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“My son! My son!: Paternalism, Haiti, and Early Twentieth-Century American Imperialism in

William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!”
In Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of U.S. Imperialism, 1915-1940, historian Mary A. Renda regards paternalism as the primary discursive mechanism that enabled the U.S. invasion and occupation of Haiti from 1915-1934.  Examining a range of cultural artifacts including imperial documents, Marines’ magazines, soldiers’ memoirs, and bestselling novels, Renda illustrates how early twentieth-century Americans were encouraged to envision Haiti’s black island nation as a “fatherless child” (250) in need of stern paternal guidance from the U.S.  In this essay I extend Renda’s claims to William Faulkner’s 1936 modernist novel Absalom, Absalom! to argue that Quentin and Shreve’s 1910 narrative that reconstructs Charles Bon as the abandoned Haitian son must be reconsidered as a vital part of the emerging paternalist discourse that came to aid, justify, and maintain American imperialism in Haiti.  Just as U.S. marines and ordinary American citizens were taught to imagine Haiti as a poor orphan in need of adult male guidance, Quentin and Shreve visualize Haiti as a deserted son who craves nothing more than the American father’s paternal recognition. When read in the context of Renda’s historical argument, William Faulkner’s novel clearly dramatizes America’s paternalist ideology regarding Haiti and must be recognized as a significant text in the culture of early twentieth-century U.S. empire. 

According to Mary Renda, paternalism permeated discussions about the American imperial takeover and control of Haiti both during the period of U.S. rule from 1915-1934 and in the years directly following the withdrawal of American troops.  U.S. policymakers first employed paternalist rhetoric to conscript American soldiers into the “project of carrying out U.S. rule” in Haiti (Renda 13).  Marines were encouraged to view themselves as “benevolent but stern father figures” (Renda 303) who watched over the less-civilized Haitians.  Indeed, echoing primitivist discourses or “the assumption that Haitians were as yet in the early stages of their evolutionary development as a people,” (Renda 115) paternalism taught American soldiers to view black Haitians as fatherless “children.”  For example, in a propaganda cartoon entitled “The Missionary” by private Paul Woyshner that appeared in the April 1917 issue of Marines Magazine (see figure), a giant-sized U.S. soldier holds a gun, kneels at the foot of the “Haitian Republics,” and shakes a pointed finger at a group of diminutive sombrero-wearing black rebels.  “LISTEN SON!” the Marine cries out.  “Do unto your brothers as you’d hav’em do unto you. Savy?” (Renda 14).  Although equipped with the biblical [image: image1.jpg]LISTEN SON!
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injunction of “brotherly love,” the soldier’s initial scolding imperative foregrounds the paternal relationship the U.S. wanted its marines to foster toward the black colony of Haiti.  American military men were to visualize their role and duty abroad as a father who kept an eye on younger black “sons” who were in desperate need of discipline. 

Indeed, throughout the occupation, Haitians were repeatedly imagined as youngsters who had no other parental guardians.  For example, speaking to a senate committee in October 1921, the head officer of the Gendarmerie in Haiti, U.S. general Smedley Butler announced that “he and his fellow marines considered themselves trustees ‘of a huge estate that belonged to minors’” (Renda 89).  In Butler’s words, Haitians were “the wards” of the U.S., foundlings generously adopted by Uncle Sam, or orphans who lived unsupervised on an island.  According to Renda, Haiti’s original father and mother were continually described as utter failures at parenting: America’s “paternalist discourse constructed Haiti as a nation orphaned by parental neglect sometimes figuring France as the father who abandoned Haiti and Africa as the single mother incapable of properly raising her illegitimate child” (16).  U.S. paternalism portrayed Haiti as a poor mulatto male orphaned by missing, incompetent parents, and thus in desperate need of American soldiers’ fatherly care giving and guidance. 

However, while the logic of paternalism worked to involve U.S. soldiers in their duties, it also instructed ordinary U.S. citizens at home how to imagine the nation’s relationship to the occupied island.  According to Renda, cultural commentators throughout the 1920s and 1930s featured Haiti in “stage plays, radio dramas, short stories, songs, novels, travel books, paintings, … and even wall paper” (19).  These Haitian representations frequently adopted and promoted some of the same aspects foregrounded in America’s paternalist discourses.  For instance, the 1929 Literary Guild Selection and bestselling novel The Magic Island by William Seabrook sensationalized Haiti as an exotic milieu filled with voodoo and spirits, but the text also emphasized the black island nation as a fatherless son “ready to welcome a benevolent American ‘Papa Blanc’ or white father” (Renda 247).  Likewise in Herman Weber’s “Midnight Voodoo Party,” which was a ghost show or a magic performance popular in the 1930s and performed before a B rated horror film at midnight, U.S. audiences were encouraged to view the inhabitants of Haiti as frightening ghosts that could be easily disciplined and mastered by a white male American magician (Walker).  Through representations in early twentieth-century popular culture, ordinary Americans came to imagine Haiti as a childlike, less-powerful nation that was firmly within America’s paternal control.  

Indeed, according to Renda, the discourse of paternalism succeeded in shaping all Americans into accepting their task as occupiers.  Paternalism appealed to both soldiers and U.S. citizens because it constructed them as fatherly “masters and managers” (125) of a wayward black, abandoned island “son.”  More than a mere metaphor of a male guardian’s relationship to his children, paternalism produced in both the minds of Marines and ordinary U.S. citizens the “ideological machinery” of the occupation and asserted American “authority, superiority, and control” (Renda 15).  While proffering a benevolent sounding mask of paternal care and stern guidance, paternalism acted as a primary mode for “dominating” Haiti.   Indeed, if as Mary Renda believes, “we will not find a single historical actor untainted by the dominant discourses that shaped this history” (307) of U.S. imperial supremacy, I would now like to turn to examine how paternalism plays a prominent role in William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!—a novel from the 1930s that features at its heart the story of the black Haitian son Charles Bon and his white American fathers. 


Both the narrative end and the imaginative conception of Absalom, Absalom! coincide with the commencement and the close of America’s imperial occupation of Haiti in the early twentieth century.  Faulkner concludes his novel’s tale with Quentin and Shreve’s “marriage of speaking and hearing” (Faulkner 316) in December 1910, or at the moment when America has gained a position of supremacy in the black island nation (Renda 30).  As Haitian scholar Leslie F. Manigat notes, 1910 became the year “the United States achieved preponderance in Haiti by defeating French and German interests…in the struggle for control of the Banque Nationale” (qtd. in Schmidt 38).  Moreover, as historian Hans Schmidt explains, “by 1910 the United States had cornered about 60% of the Haitian import market” (36).  Faulkner sets the conclusion of his novel at the exact time when the U.S. achieves dominance in Haitian affairs.  Five years later, in 1915, the U.S. will use its powerful position to invade and to hold Haiti under military rule for nineteen years.  Faulkner also begins writing Absalom, Absalom! within the final months of the American occupation.  As David Paul Ragan speculates, Faulkner starts his novel in “the late fall or the early winter of 1933” and finds the story’s main ideas beginning “to crystallize in the second week of February 1934” (9).  Six months after Faulkner crafts the core of his novel, the U.S. Marines withdraw from Haiti, marking the official end of America’s military presence in the island.  With the narrative close of Faulkner's text corresponding to the beginning of U. S. dominance in Haiti and the tale's actual conception overlapping with the occupation’s end, Absalom, Absalom! frames America’s early twentieth-century imperial presence in Haiti as the haunting historical absence that, I will argue, is crucial to the portrayal of paternalism in the novel.

Many critics read the references to Haiti in Absalom, Absalom! as a direct comment upon the issue of Southern slavery in nineteenth-century America.  To give one excellent example, in "Absalom, Absalom!, Haiti, and Labor History: Reading Unreadable Revolutions," Richard Godden argues that the Haitian slave rebellion of 1791 and the subsequent establishment of the western hemisphere's first black independent nation in 1804 transformed Haiti into the slave-holding Southerner's worst nightmare.  For Godden, the “American Africa” (Renda 36), as Haiti was later called, shadows Faulkner's South as a haunting threat "synonymous with revolution" (Godden 686).  

My reading of Haiti’s presence in Absalom, Absalom!, however, follows the work of critics such as Maritza Stanchich
 and Barbara Ladd whose essays probe the importance of America’s early twentieth-century empire in Haiti in Faulkner’s novel.  For example, in “The Direction of the Howling’: Nationalism and the Color Line in Absalom, Absalom!,” Ladd emphasizes the fact that the tales each of Faulkner’s four narrators tell concerning the figure of Charles Bon must be examined within the speakers’ particular historical contexts.  Reading Haiti as “the logical theatre for dreams of American expansion” both before the Civil War and in “Quentin Compson’s era” (538), Ladd interprets America’s early twentieth-century imperial engagement in the Caribbean directly through Quentin and Shreve’s “reconstruction” (542) of Charles Bon and his black island origins.  Building on Ladd’s claim, I believe the discourse of paternalism also plays a prominent part in reading America’s imperial designs in the narrators’ story.  Although Quentin and Shreve’s narrative of Charles Bon predates the actual invasion of Haiti by five years, it is only in Quentin and Shreve’s 1910 account that Bon becomes the not only “black” son who craves the recognition of the “white” father, but also the “Haitian” son who desires the acknowledgement of the “American” father.  By constructing Haiti as a needy-orphaned son, Quentin and Shreve employ the rhetoric of paternalism that U.S. imperialists will come to use to justify the invasion of Haiti in 1915.   

Throughout Absalom, Absalom!, Quentin and Shreve first imagine Bon as a sort of foundling raised by an absent father and a “vindictive” (298) black mother.  By repeatedly underlining the improper and semi-orphaned upbringing of Bon, Faulkner’s narrators articulate the exact details of Haiti’s “horrific” original parentage that U.S. paternalist discourses reiterate throughout the island occupation.  For instance, at one moment  Quentin and Shreve believe the Haitian son Bon, “took it for granted that all kids didn’t have fathers . . . and that getting snatched everyday . . . being held for a minute or five minutes . . . in compulsive fury . . . was part of childhood which all mothers of children had received in turn from their mothers in turn from that Puerto Rico or Haiti and hence no man had a father . . . but all mother faces (298-299).  In this passage, Faulkner’s storytellers imagine Haiti as a child who has suffered from an uneven upbringing under a missing father and a half-insane, over-protective, suffocating single mother, who is read in the text as containing the blood of “Africa” (378).  Quentin and Shreve also believe that Bon only gradually comes to an awareness of his orphaned state.  As a boy, Bon “took it for granted that all kids didn’t have fathers” (298), but upon growing up, Bon learns “that what he thought was childhood, wasn’t childhood, that other children had been made by fathers and mothers when he had been…created between a lawyer and a woman whom he thought was feeding and watching and putting him to bed” (305-306).  Only on reaching young adulthood does Bon achieve awareness of his unusual parental origins and lack of a paternal presence.  According to Quentin and Shreve, however, the Haitian son’s discovery of the absent father seems to make Bon all the more eager to gain one. 


Throughout chapters six through eight of Absalom, Absalom!, Quentin and Shreve reiterate the black Haitian son’s desire for the white American father’s recognition.  Bon’s first yearns for any tangible sign that he is Sutpen’s child.  He thinks, “[Sutpen] would just have to write ‘I am your father. Burn this.’ and  I would do it.  Or if not that, a sheet, a scrap of paper with the word ‘Charles’ in his hand, and I would know what he meant. . . Or a lock of his hair or a pairing from his fingernail, and I would know then” (326).  A scribbled sentence, a scripted name, or a clipping from the body would constitute enough of a confession for the son “to know” the father’s paternal feelings.  However, when no physical sign emerges, Bon decides to give his father another “chance” (347).  Bon next fantasizes Sutpen saying to him “You are my eldest son.  Protect your sister; never see either of us again” (347).  The second time Bon imagines receiving Sutpen’s paternal claim, the son brings himself within speaking distance of the father.  Rather than receiving an object, Bon conjures Sutpen’s voice and immediate presence.  Yet along with an imagined closer physical proximity comes the father’s warning to leave Judith, Bon’s sister, alone.  Sutpen’s admonition suggests that in the absence of paternal recognition, Bon will consider accomplishing his filial desires in another fashion.  In fact, when fantasizing about the father’s acknowledgement for a third time, Bon strikes a bargain with Sutpen over Judith in his mind.  Bon believes, “I will just touch flesh with him and I will say it myself, ‘You will not need to worry; she shall never see me again’” (348).  Upon mere contact with the father’s “flesh,” Bon will receive enough assurance that he is Sutpen’s son and will promise to protect his sister.  When Thomas Sutpen fails to acknowledge his eldest son in Absalom, Absalom!, however, Bon attempts to sleep with his sister Judith in order to “force” (348) the American father to recognize him as the “son-in-law.”  Indeed, within the 1910 section of Faulkner’s novel, Quentin and Shreve believe that Charles Bon wants nothing more than paternal acknowledgement and will even commit incest and miscegenation to achieve his goal.  By emphasizing the Haitian son’s desire to be the U.S. father’s son, Quentin and Shreve articulate the discursive justification for America’s early twentieth-century invasion and occupation of Haiti. 


Yet how, one might ask, can one fully discuss paternalism in Absalom, Absalom! when Quentin and Shreve’s 1910 narrative never actually delivers the paternal recognition Bon so single-mindedly craves?  According to Faulkner’s early twentieth-century narrators, Sutpen never gives Bon his fatherly acknowledgement and the Haitian son dies by Henry’s hand in the process of trying to “force [Sutpen]” (348) into claiming paternity.  How can Absalom, Absalom!, in other words, echo the U.S. paternalist discourse of imperialism when the American father refuses outright to recognize his Haitian son? 

Although critics often focus on Thomas Sutpen’s paternal denial of Charles Bon in Absalom, Absalom!, I would argue that the nineteenth-century father’s refusal to lay claim to his son must be read within the complex historical context of the novel’s main storytellers as they attempt to negotiate paternalism’s challenges.  As Mary Renda notes in Taking Haiti, the difficulty of paternalist discourse involves the problem of “how to ingest a territory, or another nation without allowing it to become too obviously a part of the nation” (22).  As early twentieth-century narrators, Quentin and Shreve cannot let Haiti penetrate too completely into the circle of the national family.  Faulkner’s storytellers feel compelled to construct two versions of American fatherhood in Faulkner’s text—one that corresponds to the ideologies of the nativist family and one that responds to the demands of America’s emerging imperialist family.  On the one hand, as nativist narrators, Quentin and Shreve must make the family the inner sanctum and safeguard of the white race.  By conjuring the tale of the biological father’s disavowal of his “black” son, Faulkner’s narrators attempt to secure the American family as the space of white racial purity.  On the other hand, as imperialist storytellers, Quentin and Shreve must also seek to maintain the fiction of America’s paternal dominance and authority over its black colonies.  By imagining that the spurned Haitian son will do anything to gain the father’s acknowledgement—even sleep with Sutpen’s daughter to become the father’s “son-in-law”—Quentin and Shreve ensure Haiti’s desire for America’s paternal control and, more important, in the process of articulating the son’s yearning, actually produce Bon’s new guardians.

Indeed, by repeatedly imagining Haiti as a fatherless child who is even willing to die in the attempt to be recognized by the American father in Absalom, Absalom!, Quentin and Shreve are themselves transformed into paternal figures.  Several pages into the young narrators’ tale, Quentin listens to Shreve retelling the Sutpen saga and thinks, “Yes. . . He sounds just like father . . . Just exactly like father” (181).  Several pages later, Quentin repeats his revelation with greater certainty, “Yes, Shreve sounds almost exactly like father” (207).  By verbalizing the narrative of the Haitian son’s desire for the American father, Shreve emerges in Quentin’s mind as an authoritative paternal voice. When comparing his friend to a father figure for a third time, Quentin then comes to imagines himself as occupying the same paternal role.  “Yes,” Quentin thinks, “Maybe we are both Father” (261).  By narrating together the return of the spurned Haitian son Charles Bon, who wants nothing more than the American father’s acknowledgement, Quentin and Shreve are themselves transformed into father figures.   By narrating the Haitian son’s repeated desire for the American father, Quentin and Shreve turn into the U. S. “Father”; Quentin Compson U.S. Southerner and young American becomes Quentin Compson “commonwealth” (Faulkner 12).  

As members of a nation with an emerging imperial presence in the early twentieth-century Caribbean, Faulkner’s narrators retell the story of Haiti in Absalom, Absalom! in a way that enables them to be placed in a position of paternal mastery and control over the black island republic.  Although Bon’s original father, Thomas Sutpen, may never claim Haiti as his son, because on one level, as nativists, Quentin and Shreve must never admit the “black man” into the inner sanctum of the white family, the narrators must also respond to the increasing pressure to address Haiti as part of the U. S. imperial family.  Indeed, from 1915-1934, American imperialists will employ Quentin and Shreve’s paternalist discourse to encourage soldiers and citizens to regard Haiti as a fatherless child in need of supervision and to view themselves as American adoptive parents.  By constructing and thereby acknowledging Haiti as an orphaned son/fatherless child in Absalom, Absalom!, Quentin and Shreve assume the position of the early twentieth-century imperial father and set the global stage for America’s “paternal” nineteen-year occupation of Haiti. 
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� In “The Hidden Caribbean ‘Other’ in William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!: An Ideological Ancestry of U.S. Imperialism,” Stanchich argues that “Faulkner’s portrayal of Haiti…solidly links the curse of Southern slavery with the curse of American imperialism.” 





