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My talk is part of a longer essay that aims to think through the accounts of traumatic subject formation in Light in August and Absalom, Absalom!  Both these books are deeply concerned with scenes of a kind of primal wounding.  Both include moments in which a self falls victim to events so overwhelming and disturbing that they short-circuit its capacity to digest them, fixating that self upon a disruption that becomes the kernel around which an entire identity comes to congeal.  In both books, too, Faulkner insists that such identities are not purely private affairs; “trauma” rather names for him the process by which highly charged social meanings, especially those comprising racial and gendered identity, get inscribed injuriously in the psyche.  The scenes I examine thus trace the process by which such meanings become fixed, inflexibly determinative, and compulsively repetitive—the process, that is, by which the subject who internalizes those meanings comes to replicate and transmit them to others in scenes that perpetuate the initial trauma.  


One might begin by saying, then, that Faulkner elaborates the normatively traumatogenic character of such institutions as patriarchy and racism.  I say “normatively traumatogenic” rather than normatively traumatizing for a reason.  These institutions are “traumatogenic” in that they embed the potential for the repetition and transmission of their injuries—not the necessity of such repetition and transmission.  Faulkner’s initial model of trauma is thus one that keeps open a space for agency; it asks after and gestures toward the conditions under which resistant, even at times revolutionary, responses to socially-induced traumas are both psychically viable and socially imaginable.  In a second move, however, Faulkner’s moral implication in the traumas he portrays leads him to close off this option with a vengeance.  LIA and Absalom develop alternative metaphors for trauma that are fully naturalizing and deterministic.  In these metaphors, the texts redefine traumas that they themselves show to be historically-induced as the transhistorical Truth or essence of human subjectivity itself.  The very meaning of our being-in-time becomes subjection to a traumatic disturbance that perfectly replicates itself across time and place, infecting each and every one of us with a disruption that no one can fail to have suffered.  One aim of my talk is to suggest that we should resist the allure of this latter, naturalizing move.

I’ve cut the material on Light in August in the interest of space.  So let me jump straight to Absalom.  Of the many scenes of traumatization in that novel, I want to focus especially on two.  The first concerns Thomas Sutpen, the self-made Southern planter around whose story the novel pivots.  In Chapter 7, Faulkner proposes that Sutpen’s dominative ambitions have their origin in an “affront” he suffers as an adolescent boy.  This “affront” concerns an event that takes place when Sutpen—a landless, poor white mountain boy—is sent by his father to deliver a message at a local plantation.  A black house-slave opens the door.  Before Sutpen can even say what he has been sent to say, the slave rebuffs him for using the front entrance, instructing him to go around back and telling him never to make the mistake again.


What happens next is this:

before [the slave] had finished [talking], [Sutpen] seemed to kind of dissolve and a part of him turn and run back through the two years they had lived there[,] like when you pass through a room fast and look at all the objects in it and you turn and go back through the room again and look at all the objects from the other side and you find out you had never seen them before, rushing back through those two years and seeing a dozen things that had happened and he hadn’t even seen them before. . . .  [He saw] his own father and sisters and brothers as the [planter]. . . must have been seeing them all the time—as cattle, creatures heavy and without grace, brutely evacuated into a world without hope or purpose for them, who would in turn spawn with brutish and vicious prolixity . . . a race whose future would be a succession of cut-down and patched and made-over garments bought on exorbitant credit because they were white people, from stores where niggers were given the garments free.

Critics have often referred to this as Sutpen’s primal scene—but have mostly failed to take seriously the psychoanalytic implications of this term.  In fact the scene represents the second moment in the dialectic that Freud attributed to trauma, a dialectic requiring two moments related to each other by the temporal logic of “Nachtreglicheit” (deferred action/ retrodetermination).  Sutpen’s primal scenes are by now already behind him.  He has already looked at the “objects in the room” but has done so without really “see[ing]” them.  They have made a sensory impression on him that has for a time lain dormant, resisting their translation into conscious, meaningful experience.  It is, therefore, only through a second event—through Sutpen’s affront in the current passage—that the humiliating content of his initial impressions becomes both conscious and retrospectively significant.  This second event in some deep sense “retrodetermines” the initial one.  It takes impressions of inferiority and feelings of incipient shame that might never have crystallized—might never have become inferiority and humiliation at all—and through an act of historical determination gives them a significatory content that constitutes the core of Sutpen’s subsequent self.  Faulkner in this way seeks to suggest that Sutpen’s self is formed through the incipiently traumatic incursion of meanings that shape him before he even knows he has been subject to them, meanings internalized as traumatogenic potentialities whose latent and catastrophic force is only retrospectively unleashed.


The meanings in question are of course social rather than narrowly personal.  They produce a self-understanding that Faulkner shows to be mediated by the other’s emphatically social gaze.  Sutpen comes to see himself and his family “as the owner . . . must have been seeing them all the time.”  It’s only, indeed, by reflecting on himself through these “other” eyes that he discovers the entire system of social hierarchies, privileges, and deprivations entailed in racial patriarchy, including his own position within it—namely, that as a landless white boy he does not even figure in the system, is in some sense less socially significant and more existentially impoverished (to the point indeed of brutishness) than even a slave.  


The power of the novel derives, however, from its insistence that these social meanings are also psychic ones.  Not only does the force of the current passage lie in its elaboration of internal processes and their determinative effect on the personality; more than this, Sutpen goes on to respond to his affront by engaging in what Faulkner codes as an Oedipal rivalry with the plantation-owner.  He conceives a “design” that requires he identify with the planter/father in order to “beat” and surpass him—to replicate yet better his position in the social hierarchy.  This Oedipal rivalry is for Faulkner the very mechanism of slavery’s social reproduction.  It’s precisely by engaging in it that Sutpen repeats the very system that humiliated him, ruthlessly subordinating human relations to the instrumentalizing logic of his “design,” and thereby transmitting to others a version of the trauma he suffered at the planter’s hands.


We can restate these points conceptually by saying that Faulkner “oedipalizes” Sutpen’s response as a way of “socializing” the Oedipus crisis.  He proposes that, while the Oedipus complex may be a normative mechanism for producing adult masculinity, its effect on some men in sexist and racist societies is at once to traumatize them and to induce a defensive idealization of the social father who causes that trauma.  Its normal outcome is then the transmission of (white) male trauma from one generation to the next, along with a reproduction of the rigid, compulsively repeated structures of white male domination.  All of this takes place, moreover, because far from resolving ambivalence toward paternal imagoes, the Oedipal crisis institutionalizes ambivalence as the psychohistorical foundation of identity.  The trauma of Sutpen’s affront will lead him to entomb melancholically within himself the hated father-rival (the planter), in the form of an ambivalent identificatory object that he must “kill” by becoming—even if this process extends the trauma’s initial destructiveness to others and even to himself.


Finally, it’s crucial to note that there is as yet nothing inevitable about this dynamic.  Sutpen in essence chooses the oedipally-structured reproduction of slavery rather, say, than a course of political resistance.  The traumatic recognition of his social insignificance could equally issue in the revolutionary yearning to level the hierarchies that traumatize him as in the urge to perpetuate those hierarchies.  Faulkner emphasizes this sense of possibility by having Sutpen retreat to a cave and debate how he should respond—the condition of such deliberation being, of course, that more than one response is conceivable.  A residue of the choice not made, moreover—of what one might call the revolutionary option—remains even within the ruthless intrumentalizations of the design that he does choose.  It limns that design with the utopian wish that “beating” the planter will redeem not only his own humiliation but that of all past and future boys like him, one of whom he imagines knocking at his future self’s front door.  “[H]e would take that boy in,” Faulkner writes, “where he would never again need to stand on the outside of a white door and knock at it: and not at all for . . . shelter but so that that . . . whatever nameless stranger. . . could shut that door . . . forever behind him on all that he had ever known, and look ahead [to future descendants who’d never] know that they had once been riven forever free from brutehood just as his own (Sutpen’s) children were” (210).  Such a fantasy suggests a future that repeats with a difference Sutpen’s own traumatic formation rather than one that reprises the past in identically rigid and catastrophic form.
  In this sense, it suggests the possibility of working through trauma, of laboring to make trauma issue in non-destructive social relations, even within the disastrous framework of Sutpen’s choosing to replicate the plantation system itself.


The second version of this process is both related and different.  Toward the middle of Absalom, in one of the sections narrated by Quentin and Shreve, Faulkner writes the following:

Maybe nothing ever happens once and is finished.  Maybe happen is never once but like ripples . . . on water after the pebble sinks, the ripples . . . spreading, the pool attached by a narrow umbilical water-cord to the next pool which the first pool feeds. . .[;] let this second pool contain a different temperature of water, a different molecularity of having seen, felt, remembered, reflect in a different tone the infinite unchanging sky, it doesn’t matter: that pebble’s watery echo whose fall it did not even see moves across its surface too at the original ripple-space, to the old ineradicable rhythm. . . . (210)

Here Faulkner takes the traumatic possibilities of historical experience traced in the scene of Sutpen’s affront and turns them into irresistible certainties.  He suggests that events or historical “happenings” are by their very nature traumatic.  Before they occur, the waters of the self are smooth, undisturbed, still.  There is then a splash; a pebble breaks the water’s surface.  The sudden, punctual character of this rupture suggests a different model of trauma from the one I’ve described so far.  Instead of the inscription of social meanings that can later come to traumatize us, the image here is of an external shock that is from the start traumatic.  Rather than a temporal model in which an initially opaque scene is retrodetermined as trauma by a second one, here the model of time is one of perpetual and identical repetition.  The historical event is in fact constituted by the “ripples” that follow when “the pebble sinks”; it is nothing more or less than the recurrent and unceasing reprisals of the initial shock’s effects.  By making the splash and ripples result from any and all historical events, then (“nothing ever happens once”), Faulkner recasts the movement of history from the inscription of social meaning that may retroactively become traumatic to a shock or incursion upon the psyche that cannot but traumatize us.  


Even more, the passage insists that the trauma of history effects even those who didn’t experience it directly.  The “ripples” produced by any event reverberate beyond their initial occurrence to affect those who were neither geographically nor temporally present when the stone first disturbed the waters of consciousness.  Faulkner emphasizes this latter fact by imagining a second “pool” that is at once radically distinct from the first one and nonetheless marked by the “watery echo” of the pebble’s “fall.”  The implications of this figuration are deeply departicularizing.  No matter how distinct one’s own “molecularity of having seen, felt, remembered” might be, it’s in the end both trumped and effaced by the recursive effects of traumatic events that one has not even experienced—events, say, that took place before one’s birth, or happened so far away that one cannot be said to have lived them directly.  


This second passage has, moreover, a retrodetermining effect of its own.  It encourages us to project an inescapable fatality back onto Sutpen’s affront.  For if history indeed happens like this, then the fact that Sutpen’s humiliation leads him to affirm the system that humiliated him becomes as inevitable as a pool of water rippling at the drop of a stone: he is the passive recipient of a shock that he can repeat and transmit but never alter.  The fact that Quentin is equally traumatized follows from this view as well.  The current generation experiences the past as a concussive force that it cannot have felt directly.  Quentin, in short, is that second “pool” of water that did not experience the “splash” of slavery and Civil War.  He can then only know those events as “ripples” whose cause will by definition evade all efforts at recall.  No amount of psychic labor will be sufficient to work through the disequilibrium inherited in this fashion. 


It is from here a very short step to seeing historical experience as intrinsically traumatic or privative.  Faulkner’s language suggests, for example, that by virtue of growing up in the south Quentin is not a “self” at all.  He is “an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated names; he was not a being, an entity, but a commonwealth.  He was a barracks filled with stubborn back-looking ghosts still recovering, even forty-three years afterward, from the fever which had cured the disease” (7).  Here, an emphasis on the continued “presence” of the past tips into a vision of history as catastrophic self-dispossession.  Because history happens to all southerners “too soon” to be assimilated—because Quentin “ha[s] to be” a ghost by virtue of being “born and bred in the deep South” (4)—he becomes representative of southern subjectivity per se rather than of one particular possibility for that subjectivity.  The southern self is here little more than an empty corridor inhabited by ghosts one can neither comprehend nor exorcise, and towards which one’s ambivalence is sufficiently profound to issue in suicide (“I dont hate [the South]!  I dont!  I don’t!” [303]).  Slavery and racism may be bad, on this view, but by the time anyone (or at least any southerner) possesses the knowledge necessary to make this judgment, she or he has fully incorporated the social system that the insight condemns.  The result is a suicidal self-loathing that leaves the system itself intact.  Current and contingent social arrangements are mystified as expressions of “the old ineradicable rhythm” of History (capital “H”), inflicting itself on a consciousness that cannot but extend and deepen the wounds against which it rails.


Finally, and perhaps most troublingly, this generalization of trauma extends to the reader as well.  The novel’s narrative method aims precisely to induce in us a disturbance that Absalom figures as trauma.  It performs this induction, most centrally, by strategically planting details whose most basic significance Faulkner withholds, compelling thereby a cognitive paralysis relieved only by the retrodetermined revelation of a given scene’s meaning.  In this way, readers become implicated (like the book’s characters) in the disasters of slavery and patriarchy “too soon,” before they have the cognitive equipment necessary to grasping and so understanding the traumatogenic significances that Faulkner forces upon them.  


This strategy is so pervasive that a brief example will suffice.  Absalom’s opening pages contain a summary of the book’s basic plot that is both precise and impossible to “take in.”  I refer to the moment when Quentin listens to Rosa speak of “that Sunday in June in 1833 when he [Sutpen] first rode into town out of no discernible past and acquired his land no one knew how and built his house, his mansion, apparently out of nothing and married Ellen Coldfield and begot his two children—the son who widowed the daughter who had not yet been a bride—and so accomplished his allotted course to its violent (Miss Coldfield at least would say, just) end” (7).  Far from the forms of dilation intrinsic to any narrative development, this is a kind of precocious and bewildering dilation.  It offers at once too much and too little information.  It offers too much in the sense that a book’s entire plot is conventionally not disclosed in its opening pages; yet it offers too little in the sense that, in the example I have quoted, the narrative declines to divulge the secrets that ought to accompany that plot’s disclosure.  Who Sutpen is, where he comes from, how he made his money, why he marries Ellen, and who kills who, exactly, and why—by declining to answer any of these questions, the skeleton summary that Faulkner offers at once gives us the lineaments of his plot and withholds the details that would alone enable us to make sense of it.  The result is that our reading experience is marked by a kind of “biphasic textuality” that echoes Freud’s biphasic sexuality.  A maturational divide that is the time involved in reading Faulkner’s book separates our first “ingestion” of its plot from our understanding of that plot’s significance.  


This deployment of details that the reader is forced to encounter too soon/too late takes place so often that one is tempted to call it the novel’s most fundamental strategy.  The entire panoply of Faulknerian techniques—the endlessly deferred periods; the interruption of sentences that resume one hundred or more pages later; the enigmatically precocious references to Rosa’s “insult,” Bon’s murder, Sutpen’s “design”; and the withholding of any answer to the question of how Quentin “knows” Bon was black—each of these functions in something akin to the way I have described.  Each asks us to “ingest” details that remain at first cognitively indigestible, until such time as a second set of details retrodetermines their significance.  The strategies thus seek collectively to induce a kind of signification trauma in the reader.  They work to “say” through the novel’s form that the story it tells is itself a trauma that must be transmitted and known as trauma.
  They work, in other words, to transmit a form of psychic disequilibrium “directly” to the reader, rather than offering a merely cognitive knowledge of the traumas the book explores.


I wish neither to deny the power of such strategies nor to suggest that efforts to transmit affective intensities directly are always conservative (they aren’t).  My point is rather that, in a novel that examines with real incisiveness the shape of our gravest historical traumas, to equate our reading process with the trauma of living through slavery and its aftermath is to confuse things that ought not be confused.  Not only must we insist that Sutpen’s traumatization has a different moral valence than Bon’s or that of the black wife whom Sutpen discards because she is not “incremental to his design” (i.e., we must insist that the master is different from the slave); we must also resist the proposition that the only way to “know” about Sutpen is to inherit his trauma—to be traumatized in our own turn by the encounter with his story, no matter where or when or who we happen to be.
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