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Absalom, Absalom! as Queer Christian Conversion Narrative


In the June 2004 issue of American Literature, I argue that the homoerotic energies in Absalom, Absalom! profoundly inform the novel’s meditation on the nature of history—indeed, that Absalom implies a kind of coming-out historiography. In this talk today, I want to suggest that the novel further frames this coming-out historiography as a kind of queer Christian conversion narrative. Such a reading holds implications beyond Absalom criticism, eliciting the novel’s broader resonance with current theorizing of minority histories as exemplified by work such as Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe.


Before I launch into a discussion of Absalom, I’d like to explain that my talk today outlines only a small part of my current book project; as such, I have much more to say about the various ideas I raise here, and I expect (and hope) some of you will have questions for me about the many points I will not be able to elucidate at length in this brief paper.


In my previous work on Absalom, I argue that the novel’s notoriously indeterminate narrative style, its shifting voices, reflect and augment a relatively simple overall plot structure: at least from one of the thirteen ways of looking at this blackbird, it is simply a ghost story about Quentin and Miss Rosa’s midnight adventures in a haunted house, the decrepit old Sutpen mansion. The novel opens with what it describes as Miss Rosa’s “queer summons” to Quentin to undertake a nighttime exploration with her of the haunted remnant of history, the remains of the old Sutpen plantation. Like a good ghost story, the novel builds the intensity of expectation: Chapter Five ends with the tantalizing lines, “There’s something in that house….Something living in it. Hidden in it” (140). Yet only at the very end of the novel does the reader finally learn what Rosa and Quentin found that night. In keeping with what Peter Brooks describes as the occluded centers of the novel’s stylistic structure, Quentin and Rosa discover in the haunted house not Sutpen himself, the central figure of the plantation’s history, who seems (at first) to haunt all of the characters most prominently. Instead, they discover the ghost is rather Sutpen’s son, Henry, returned from the exile he imposed on himself for nearly half a century after he shot and killed the man he loved, Charles Bon.


That is to say, the novel uses a queer romance (here I use a sense of queer current when Faulkner was writing the novel, a slang denotation roughly synonymous with the contemporary term, gay) to represent a queerness about history (here, I mean the novel’s primary sense of the word queer, which is to say curiously mysterious). I have argued that Quentin and Shreve’s homoerotic storytelling enacts this representation of history-as-haunted-house in that what at once attracts and terrifies Quentin about the history he tells is that he himself is haunted by the same heterosexist taboos—the same legacy of historical oppression—that helped create the ghost he and Rosa found. The novel presents history as dangerous because the oppressions that shaped history also, in different ways, shape the present, too. The novel thus advocates what I dub a “coming-out” historiography: a revisionist uncovering of history’s occlusions both occasions and depends upon a re-evaluation of the present, which both Shreve and Rosa seem to realize and Quentin wishes he could forget.


The challenge of Absalom’s haunted-house vision of history, however, is still more radical in that it frames this coming-out imperative using the conventions of Christian conversion narrative. It presents the challenge posed to Quentin by the Sutpen history as a kind of queer (in both senses mentioned above) Christian conversion moment.


St. Augustine’s Confessions offers a paradigmatic example of how Christian conversion narratives depend upon radically revisionist histories: from the outset, Augustine insistently announces to the reader that he is recounting his pre-conversion life experiences from a resolutely post-conversion perspective. His conversion moment itself centers on his re-reading a text: the Bible. Faulkner presents Absalom as just such a conversion text that raises the possibility of a radically revisionist history.


Lawyers and the law serve as a defining metaphor in Absalom, which metaphor the novel couches in terms of a New Testament view of the law as representing an Old Testament dispensation (the Law and the Prophets). From this New Testament perspective, the goal of the law has been thwarted and lost; it must therefore be re-made—converted—by a new text (the New Testament) that re-tells the old in a new way, a repetition with a difference. The world of Absalom evokes the Old Testament in its preoccupations with the law, patriarchal succession, and prophetic recountings of history, let alone in its title’s alignment of Sutpen with King David. Faulkner figures the South as the direct descendant of the Old Testament’s Israel, particularly of the fallen Israel of exile—in Shreve’s words, of “defeated grandfathers” (289). In keeping with Old Testament mores, each generation in Absalom seems to pay for the iniquities of its fathers (260). Like Israel in the Old Testament, the South also becomes its own symbolic character in the novel, of which Rosa and Quentin and the rest are representative constituents. The novel develops this personification by casting the South in a New Testament light: like the man in the parable who built his house on unsteady sand instead of on a solid rock foundation, “the South…erected its economic edifice not on the rock of stern morality but on the shifting sands of opportunism and moral brigandage” (209).

The word corruption appears throughout the novel in association with both love and the law, seemingly because, in terms of the Old-Testament-versus-New-Testament metaphor, love and the law ideally should be one but have been hypocritically disassociated by the inheritors of the law. Matthew 22 recounts, for instance, how “one of them, …a lawyer, asked [Jesus] a question, tempting him, and saying, ‘Master, which is the great commandment in the law?’ Jesus said unto him, ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.’” In Absalom, as in the Gospel According to Matthew, the disassociation of love from the law ironically results in the corruption of both. Thus Bon “corrupted Henry to the law” (that is, to the study of law at college) as well as to a love that is prohibited by that same law (81, 82, 91). Ultimately, it is this larger metaphorical conceit that Rosa invokes by styling herself love’s “advocate,” which in turn becomes an apt description for the novel as a whole.

 Sutpen’s failure, then, is the failure to become an advocate for love when he is confronted with the recognition that the law and love have become disassociated from one another. That is to say, the novel depicts him as facing the classic Christian conversion choice presented repeatedly in the New Testament as a disjunction between the law and love: the question of healing on the Sabbath, for example (Mark 3:1-6; see also Mark 2:23-28), or of having dirty hands at dinner (Mark 7:1-9), or of associating with outsiders such as Samaritans (Luke 10:29-37). Absalom’s title likewise represents this love ethic: the law condemns David’s rebellious son as a traitor to his king, but David rejects the primacy of that legal standard. Although Absalom died because he sought to overthrow his king, David’s lament ignores this culpability and instead asserts the primacy of his identification as a loving father over that of a wronged king: “my son Absalom! would God I had died for thee” (2 Samuel 18:33).

In associating Sutpen with David, Absalom heightens the contrast between David’s and Sutpen’s responses in this regard. When Sutpen discovers that his first wife is “part negro,” according to Quentin and Shreve’s re-telling, he describes it as the discovery of a bad-faith breach in a legal contract: “an agreement, an arrangement which I had entered in good faith, concealing nothing, while the other party or parties to it concealed from me the one very factor which would destroy the entire plan and design which I had been working toward” (283, 220). Indeed, he chose the original design itself in response to the similar realization that the prevailing law was unjust—as discovered by “that little boy who approached that door fifty years ago and was turned away, for whose vindication the whole plan was conceived and carried forward to the moment of this choice, this second choice devolving out of that first one” (220). Sutpen’s second choice here reveals the weakness of his first, because it shows how he originally chose to place his faith in the already-corrupt law as opposed to a love ethic, in response to the conflict he perceived between the two. He was wronged by the plantation owner based on purely material differences; rather than question the social and legal structures that give weight to such differences, he decided to become a plantation owner himself. Likewise, when he repudiated Bon’s mother for being “part negro,” “his conscience had bothered him somewhat at first but…he had argued calmly and logically with his conscience until it was settled” (283, 211). So, too, when his design begins to fall apart because of Bon’s reappearance, Sutpen again chooses to place his faith in the law, this time represented by the counsel of Grandfather Compson.

If Sutpen turns to the law instead of becoming an advocate for love, then Henry turns to the traditional histories of “kings” and “dukes” as an authoritative ethical standard (273). Absalom figures the law and traditional histories as coextensive with one another—the legacy of the will of the fathers. Thus the novel’s battle-cry of love, which it represents as a Christian call to conversion, is at the same time a call to revisionist history. Sutpen’s confrontation with his potential conversion, “the moment of [his] choice,” depends upon a retrospective illumination: a revisionist history (220). So, too, do Henry and Quentin’s conversion choices. Again, in keeping with traditional representations of Christian conversion, the Old Testament law must be re-made by a new text that re-tells the old: the New Testament. To take perhaps the most vivid example, the Gospel According to John retells the creation account with which Genesis opens: “In the beginning was the Word.” Absalom presents itself as a similar kind of revisionist history of the biblical David-and-Jonathan story—presents itself as a traditional retelling that, like the New Testament, ironically breaks with tradition even as it also affirms it. In this sense, the novel seems occasioned by what is unknown and potentially subversive in the David-and-Jonathan story, which prompts a revision of history that is at once both radical and traditional. Faulkner suggests approaching history, especially its mysterious occlusions, as potential catalysts for a kind of conversion.

Threatened by the questioning of his customary social hierarchies and taboos, Quentin, like Henry and Sutpen, must make an ethical choice between love and the law. That his romantic interest is queer, which thereby more succinctly dramatizes the conflict between a love ethic and a law ethic, only symbolically epitomizes the larger vision of history Absalom offers.

In his recent work on post-colonial historiography, Chakrabarty commends such an approach to history that embraces the potentially threatening possibility that we might be transformed by it—even converted in some way. Absalom’s framing its queer coming-out with conventions of Christian conversion narrative highlights the threatening nature of this view of revisionist historiography. After all, the two have a long history of being regarded as anathema to one another. Augustine’s Confessions entails a repudiation of sex in the form of the “hissing cauldron of lust” that he experienced as a young man in Carthage and then eschewed as part of his conversion. Georges Bataille’s depiction of Christianity as a negation of sexuality has some truth to it, even if historians challenge that depiction in various particulars. The queer coming-out genre includes many examples of religious “de-conversion” or disavowals. And certainly in queer scholarship, the disavowal of especially Christian spirituality remains the norm.

Yet I want to sketch the possibility that there is much to Absalom’s implicit suggestion of similarities between Christian conversion narratives and queer coming-out narratives. The form taken by both assumes a similar epistemological structure: both rely primarily or even exclusively on narrative argumentation (as distinguished from abstract propositional or quantitative argumentation, for instance), to explain the orientational shift of converting or coming out. Moreover, both tend to hinge that narrative argument on an ethical choice—which is to say, a choice about how to act, which actions are good or bad, and with what individuals or groups of people to ally oneself. Conversion narratives and coming-out narratives are, to borrow language from philosopher Charles Taylor, transition arguments: I was behaving in X way, and then I chose some orientational shift such that I began to behave in Y way; things were much better after this shift, and thus I have come to understand the transition as epistemological gain (Taylor 72-3). In a phrase from a familiar gospel lyric, “I was lost and now am found,” the spatial metaphor attests to the kind of narrative, experiential, and practical question involved of one’s orientation in the world; the implication of now possessing an accurate compass in this ethical terrain emphasizes the epistemological nature of the change.

I am intrigued most by Absalom’s implicit epistemological claim in juxtaposing the sacred with the sexual in the structure of its narrative transition argument. Chakrabarty forwards a valorization of the sacred in historiography as a means of correcting what he understands as the colonizing distortions inherent in secular histories of religious peoples. Put in terms of Chakrabarty’s argument, Absalom suggests that the sexual, like the sacred, can name a way of knowing often denigrated as “premodern” but that nevertheless persists in ostensibly “modern” epistemologies, and that offers a vital means of exploring the occlusions of history.

