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I. 

A highly experimental writer, Faulkner invents an amazing array of narrative techniques and strategies during his prolific period (1929-1936), in which he published, among other things, his four masterpieces, The Sound and the Fury (1929), As I Lay Dying (1930), Light in August (1932), and Absalom, Absalom! (1936). In Light in August, Faulkner begins to seriously address the issue of racial identity and, more specifically, the issue of miscegenation.  Miscegenation becomes the predominant thematic concern in his next novel, Absalom, Absalom!  Thomas Sutpen’s dream of a dynasty based on the Southern plantation system comes to pieces when the vexing problem of miscegenation blows up in his face.  

There are four narrators in the novel—Rosa Coldfield, Mr. Compson, Quentin, and Shreve; together they attempt to make sense of the Sutpen myth.  In choosing four white people as narrators, however, Faulkner creates a problem: the voice of the black is repressed or silenced.  Although racial oppression is the main issue in the novel, the narrators are exclusively white.  Despite their strong opprobrium toward Sutpen, they still tend to make a hero out of him.  Throughout the novel, it is whites who are telling the story, and it is finally Quentin who assumes the full burden of piecing together a coherent story about the Sutpen myth, and it is also he who is to determine how the story will end.  Unable to face the tragic consequences of black slavery and miscegenation, he and Shreve finally turn the story into a “drama of love.”  The blacks become apparitions in the novel, and their voices cannot be heard, but they do not vanish.  Their “invisibility,” paradoxically, creates haunting presence for the whites. White Southerners’ persistent refusal to “see” or hear the blacks reflects their desire for racial purity and segregation and their inability to cope with the burden of Southern history.  Drawing on recent research on whiteness studies, my paper aims to examine Faulkner’s position on certain race issues and his personal beliefs in real life.  I argue that Faulkner’s ambivalence about race issues and miscegenation may have accounted for his choice of using Quentin as the main narrator, a guilty white who is “reduced to emotional paralysis” and can do nothing about the Sutpen myth except to romanticize it.   Quentin’s failure—and Faulkner’s too—to imagine or create authentic black characters and black voices signifies white Southerners’ failure to accept the blacks as their equals.   
II. 


The narrative of Absalom, Absalom! revolves around the Sutpen myth and then spins out of control.  The myth derives from the experience of Thomas Sutpen, raised as a boy in his native Virginia mountain area.  Sent by his father to deliver a message to the owner of a mansion, he was imagining what kind of people these planters were, who, while doing nothing, could afford a big house with a “special nigger to hand him his liquor and pull off his shoes that he didn’t even need to wear” (Absalom 185).  He was thinking he finally had the chance to see the inside of it; instead, he was turned back at the front door: “Because he was still innocent.  He knew it without being aware that he did . . . before the monkey nigger who came to the door had finished saying what he did, he seemed to kind of dissolve and a part of him turn and rush back through the two years they had lived there. . . .” (Absalom 186).  Faulkner once said, the idea of a novel usually began “with the thought, the image of a character, or with an anecdote” (Faulkner 161).  Here the image is the “boy-symbol at the door”: a white mountain boy whose innocence is destroyed in his first encounter with the planter class.  Nonetheless, his later dream to found a dynasty large enough to rival or outdo the aforesaid planter is as much motivated by class as by race.  As Thadious Davis has argued, “the Negro shapes, motivates, and determines Sutpen’s design from the beginning” (182).
  Sutpen envisions his struggle against social injustice in terms of a stark contrast between the “boy-symbol” and the “monkey nigger”: one symbolizes purity and innocence, and the other bestiality and defilement.  He vents his bitterness and frustrations on the black slave and sees him as social stigmatization.  


If Sutpen believes he is fighting against social injustice, what he does to achieve his ambition duplicates the pattern of social injustice.  During his stay in the West Indies, he marries a local woman but later discovers that she is of black descent.  Sutpen does what he thinks he has to do: “I found that she was not and could never be, through no fault of her own, adjunctive or incremental to the design which I had in mind, so I provided for her and put her aside” (Absalom 194).  There is no place for blacks—as equals—in his grand design, so he dispatches her by providing for her financially.  Convinced he has corrected his “minor tactical mistake,” he marches on and eventually establishes Sutpen’s Hundred in Jefferson, Mississippi.  The repressed, however, comes back to haunt him in the form of Charles Bon, the mulatto son he fathered from his first marriage.  Charles Bon comes to Jefferson and becomes a college classmate of Henry, Sutpen’s son.  Unaware of Bon’s identity, Henry introduces him to his sister Judith and expects to see them get married.  Even when informed by his father that Bon is his and Judith’s half-brother and that the prosed marriage would be incest, Henry remains unswayed.  When he accompanies Charles Bon to New Orleans and learns about his black lineage, however, Henry’s determination is crushed.  Unable to accept Bon as “the nigger who’s going to sleep with your sister,” he kills Bon and disappears.  Human relationships are like a Gordian knot in the Sutpen house: each part is so intricately enmeshed with another that the knot is finally unable to be untied.  For example, Clytie is Sutpen’s slave-daughter; thus, she is also Judith’s slave-sister. During the Civil War, when Sutpen, Henry, and Charles Bon all enlisted in the Confederate army, Judith had only Clytie to keep her company.  Although their relationship should be intimate, Clytie remains a slave and is never able to call Judith her sister.  For Henry, Charles Bon is his half-brother, his sister’s fiancé, but also the “nigger” who is going to sleep with his sister.  When relationships are so complicated, it is extremely difficult to draw a line when a critical decision is to be made.  Henry can live with Bon and Judith’s incestuous relationship, but, in the end, the fear of miscegenation outweighs that of incest.  The Sutpen house cannot break the color line and is turned against each other.  With black slaves fleeing from the plantation during the Civil War, Sutpen’s Hundred is already on the verge of crumbling.  Sutpen’s dream is dealt a final blow when there is no heir to inherit the property.  Sutpen is killed, and Clytie sets fire to Sutpen’s Hundred.  Miscegenation finally proves to be Sutpen’s undoing, and his vision collapses miserably.  For critic Eric Sundquist, therefore, the central issue in Absalom, Absalom! is “the far-reaching, hopelessly complex and paradoxical issue of miscegenation, the one issue that visibly emblematized all others” (98).  

If miscegenation is indeed the central issue, Faulkner’s narrative strategy nevertheless complicates the matter, and the plotline is eventually derailed.  Absalom, Absalom! is often considered a work that aims at “the exploration of the nature of truth” (Millgate 152) or a work that throws into relief “the fictional treatment of historiography” (Cohn 46).  To achieve this end, Faulkner employs different narrators (Rosa, Mr. Compson, Quentin, and Shreve) and different modes of narration (mythic, gothic, theatric, romantic, or poetic) in the novel.
  Each narrator ends her or his story in different ways.  Moreover, the Sutpen legend often comes to the four different narrators as second- or third-hand knowledge.  Although Rosa is Sutpen’s sister-in-law and later engaged to Sutpen, she does not have much chance to see him except for a brief period of time.  Quentin’s sources of the story are Rosa and his father Mr. Compson, who in turn derives his story from his father General Compson.  Shreve depends exclusively on Quentin for his knowledge of Sutpen.  Accordingly, in telling the Sutpen story, each narrator knows that his or her version of the story is fragmented, that “something is missing.”  When they sense the need to fill in the gap, the narrators, especially Quentin and Shreve, give free rein to their imagination unabashedly (“Why did I not invent, create it?”).  The result is that “history moves from the factual to the mythic” (Vickery 87).  If the Sutpen story is intended to be an indictment of the South—its plantation system, the “peculiar institution,” or miscegenation, it does not end up close to the mark.   


Of the four narrators, it is Quentin who particularly wants to give a sense of order and purpose to the Sutpen story.  He, together with Shreve, fabricates a coherent story out of the odds and ends of variegated sources.  In the process of their romantic fabrication, the Sutpen legend veers off course and ends up being a “drama of love” (Vickery 91).  What they finally reveal to the readers is an “essentially romanticized interpretation of the relationships between Charles Bon, Henry Sutpen, and Judith” (Millgate 156).  This is not what Rosa had in mind when she related the Sutpen saga to Quentin.  At that time she pleaded with Quentin to write a story about it so that people of future generations will know at last “why God let us lose the War” (Absalom 6; original italics).  Rosa demanded to know “what crime committed that would leave our family cursed to be instruments not only for that man’s destruction but for our own” (Absalom 14).  Sutpen’s failure is seen as emblematic of the downfall of a family and, by analogy, the South.  The crime committed by the South is undoubtedly that “peculiar institution”—black slavery and the consequent miscegenation.  Burdened with the cumbersome and irrevocable past, Quentin can find no relief for his guilt, and he comes close to emotional paralysis several times.  Emotional disintegration comes hand in hand with narrative disintegration and accounts for the involuted style of the prose because the narrators are attempting to put into words the unsayable and the repressed.  Quentin finally finds outlet for his grief and sorrow by ending the tragic story in a romantic way. 

Something goes amiss in the narration of the Sutpen story.  To begin with, if Sutpen serves as an image of the South and his failure is the failure of the South, he is nevertheless enveloped in a mythic aura throughout the story.  The story is replete with “suggestions of hubris and family doom on the Greek pattern (Millgate 159).  As a result, Sutpen is portrayed as a tragic hero and his legend “assumes an independent existence” (Vickery 102).  Sutpen’s downfall seems to have derived from his hubris alone instead of his inhumanity toward his first wife, Charles Bon, Clytie, or the blacks in general.  Moreover, since it is whites who are doing all the telling, they control the drift and flow of the narrative.  The white narrators persistently foreground what happens to white people, with the blacks lurking elusively in the background.  As Thadious Davis argues, “the lack of ‘telling’ by the blacks who inhabit the world of Absalom, Absalom! reduces them to an involved dependency upon the actual narrators, and their lack of ‘telling’ functions, inversely, to establish the abstract quality of their existences” (187).  Blacks lack real substance of a character in Absalom, Absalom!  Faulkner once pointed out that “every time any character gets into the book, no matter how minor, he’s actually telling his biography—that’s all anyone ever does, he tells his own biography, talking about himself, in a thousand different terms, but himself” (Faulkner 275).  Nevertheless, in Absalom, Absalom!, black characters never have a chance to tell their own biographies; it is always the white narrators who talk about them.  Charles Bon is one of the chief characters in the novel, yet none of the narrators have direct contact with him.  Even Rosa, who imagines herself in love with him, never meets him in person.  It is almost as if she falls in love with an idea or image.  In some sense, black characters are never “real” characters in Absalom, Absalom!  They remain “shadowy presence” in the novel, serving as signs or symbols for the white people. 

In his discussion about Harriet Beecher Stowe, critic Eric Sundquist criticizes Stowe’s inability “to portray convincingly black characters who are neither insane nor overly humble nor, most of all, essentially ‘white’” (100).  We may wonder how many convincing black characters Faulkner has created.  Dilsey in The Sound and the Fury may promptly leap to mind.  Yet, even Dilsey comes close to being a type—the suffering but enduring black, placing her trust in the Creator and deriving her strength from her faith.  Of the four sections in The Sound and the Fury, only Dilsey is not the narrator.  She comes to the readers through the “omniscient” narrator; her voice is mediated.  The same thing can be said of Faulkner’s black characters in Absalom, Absalom!: their voices are either silenced (Sutpen’s first wife Eulalia Bon, Jim Bond), limited (Clytie), or mediated (Charles Bon).  Unlike the white characters, they are not given a chance to speak their minds and give the readers a different version of the Sutpen story or even their own stories.  Without being heard, moreover, they are often seen as animals in the novel.  For the young Sutpen, for example, the black slave at the planter’s door is a “monkey nigger.” For Rosa, Sutpen’s “niggers” are “a herd of wild beasts.”  And the citizens of Jefferson look on Sutpen’s slaves “as being a good deal more deadly than any beast” (Absalom 28).  Perhaps, the most telling image is that of Jim Bond, Charles Bon’s grandson: “somewhere something lurked which bellowed, something human since the bellowing was in human speech, even though the reason for it would not have seemed to be” (Absalom 300).  Jim Bond’s bellowing, bordering on human speech and bestial howling, on comprehensibility and unintelligibility, prefigures the advent of a new species of human beings.  As Shreve tells us at the end of the story, “Then I’ll tell you that in time the Jim Bonds are going to conquer the western hemisphere. . . . so in a few thousand years, I who regard you will also have sprung from the loins of African kings” (Absalom 302).  Shreve’s vision of Western civilization is a chilling one, not only because it forecasts the decline of Western civilization, but because it does so in terms of human degeneration into black bestiality.  Underneath his vision reside white Southerners’ (and Faulkner’s?) fear of and anxiety over the consequences of miscegenation, which actually come from the sins of their white fathers.  
III. 


Recent whiteness studies may shed some light on the sentiment and mentality of a white Southerner like Quentin or of the whites in general.  Beginning in the second half of the 1980s, whiteness studies arose in reaction to an assortment of social and political situations.
  Many white people were visibly disturbed by U.S. Census Bureau’s prediction that sometime in the middle of the 21st century whites will no longer be the majority in the U.S. demographic makeup.  Motivated by their fears of being culturally and linguistically overwhelmed, reactionary theorists have begun to “treat whiteness as an ahistorical and biologically superior race whose survival is threatened by multiculturalism and affirmative action programs” (MacMullan 147).  They reassert white values and ways of living and hope to reestablish white supremacy and hegemony.  Scholars of critical whiteness studies, on the other hand, seek to analyze the social constructedness of whiteness, to expose how whiteness is masqueraded as universal, or to examine how white dominance is rationalized, legitimized, and made ostensibly normal and natural (Frankenberg 2-3).  Critics of whiteness studies usually agree that white people still benefit from the accident of their skin color and that ethnic Americans are still subjected to continuing discrimination.  Some people go so far as to say that to solve the problem of racism, it is necessary to abolish whiteness altogether.  Others begin to regard “being white” as a burden or social stigmatization.  


It is intriguing to note that there can be so many different ways of doing whiteness studies.  Looking at Quentin from the vantage point of whiteness studies, however, we can try to find a place for him in terms of how he sees whiteness.  Quentin is obviously not a reactionary, someone who seeks to legitimize white supremacy or privilege.  Nor is he a critical analyst, attempting to expose how white dominance is rationalized or how white values are universalized or normativized.  He is a guilty white who regards being a white Southerner as an unbearable burden.  His “twenty years’ heritage of breathing the same air [with Sutpen] and hearing his father [and Rosa] talk about the man” suffocates him, renders him passive and impotent.  Despite that, he is a white who has the privilege to tell the story about the South, about the blacks there; he is also a white who is entrapped in and paralyzed by what Ruth Frankenberg calls “white solipsism.”  He finds no “spiritual solvency” for the sins of the fathers, and he ends the Sutpen tale in the feeble gesture of turning it into a “drama of love.” 


Faulkner himself is not unlike Quentin.  He told stories about the South all his life, a place in which he was entangled in a love-and-hate relationship.  He remained evasive about miscegenation (“amalgamation” was the word at that time) and integration.  Faulkner, according to Eric Sundquist, believed in “separate but equal,” the 1896 Supreme Court decision on racial segregation (106).  In 1958 he opened his session at the University of Virginia by saying that “a hundred years ago Abraham Lincoln said, ‘This nation cannot endure half slave and half free’” (Sundquist 106).  Behind the rhetoric of emancipation, there was another agenda.  What Lincoln was really concerned about was that amalgamation between the white and the black race was too horrifying an idea for the nation.  He, as well as Harriet Beecher Stowe, believed that colonization for the blacks was the only option to prevent such a terrible thing from happening (Sundquist 99-108).  Faulkner may have entertained the same thought when he quoted Lincoln.  In Absalom, Absalom! human degeneration into a Jim Bond-like creature is Faulkner’s imagination of the consequences of amalgamation.  

In 1954 the U.S. Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision ruled against the 1896 “separate but equal” decision.  As racial integration became more and more unavoidable, white Southerners were anxious and restless.  A few months after the University of Alabama admitted its first African American student, Faulkner corresponded with a student there and offered his advice about the situation: “Segregation is going, whether we like it or not.  We no longer have any choice between segregation and un-segregation.  The only choice we now have is by what means” (qtd. in Hale and Jackson 28).  Faulkner suggested that white Southerners should choose to “abolish segregation”: “if for no other reason than, by voluntarily giving the Negro the chance for whatever equality he is capable of, we will stay on top; he will owe us gratitude” (qtd. in Hale and Jackson 28).  There is a superciliousness in the advice, a hint of white people’s moral superiority.  Besides, Faulkner seemed to insinuate that the blacks did not deserve to be equal with the whites or that the blacks would not know what to do with the newly acquired equality.  In Absalom, Absalom! Rosa Coldfield says virtually the same thing about Clytie: “free, yet incapable of freedom” (Absalom 126).  These quotations reflect Faulkner’s attitude toward the race issue: his ambivalence about the equality between the black and the white and about integration.  He wrote on another occasion: “I have always said that the ‘best’ Negroes, I believe most, nearly all Negroes, do not want integration with white people any more than the best, nearly all, white people want integration with Negroes.”  Southern blacks, Faulkner continued, “do not want integration but just justice, to be left alone by NAACP [National Association for the Advancement of Colored People] and all other disruptive forces, just freedom from threat of violence” (qtd. in Hale and Jackson 39-40, 40).  The aforementioned remarks probably said more about Faulkner himself or the whites than about the blacks, and a large number of blacks, including James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, and W. E. B. Du Bois, would take issue with Faulkner here.
 

One of Faulkner’s great achievements is that he created out of the South a fictional world—the Yoknapatawpha county.  Unfortunately, when that fictional world is peopled with two entirely different races, trouble is brewing.  “A white world is created in broad historical outline and sufficient psychological depth to subsume the myths of the Negro,” as Thadious Davis contends, “but that world fails, and the vision creating it is reduced to an emotional paralysis” (180).  That fictional world fails because it is devastated by the consequences of black slavery and miscegenation.  Even in the 1950s, the South was still torn asunder by the race issue.  In 1956, Faulkner published in Life “A Letter to the North,” in which he praised Southern whites and blacks who chose to stand “in the middle” without being swayed by the White Citizens’ Council (a white supremacist organization) or the NAACP.  He was pessimistic about the future: “Where will we go if that middle becomes untenable?  If we have to vacate in order to keep from being trampled?” (Essays 86-87).  Yet critics Grace Hale and Robert Jackson believe that Faulkner’s middle ground was never a thoroughly integrated place.  They argue that in this middle ground blacks are not present as people: “At best, in novels like Light in August and Absalom, Absalom!, it was a ground where liberal whites turn blacks into symbols not of white supremacy but of white moral failings and even inhumanity, which in turn held out opportunity for white redemption” (39).  “White redemption” remains the obsession for white narrators like Rosa Coldfield, Mr. Compson, Quentin, and Shreve.  Nevertheless, as Ruth Frankenberg, the whiteness studies scholar, reminds us, “we cannot examine the subject position of the oppressed without engaging that of the oppressor, and vice versa” (22).  In the end, this is why the grand design of Absalom, Absalom! fails: Faulkner’s inability to engage the “shadowy presence” and muted voices of the blacks in the novel.        
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� Davis notes in his “Preface” that he uses both black and Negro to people of African descent: “black in a general descriptive sense; Negro specifically in regard to Faulkner’s characters and to southern attitudes or precepts which antedate black as nomenclature of self-definition and self-identification” (1). 


� For a discussion of Faulkner’s use of different narrators and modes of narration, see Vickery, 86-92, or Millgate, 152-59, 162-64. 


� For discussions of the emergence of whiteness studies, refer to Ruth Frankenberg, “Introduction,” pp. 1-33; Michelle Fine, et al., “Preface,” pp. vii-xii; Terrance MacMullan, “Contemporary Debates on Whiteness,” pp. 146-62; and Birgit Brander Rasmussen, et al., “Introduction,” pp. 1-24.   


� For these writers’ arguments with Faulkner, refer to Hale and Jackson’s essay. 





