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By 1804, Toussant L’Ouverture’s revolution in San Domingo had given the Americas its first black national state, the independent republic of Haiti. In a strange anachronism on William Faulkner’s part in Absalom, Absalom!, Thomas Sutpen puts down a slave uprising on a French Sugar plantation on Haiti in 1827, and marries the plantation owner’s daughter. In spite of Faulkner’s disrespect for Caribbean history, Caribbean writers—the Martinican poet and critic Edouard Glissant, and Wilson Harris from Guyana—have repeatedly pulled him back into its context. Glissant relocates Absalom, Absalom! within the constellation of his Creole “Other America”: Faulkner’s Yoknapatowpha County is linked, for him, “with its immediate surrounding, the Caribbean and Latin American” (87-8). Glissant turns the plantation system of the American South into the rimland of the Caribbean and Latin America: the “particularly dusky specter” (Kutzinski, 57) of the Caribbean, which has haunted the political and literary discourse of the United States since the Haitian revolution in 1804, is set to work within a text from which Faulkner is unable to exorcise it.


Spectral figures loom large in Wilson Harris’ The Womb of Space, where he seeks to reclaim Faulkner’s Intruder in the Dust for the Caribbean. In his “cross-cultural” reading of the novel, the Haitian phenomenon of the “sent dead” (zombies) establishes a subterranean rapport between the American South and the Caribbean Isles. The corpse of Vinson Gowrie is re-animated by Harris into an ethnographic collage—the unquiet dead body of the white Southerner functions as a mute allegory for the “universe of unexpected diversity, correspondence, and potential” beneath the “provincial stasis” (90) gripping the American South. In this and other readings in The Womb of Space, Harris is interested in the ability of images to suggest an “irrational coherence” between New World cultures—a coherence he likens to the sensation of having a “phantom limb”, his prosthetic trope for the imbrication of trans-American with trans-oceanic, diasporic cultures and perspectives. As Harris’ spectral tropes suggest, we can read his analysis of the strange correspondences between New World cultures as suggestive of a kind of unfinished work of mourning, in which texts like Intruder in the Dust are haunted by their unprocessed loss of connection with a hemispheric space. 

Harris and Glissant sketch through their readings of Faulkner’s work new maps of the literature of the American South and south. Combining contiguous subnational and supranational regions into a metonymical series, they renegotiate the area within which the texts of Faulkner are localized. For them, Faulkner’s work projects and inhabits a borderland or ‘rimland’ between zones treated as mutually exclusive by politico-economic imaginaries. As we shall see, however, it is a partial reading to suggest that Harris’s and Glissant’s projects are only concerned with drawing new spatial configurations within which to read Faulkner. In addition to the new localizations they describe, there is also a temporal dimension to their discourse that is to be accounted for. 
 The place to begin untangling this temporal discourse is Wilson Harris’s reading of Faulkner’s Intruder in the Dust. Having established that the corpse in the novel draws links between Haitian voudon and the American South, Harris glosses this transnational network in the following temporal terms:     
To arrive in a tradition that appears to have died is complex renewal and revisionary momentum sprung from originality and the activation of primordial resources within a living language. We arrive backwards even as we voyage forwards. This is the phenomenon of simultaneity in the imagination of times past and future, a future that renews time in its imaginary response to gestating resources in the womb of the present and the past. It is unlike the linear biases that prevail in conventional fiction. To arrive in a place where we are not brings into play transitive chords within densities, transitive dimensionalities that unlock doors within the body of language itself (Selected Essays, 187). 
This is the heart of Harris’s reading of Faulkner novel, I think. Here his emphasis has shifted from what the return of the dead reveals about cross-cultural relationships to how we should understand the temporality of this appearance, which is also a return to Haitian voudon in the heart of the American South. Faulkner, for Harris, establishes a kind of heterochrony, a collection of “slices of time” (Foucault, 4), to complement and mirror the heterotopia he builds out of the American South and Caribbean. Faulkner depicts the time of dead traditions: time understood as lack, negation and destruction. For him, this temporality is also linear time, the force that sweeps communities away from their traditions, their “primordial resources”. Against this temporal order, Faulkner sets the monumental and eternal time of the “primordial”, which is why Harris remarks that it only “appears” as if the tradition of Haitian voudon has passed away. For Faulkner, this tradition still lingers on outside the time frame in which it is experienced as an absence. It has to, how can the dead return if they are truly gone? When Faulkner brings these two temporalities together, the present begins to communicate with the past. More strongly put, Faulkner incorporates the past into the present moment, making thereby a mess out of linear chronologies. Much like Benjamin’s Jetzt-Zeit, Faulkner’s incorporation of the past into the present and the present into the past renews time and, what for Harris might be the same thing, unlocks potentialities “within the body of language”. As this suggests, the temporality unfolding in Faulkner’s novel is not simply a mode for bringing back the dead; it is directed towards the future. He posits a potential for renewal that will be actualized in a future radically different from the present, a future “where we are not” already at, which can only be apprehended as a form of temporal difference. In this sense, the temporality articulated in Faulkner’s text can be equated with what Gilles Deleuze describes in his Cinema as “seeds of time”—a “virtual image which will crystallize an environment which is at present amorphous” (74). Faulkner offers an image of time that suggests a potential future, a chronotope that functions like a promise of time. 

I would like to consider more closely the implications of Faulkner’s promise. The time promised by Faulkner is not more of the same; otherwise, it would correspond to the time of absent traditions and moribund language. It needs to be thought of as forming a disjunctive heterochrony with the time of the present. It seems at this stage in Harris’s reading of Faulkner’s novel that for him Faulkner articulates a notion of time that is disjunctive to the time and history of the American South and the Caribbean, a time that might function as a “virtual” resource for thinking and imagining a heterogeneous temporality in which different times are translated into one another. To put this somewhat differently, its seems that when Faulkner imagines the relationship between the American South and the Caribbean he does not do it solely in spatial terms: he imagines their co-existence in time, in a time that is created through the interactions of the different temporalities of the American South and the lost traditions of the Caribbean. Time, here, is something to be constructed and shaped, something to be reproduced in the moment of cross-cultural interaction. 
We can be more precise regarding the actions Faulkner performs here on and in time. As the function of Intruder in the Dust as a promise suggests, there is a performative dimension to Faulkner’s handling of time in his work. Derrida, in Specters of Marx, describes a performativity similar in many ways to the promise Faulkner makes. Speaking of the revolutionary promise of Marxism, he notes in Marx’s writing the presence of an originary performativity in which the future is announced but not predicted. For Derrida, this means that we have to associate a kind of spectrality with the performative: it is an enunciation in which the future manifests itself and becomes readable, while at the same time remaining absent. The performative allows the future then to haunt the present, to manifest different temporalities within the homogeneous instance of the now. If we were to locate Faulkner’s writing inside of this logic of the performative, we could suggest that in Intruder in the Dust he seeks to make other futures possible, futures other to what we already know, which is why they make an uncanny appearance as ghosts haunting the mausoleum of the Mississippi.
I want to turn now to Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!, since it seems to me that the central problematic posed by the novel relates directly to the possibility of writing a new time into being, or, then, to the efficacy of the performative. The central and excessive obsession, though by no means the only obsession, for the novel’s narrators is to determine what to make of the American South and its history. One way to make sense of the temporality of Absalom, Absalom! is to view it as related to an epistemological problematic, namely, how to make sense of an ambivalent and discontinuous past. I would argue, in addition, that the novel also points towards another temporal boundary to be negotiated: the aporia between present and future. It is this experience of the aporia as setting a limit to the present, as blocking a passage through it, that literally haunts Quentin Compson in his vision of himself as “too young to be a ghost, but nevertheless having to be one for all that” since he born in the “deep South dead since 1865” (9). If the novel’s epistemological aporia arises from a discontinuity between the present of the novel’s narration and the past that it seeks to encompass, the aporia Quentin experiences arises also from the lack of boundaries, from the discovery that the time of the South is “too porous, permeable, and indeterminate” (Aporias, 20), as Derrida describes this kind of “nonpassage”, to allow for Quentin to emerge from it. There is no outside to the time of the South; there are only multiplying ghosts, ghosts multiplying within the living. As with the corpse in Intruder in the Dust, we find here a temporal panorama in which different instances are pulled together into a kind of temporal simultaneity. The difference here is that this does not point to the way out of the closed circuit of past and present; time in this scheme is in suspension, to move forward is to step backwards.

The two aporias I have described here—the epistemological aporia in which the past remains distant, and the temporal aporia in which there is never anything other than the past—intersect in a crucial scene in Absalom, Absalom! Having heard an account of Charles Bon’s death, Rosa Coldfield enters the house of Thomas Sutpen to discover the true nature of this event and to comfort Judith, who had lost in a single instant a future husband, a brother and a half-brother. Moments before she can uncover some of the novel’s secrets—the reason for Charles Bon’s death and Henry Sutpen’s fate— Clytie grips Rosa’s arm and she is brought to a halt by a “hand… like a fierce rigid umbilical cord” (140). In the telling of this moment, we also discover an attempt by Rosa Coldfield to theorize temporality, to think her own relation to time: “I, the dreamer clinging yet to the dream… waking into the reality, the more than reality, not to the unchanged and unaltered old time but into a time altered to fit the dream which, conjunctive with the dreamer, becomes immolated and apotheosized” (141). This “unchanged and unaltered old time” can be read as an ironic figure not for time conceived as a series, but for a fleeting but static and immobile instant. It takes us back to the suspended time of the South, the aporia during which the South knows itself as the ghost of its own past. Read as such, Rosa Coldfield’s desire for a different time in which her “dream” can become embodied and “immolated” at the same time is a desire for a future different from the repetitive temporality in which the South find itself. For a moment here, it seems to Rosa Coldfield as if it is indeed possible to open a different time within the “old time”, to create time. Against the “old time” of the American South, Rosa Coldfield deploys then a performative logic that hints at an imaginary escape possible for those caught suspended in an “unchanged and unaltered old time”. 

By putting into play the possibility of performativity within the time of the American South, Rosa Coldfield seeks to replace on aporia with another: she wants to set a limit to the experience of time as a still continuum, and to find a passage out of it that would also be a rupture with the past. Faulkner gives this performative aporia a name, calling it “overpassing”. And, for him, it is like the raking up of leaves in the yard before an autumn bonfire: 
“And now”, Shreve said, “we’re going to talk about love”. But he didn’t need to say that either, any more than he had needed to specify which he meant by he, since neither of them had been thinking about anything else; all that had gone before just so much that had to be overpassed and none else present to overpass it but them, as someone always has to rake the leaves up before you can have the bonfire. That was why it did not matter to either of them which one did the talking, since it was not the talking alone which did it, performed and accomplished the overpassing, but some happy marriage of speaking and hearing wherein each before the demand, the requirement, forgave condoned and forgot the faulting of the other—faultings both in the creating of this shade whom they discussed (rather, existed in) and in the hearing and sifting and discarding the false and conserving what seemed true, or fit the preconceived—in order to overpass to love, where there might be paradox and inconsistency but nothing fault nor false (316).
To “overpass” is to find a passage out of accumulated past time, to remake and re-embody (Topographies 214) it as something else. What is surprising in this passage is that the solipsistic “dream” of Rosa Coldfield has been replaced by “love”. Certainly, this is the “love” between Henry, Judith and Charles Bon, the love for which Henry “repudiated blood birthright and material security” (89) and for which Henry accepted Charles and Judith’s incestuous relationship. It is also the love between Quentin and Shreve, the bond forged between them by their “speaking and hearing”, and their passing back and forth of the story of the Sutpen dynasty without passing it on as something that is already known, but rather treating it as something to be recreated and re-imagined, something to be over-passed. “Love” names then the future opened by overpassing, a future that belongs to two people at least. The “overpass”, if it is to work, must then also name a kind of opening to the other; otherwise, after all, all that this performative would reproduce is the same—the desires of the self who enunciates the performative. In this sense, the performative is tied in the novel to a logic of alterity: it is an address that opens a passage for the arrival of the other, an other figured, for example, in Intruder in the Dust as the spectral representative of Haitian voudon, which is also a figure for the racialized other of the Caribbean. 

Two propositions then regarding performativity and Absalom, Absalom!: the performative makes it possible to imagine a heterogeneous temporality, and the other or “love” arrives in the clearing produced by the performative act of “overpassing”. In the difference between these two propositions lingers the possibility of surprise, which is to say the effects of the performative cannot be predicted. If this is not the case, how else can we make sense, for example, of Judith’s insistence in that words and letters should be passed on randomly, in the hope that something, anything will happen? 
And so maybe if you could go to someone, the stranger the better, and give them something—a scrap of paper—something, anything, it not to mean anything in itself and them not even to read it or keep it, not even bother to throw it away or destroy it, at least it would be something just because it would have happened, be remembered even if only from passing from one hand to another, one mind to another, and it would be at least a scratch, something, something that might make a mark on something that was once for the reason that it can die someday, while the block of stone cant be is because it never can become was because it cant ever die or perish (127-8)

Judith is explaining here why she is passing on Charles Bon’s letter to Quentin Compson’s grandmother. At the heart of Judith’s explanation is the insistence that words must make something happen, even if it is only the creation of the impression that something has occurred. We are reminded here again that what is at stake in Absalom, Absalom! is the possibility of breaking with the static time of the South, figured here as an atemporal, eternal and immutable “block of stone”. To do so, the letter has to pass through the hands of strangers; it has to put the possibilities of chance into play. What Judith is describing here is a form of temporality in which nothing is pre-given or pre-determined. Within this paradigm, there is no temporality other than what happens in the arbitrary encounters between words and people, between two strangers, and all the other contingent encounters that make something unforeseeable happen. Judith offers the arbitrary, accidental temporality here as a counter to the homogeneous, repetitive time of the South. 
It seems to me that this understanding of time as a series of accidental encounters in which things happen is then also the discourse in the novel in which the other can appear; in other words, this temporality is the time in which it becomes possible to “overpass to love”. But, if this is the case, there is also a different tale that needs to be told here: the letter Judith passes on to Quentin’s grandmother was written by Charles Bon, the white Creole son of Thomas Sutpen, whose lineage takes us back to the Caribbean and the various narratives regarding race and slavery that unfold in the novel. The arbitrary temporality that Judith describes is then also a space through which this other appears within the homogeneous time of the South. Faulkner’s overpassing is also a movement towards the literal, corporeal other of the South—the racial other that the South includes in its discourse only to proclaim its sovereignty over through slavery and discrimination. But, isn’t this the temporality according to which it is necessary to think any encounter between strangers? If so, what we find in Faulkner’s novel is a discourse that functions as a kind of resource to imagine a heterogeneous and transnational temporality, a temporality that cannot be abstracted and dematerialized into a homogeneous, natural time, but which attests to the presence of an other that “disjoints” time.
Handout
1) To arrive in a tradition that appears to have died is complex renewal and revisionary momentum sprung from originality and the activation of primordial resources within a living language. We arrive backwards even as we voyage forwards. This is the phenomenon of simultaneity in the imagination of times past and future, a future that renews time in its imaginary response to gestating resources in the womb of the present and the past. It is unlike the linear biases that prevail in conventional fiction. To arrive in a place where we are not brings into play transitive chords within densities, transitive dimensionalities that unlock doors within the body of language itself (Selected Essays, 187).
2) “And now”, Shreve said, “we’re going to talk about love”. But he didn’t need to say that either, any more than he had needed to specify which he meant by he, since neither of them had been thinking about anything else; all that had gone before just so much that had to be overpassed and none else present to overpass it but them, as someone always has to rake the leaves up before you can have the bonfire. That was why it did not matter to either of them which one did the talking, since it was not the talking alone which did it, performed and accomplished the overpassing, but some happy marriage of speaking and hearing wherein each before the demand, the requirement, forgave condoned and forgot the faulting of the other—faultings both in the creating of this shade whom they discussed (rather, existed in) and in the hearing and sifting and discarding the false and conserving what seemed true, or fit the preconceived—in order to overpass to love, where there might be paradox and inconsistency but nothing fault nor false (316).

3) And so maybe if you could go to someone, the stranger the better, and give them something—a scrap of paper—something, anything, it not to mean anything in itself and them not even to read it or keep it, not even bother to throw it away or destroy it, at least it would be something just because it would have happened, be remembered even if only from passing from one hand to another, one mind to another, and it would be at least a scratch, something, something that might make a mark on something that was once for the reason that it can die someday, while the block of stone cant be is because it never can become was because it cant ever die or perish (127-8)
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