Words, as social instruments, exemplifying what Marx calls “practical consciousness,”1  act upon a reality which they make as much as find.  If the real is in a real sense made through words, those words needs must tend to complexity, not least because speakers inherit a language always “already occupied”2  by prior and unknown users and usage.  Since verbal instrumentalists work with a partially known instrument, and in circumstances not of their own design, they, to adapt Marx, are practically unconscious concerning large portions of their practice.  Yet that practice, so much incomplete matter made from words, materializes within an economy whose historical conditions form, and take formal complexity from, linguistic work.  Five sentences built upon begged questions, compound assumptions and parabolic bids which it will take more than 20 minutes partially to answer, justify and elucidate.  But preludes may perhaps take liberties and should not give the game away.


In a recent anthology of new economic criticism, the editors, Woodmansee and Osteen, note the many who address the intersection of literature and economy argue from analogy: words have their economies – or so the case goes – because language and economy are both 

Arbitrary systems of exchange:


Thus any adequate theoretics of literary economics must begin with


the anxious of Saussurian linguistics and post-structuralist theory, that


all signs are arbitrary and related syntagmatically – and then address


the similarly fictive and constructured nature of money and finance.3

In contradistinction, this paper will read an extract from The Sound and The Fury (1929) from within three linked assumptions, none of which drive from Saussure: that economic relations are a guise worn by social relations;4  that social relations are finally a cause of what stories can and cannot be told (and of the manner of their telling); and that, therefore, economic structures may be read as a generative source of fictional forms.  Since I seek to establish a causal rather than arbitrary connection between the work of Faulkner’s words and the work of an economy, I had best gloss a key factor in that economy over the first two decades of the twentieth century-diaspora: the historian of Africal American Mississippi, Neil McMillen, notes of the wartime phase of the Great Migration (1915-1920), that “to the rader who followed early local press accounts of this mass movement, it surely seemed that an entire people were abandoning the state as fast as the railroads would carry them.  In October, 1916, the Memphis Commercial Appeal  reported “(The) Blackbelt is being stopped of farm labor “through McMillen stresses that a consistent pattern of out-migration had been established well before 1910.

In effect, major demographic change forced the landowning class toward awareness of the unstability of that dependency which typically characterized its relation to labour.  Up until the New Deal and the war-prompted renewal of the Great Migration in the early 40’s, ethnic relations in the south were grounded on a a pre-or semi-modern regime of constrained labor (debt peonate), typified by a dependency, that grew out of what Mark Tushnett calls “total relations,”11  that is relations between owner and cropper that extended to the whole life of the tenant and to the whole life of the landlord.  (Under wage labor, employee/employee connections are “partial” in that the wage-payer pays for, and assumed power over, only the working part of the worker’s day).  As late as 1935, Johnson, Embree and Alexander surveyed cotton tenancy and concluded”(t)he status of the tenancy demands complete dependence.”12


Dependency cuts two ways, though tacitly: that is to say, within such a regime, the white landowning class, owing their substance to black labor, are blacks in whiteface.  Such co-dependence must be denied, though during the teens and early twenties shifting demographic patterns ensued that black did not rest quite to quiet and easy within white.  As portions of the tenancy mobilized, so structures enforcing dependency necessarily relaxed: in the historian of African American labour, Jay Mandle’s terms – “dependency” weakened towards “defense” as economic circumstances indicated that the bound black body just might unbind.  Where the properties of the selfhood of the owning class – from face, to skin, to sex, to land – are determined by the laboring other, any looseness of the other              that self’s best parts.  In Joel Williamson’s terms, commenting on Disruptions within the legacy of southern black/white relations in the first half of the twentieth century, for white to release black may involve the declaration, “I’m not going to be anymore.”  At which point, figures for demographic change condition the corporeality – the face, sex, skin and land – of an owning class as it negotiates the retention within itself of that which has made it what it is, the unceasingly unsettled body of African American labor.  Yet how does such a prelude “fit” the reading of a passage about white derive?  As a post-script to a prelude – an intimation of the need to recognize labor as hidden within derive: prior to recalling the episode at the branch with Caddy in 1904, Quentin has been arrested for stealing a sister (p 85); or , more particularly, for “meditated criminal assault” on the sister of a Boston Italian immigrant.  Tried, he is fined six dollars: the justice accounts precisely for the sum - $1 to Julio for “taking him away from his work” (p 87); five dollars to the marshall for his two hour pursuit.  Apprehended for child molestation, Quentin received a fine for theft of labour-time – incest, since the Italian girl is emphatically a “sister” (     ) and has been critically understood to replicate Caddy; and labour, albeit Northern industrial labour, are therefore tactly aligned within the six dollars.  I shall return to the silent so-presence of desire and labour within     signs later.

     The conversation  at the branch directly follows not the trial, but Quentin’s subsequent beating by Gerald Bland.  The two events may be understood as forming a linked           .  Released from a court in which his southern familial tragedy has been rerun as northern farce – Quentin comes close to seeing double: himself within Julio; Caddy as an Italian girl; sexual          extending into coal dust; a hymen lost as expenditure of labour-time……As Dubois might put it, “such a double life, with double thoughts & double social classes, must give rise to double words.”  Yes Quentin reverts singularly to type.  He strikes Bland over the matter of “sisters” an is knocked semi-conscious.  At which point, the reader encounters an abrupt tonal transition from opacity to transparency.  A decade ago, in an account of these seemingly simple pages, I argued that Bland’s punch levels Quentin physically and intellectually, disarming those habits of perception through which he has previously preserved a version of himself.  My point, then, was not that the occasion of his attempted incest at the Branch in 1909 “returns,” but that, culturally impaired, Quentin finds it for the first time; and that as it emerges he discovers a very different brother and sister – becoming, in effect, the historian of his own pathologies, and of those of his class insofar as they turn on incest and the hymen.  My position then was simplistic because I failed to trace a pattern of displaced allusion to labour structuring the pattern of desire.


Before making amends for prior error, I had best gloss a fragment of that faulty argument.  Quentin comes to the branch ( F of L: p39-43, as cut)….and negation of her.


Quentin comes to the branch in order to call his sister a whore.  Instead they talk, and motives emerge; the brother is physically jealous of Dalton Ames and wishes to take his place.  Impotence prevents him and provokes the substitution of a childish suicide pact for the sexual act about which he knows so little.


I held the point of a knife to her throat.


it wont take but a second just a second then I can do mine


I can do mine then


Will you close your eyes


No like this you’ll have to push it harder


Touch your hand to it


Innuendous that the knife is a substitute, thought the substitute eventually falls away:

Don’t cry poor Quentin

But I couldn’t stop she held my head against her damp hard


Breast I could hear her heart going firm and slow now


Not hammering and the water gurgling among the


Willows in the dark and waves of honeysuckle coming


Up the air my arm and shoulder were twisted under me

What is it what are you doing

Her muscles gathered I sat up

Its my knife I dropped it

She sat up

I don’t know

She rose to her feet I fumbles along the ground

Lulled by Caddy’s slow heart, Quentin rests.  The startling disjunction between the smell of honeysuckle and a cramped arm can be simply explained as an interval of sleep; Caddy’s sudden “what time is it” may indicate an interrupted stillness.  I proposed then,         that relieved of guilty by sleep, Quentin wakes with an erection.  Caddy in a way that blanaces between objection and responsiveness.

What are you doing

Her muscles gathered

The linebreak could be understood conventionally, as marking a division between speech and action; however, a passage that conspicuously omits the marks whereby such division are negotiated  - may well foreground the spacing of the text, causing readers to make meanings from textual items (such as spaced) that are not otherwise particularly meaningful.  In which case this break could be read as signaling a significant pause, during which Caddy’s body adjusts to changes in Quentin’s body – It appears that she is not gathering herself to sit or stand, since Quentin rises first.  “I sat up” is at once an embarrassed male reaction and an attempt to disguise an erection.  The duplicity is contained in the knife play.  Sleep rendered the symbol unnecessary, so he “dropped it” and woke to discover the absolute redundancy of the substitute.  However, the symbol is easier than the reality of standing straight and of his sister’s gathering muscles; consequently Quentin fumbles.  To stress a mutual and confused arousal, as I do, is to appreciate that the physical actions and reactions of the brother and sister constitute an erotics and both find troubling and yet exciting.

What I missed entirely in my earlier attempt slowly to read was the force of a simple question: Why, with all controls down, does an erection command faulty encryption with a knife-play and a line-break?  I have time only to sketch an abbreviate answer, which is the first instance must return to Benjy’s performance of similar entry on a similar occasion:  confronting Caddy as she returns from a liaison with Ames at the branch, Benjy bellows:

“Caddy came to the door and stood there ….I went toward her, crying, and she shrank against the wall and I saw her eyes and I cried louder and pulled at her dress.   She put her hands out but I pulled at her dress.  Her eyes ran.


Versh said, Your name is Benjamin now.  You know how come your name Benjamin now.  They making a bluegum out of you.  Mammy say in old time your granpaw changed nigger’s name, and he turn preacher, and when they look at him, he bluegum too.  Didn’t use to be bluegum, neither.  And when family woman look him in the eye in the full of the moon, child born bluegum.

Late in the summer of 1909, Caddy lost her virginity.  Benjy on intuiting that loss goes back almost nine years to November 1900, when his name was changed.  The shift appears to have no mechanical trigger, yet there is evidence of a narrow imagination producing partially conscious comparisons.  Caddy’s sexual change is associated with Benjy’s name change, in an 

Essentially cultural analogy likening loss of virginity to loss fo a first or maiden name.   Prior to recognition of his retardation, Benjy had been named Harry for his mother’s brother.  In effect, Benjy counters his disturbing insight by recalling a particular story about multiple names.  A Mississippi bluegum is a black conjuror with a fatal bite.  Versh’s bluegum has the additional gift of magic eyes.  Simply by looking at his congregation, the bluegum preacher can make them all, even unborn children, bluegum too.

According to Benjy’s analogic ure of Versh’s stsory, he, care of a black body, is the surrogate father of Caddy’s child.  I beg a lot of questions about Benjy’s cognitive capacity for analogy; they must remain begged.  Instead, I am reminded that for Quentin any and all of Caddy’s suitors were “blackguard”.  The epithet is carefully chosen and much repeated meaning “scoundrel”, “blackguard”, or black guard” contains the implication that those who would take Caddy’s virginity are the guardians of what they take.  In 1933 (and moving too fast), in an introduction to the novel which he did not see published, Faulkner tries to characterize the “ecstasy”, “nebulous” yet “physical” (his terms) that writing the Benjy section have him.  He likens the manuscript to “unmarred sheet(s) beneath my hand inviolate and unfailing” – a complex unnuendo forms in which paper turns into the white space of a bed (Benjy’s pristine consciousness), while language (so black) “mars” that original party by “marrying” it.  Since in 1956, Faulkner was famously to claim, “it began with a mental picture…of the muddy seat of a little girl’s draws”, writing “it” – The Sound & The Fury – becomes densely synonymous with a barely act of miscegenous entry into a sister (“bluegum”, “blackguard”, “marred”)  without trace because the paper appears to absorb the black marks of the almost                script.  Unpicking puns from linked similes may strain credibility, but remains necessary in order to establish a submerged affinity between Benjy (as “bluegum”), Quentin (erect at the branch) and Faulker in “physical …..ecstasy….waiting for release” as he wrote the manuscript.

It would I think be a mistake to cast these blackmarks (bluegum, blackguard, marred) simply as stains generated by racial anxiety, though a cultural case might be made in the following terms.  During the Radical era (1890-1915), the era of both Faulkner and the Compson boy’s childhoods, the South (according to Williamson), “capitulated to racism.”  As Neil MacMillan stresses, the years between 1889 and 1915 saw the most repressive Jim Crow activity in Mississippi’s history: that activity was designed to keep a low-wage labor force in place.  High among its forms was the sexual threat stemming from a forged link between the white virgin hymens and the black reapist phallus.  In the antebellum south, white males of the owning class idealized womanhood, building pedestal to lift the female gentry above the reality of interracial sex between slave women and slave owners.  The Cult of Southern Womanhood raised the standard of the unbreachable hymen precisely because miscegenation breached the color line throughout the prewar South.  Plainly, if the iconic item was to withstand the iconoclastic force of the evidence, it needed support-support that white males found in the incest dream.  Where the hymen stores the family “blood,” protecting it from any risk of contamination through crossing, incest ensures that where crossing has occurred it shall be between like “bloods”.  Emancipation changed the obsessional map; freeing the slaves blocked       white access to the quarters.   While in the white mind, because the “freed” man will necessarily seek the white women earlier denied him.  Within this pervasive fantasy, white men, having impeded their own intimacy with white women, cast as the hymen, project onto the black male extravagant and guilt-free versions of the sexual behavior whose ordinary forms they were declaring guilty and denying to themselves.

Ergo, the cultural hymen – at once a colour-line and a device for keeping labor in its place – depends for it’s coercive vitality on the presence of that which threatens it: all rehetorial appeals to purity needs must anxiously elect a threat to that purity – so the hymen is shadowed by the black.

Simply to apply such a model to there textual instances would be to ignore the degree to which “bluegum, blackguard, marred” contain an amatory as well as an anxious imperative.  In exploring their secrets, in order to establish the foundation of Quentin’s covert erection, I am reminded of Malcolm Bull’s account of hiddeness:

If something is hidden, it is not because the truth has eluded you and is unobtainable, but because the truth is flirting with you, simultaneously offering and withholding.

Behind the knife and on the gap, an erection of questionable color “flirts”: like “blackguard”, “bluegum”, “marred”, that member, coming into hiding on the white space of the page, is released as a whispered            valency by motions within the body of southern labor, from which body, the body of the owning class takes its very particular substance.

“Shadows” typically darken the branch, gathering with intensity around Ames, so that Caddy, Ames & Quentin eventually unite as “one shadow”, and Caddy will lean down from Ames’ “high shadow” to kiss Quentin, who “draws back”, retreating into the “grey light” among the “dark willows”.  Quentin literally becomes the dark body that in economic terms he already is.  Consequently, his flirtatious hand-on (now you glimpse it; now you don’t) spotted among the “shadows”, stands as an exact (and exactly hidden) class essence.  In effect, Quentin all but takes the increasingly archaic and anxious emblem of his class (the hymen as color line and labor-control device); but, he all but takes it from within a darkening and amatory body (the black within the white) which is, or will be, the hidden and emergent form of his class which, as it emerges towards the emergency of recognition, embodies the true form of his class.
