt  suggests  the
costs of domination. The tree full of squirrels at the story’s end is
a powerful image of life persisting, indifferent to human tragedy.
And of course, Old Ben stands for the majestic, indivisible soul of
the forest.

LITERARY STYLE AND NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE

Faulkner’s writing in “The Bear” is renowned for its difficulty and
its  beauty.  He  employs  long,  flowing  sentences  that  pile  clause
upon clause, often blurring past and present. The narrative shifts
between third-person limited (focusing on Isaac’s  perspective)
and  a  more  omniscient  voice  that  comments  on  history  and
philosophy.  One  of  the  most  famous  sections  involves  Isaac
reading the family ledgers; the text mimics the dry, repetitive
language  of  accounting  while  revealing  horrific  truths  about  the
McCaslin family. Faulkner also uses a technique called “delayed
decoding,” where the reader slowly understands what a character
is  seeing—for  example,  the  first  sight  of  Old  Ben  is  described
through fragments  that  gradually  come into  focus.  This  style
mirrors the process of learning itself, forcing readers to work for
meaning just as Isaac must work to see the bear.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND LEGACY

Since  its  publication,  “The  Bear”  has  been  hailed  as  one  of
Faulkner’s  greatest  achievements.  Critics  have  praised  its
profound meditation on nature, its complex moral vision, and its
structural  innovation. It  has been interpreted as an ecological
parable,  a  critique  of  Southern  history,  and  a  modernist
exploration  of  consciousness.  The  story  has  been  widely
anthologized and remains a staple of college literature courses.
Its  influence  can  be  seen  in  later  writers  who  tackle  similar
themes of wilderness and inheritance, such as Cormac McCarthy
in The Road and Annie Proulx in her Wyoming stories. For many
readers, “The Bear” is the gateway to Faulkner’s larger body of
work,  offering  a  concentrated  dose  of  his  genius  in  a  relatively
compact form.

CONCLUSION: WHY “THE BEAR” STILL MATTERS

William Faulkner’s “The Bear” is more than a story about a hunt.
It  is  a  profound  inquiry  into  what  it  means  to  inherit  a  flawed
world—a world scarred by racism, environmental destruction, and
the  relentless  march  of  so-called  progress.  Through  Isaac
McCaslin’s eyes, we see both the beauty of the wild and the
weight  of  history.  The  bear  remains  a  potent  symbol  of
everything  we  stand  to  lose  when  we  refuse  to  respect  the
natural  order.  In  an  era  of  climate  change,  diminishing
biodiversity,  and  ongoing  racial  reckonings,  the  questions
Faulkner posed in 1942 are more urgent than ever. “The Bear”
challenges us to examine our own relationship with the land, with
our ancestors, and with the future. It is a work of art that rewards
repeated reading, each time revealing new layers of meaning.
For  anyone  seeking  a  deeper  understanding  of  American
literature—or  of  the  human  condition—this  masterwork  is  an
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essential encounter.


