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Introduction

Faulkner as a Folk Writer

In the introductory essay to The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino
argues that William Faulkner owes a literary debt to the writing of the Southwestern humorists,
utilising their techniques in a ‘homely and sobersided’ manner, and emphasises that William
Faulkner’s works are the most effective way in which ‘[Southwestern humor] shows signs of living
forever.” This thesis demonstrates that it is important to study Faulkner as a folklorist, specifically
with regard to the Southern folk and humour tradition, and how a folk influence enhances or creates
tension with his influences from Modernist techniques such as the stream-of-consciousness and the
internal monologue. Faulkner’s folk influence, in a greater sense, shows the artistic and cultural
relevance of the Southern tradition, and its continuing influence, and also the most powerful
manifestation of Sherwood Anderson’s advice that he draw on the culture he knows best to give his
works a distinctive style. Soldier’s Pay and Mosquitoes were derivative, influenced by the Romantic
and Decadent traditions, while Faulkner’s later work moved into the style and thematic content of
his and Anderson’s own ‘yarn-swapping.” This thesis demonstrates that Faulkner ‘continued to
champion certain ideas of antebellum Southern humorists’> and draws on the Southern storytelling
tradition, and then examines two folk themes in isolation, the trickster and the grotesque. Indeed,
Chapter One begins a discussion of Flem Snopes as a trickster, which forms the climactic argument in
the second chapter. Five authors are examined in detail to provide context. George Washington
Harris and Augustus Baldwin Longstreet are the primary humorists in whom can be traced the
refined narrator (used to satisfy the Whig audience of the time) giving way to the vernacular voice.
Mark Twain exemplifies the vernacular voice becoming dominant, while Charles Chesnutt provides a
context for the African American tradition. Chapter Three, which concerns the theme of the
grotesque, also examines Erskine Caldwell. Eight Faulkner novels are examined, along with one short
story, ‘A Rose for Emily.” As | Lay Dying, The Hamlet and Light in August are the most thematically
applicable texts, discussed in all three chapters, whilst The Sound and the Fury and Absalom,

Absalom! inform the first chapter in very different ways. Chapter Two also addresses Go Down,

' Ed Piacentino, ‘Intersecting Paths: The Humor of the Old Southwest as Intertext’ in The Enduring Legacy of Old
Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006), p.12

? Jan Whitt, ‘American Life is Rich in Lunacy: The Unsettling Social Commentary of ‘The Beverly Hilllbillies’ in

The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton
Rouge 2006), p.236



Moses and The Town, and the third chapter culminates in an examination of Faulkner’s darkest

novel, Sanctuary.

Folk Culture in Faulkner’s Novels

Faulkner’s is a world in which, in Richard Dorson’s words, ‘men met to drink, fraternise and
yarn,” so the first chapter demonstrates how Faulkner develops this oral culture. He admires the way
Harris’ mountain man Sut Lovingood ‘had no illusions about himself,’* and reflects such honesty in
characters such as V.K. Ratliff. His too is a world in which people, in Richard Gray’s words, ‘pass the
dayintalk. .. creating folk memory.’ This thesis does not, however, give equal analysis to Faulkner
and his preceding writers; rather the aim will be to provide a folk and cross-cultural context. This
thesis then demonstrates that Faulkner incorporates, develops or rejects these former writers, how

he surpasses them, and why.

Walter Blair argues that the Southern tradition differs from its ‘British antecedents’ due to its
influence from the folk tradition and the oral narrative, marked by, in Carl Jung’s words, a ‘vivacity
and ease of expression.”” The idea of a general “folk culture,” however, an all-encompassing,
homogenous culture with no distinctive traits which distinguish specific narrative traditions, is far too
simplistic. One also cannot simply say Faulkner has a place within one tradition, or even that he
treats one of the chosen themes identically throughout his novels. However, Eric Sundquist argues
that in place of the words “folk culture’ one might also use ““vernacular culture’ or even ‘slave
culture.”® One cannot truly examine the folk qualities of any author without examining how their
work shows what Henry Louis Gates, Jr. refers to as ‘signifying’; a ‘dialogue’ between the two
cultures. At its inception, this thesis intended to examine the influence of the African-American
vernacular tradition on Faulkner’s novels, drawing on his early storytelling experience from his black
nurse, Caroline Barr. Instead, it examines his synthesis of the black and white folk traditions.

Faulkner’s role as a southern folklorist is therefore even stronger; an interracial influence emphasises

* Richard Dorson, ‘ch.1: New England Storytelling’ in Jonathan Draws the Long Bow (Harvard
University Press: Cambridge, Massachusetts 1946)p.4

* Walter Blair, ‘A Man’s Voice, Speaking: A Continuum in American Humor’ in Essays on American Humor: Blair
Through the Ages (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press 1993), p.51

> Quoted in Ruth D. Weston, ‘Barry Hannah'’s ‘High Lonesome’ Humor: New Voices for Old Grotesqueries’ in
The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton
Rouge 2006), p.183

® Eric Sundquist, preface to The Hammers of Creation: Folk Culture in Modern African-American Fiction (The
University of Georgia Press: Athens and London 1992), p.xi
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a greater immersion in the entirety of a culture in which, as W.J. Cash notes, in the South ‘rhetoric is
of course dear to the heart of the simple man . . . oratory . . . flourishes wherever he foregathers.”’
This thesis demonstrates how this ‘simple man’ — as Faulkner often argued himself to be — was
enriched not only by the rhetoric, but also the themes of folk traditions which preceded him, and the
figures and voices that feature in such a tradition. Sandra K.D. Stahl outlines how ‘literature is viewed
as a potential record or source for folklore,”® and Faulkner remains a powerful record of the influence
of the Southern Humorists and African-American writers, as well as developing them to their
respective literary potential. In this way, Faulkner practises what Richard Dorson calls the ‘identify
and interpret’ formula, and Jacques Derrida’s idea that ‘every script is a script of another script.”
Likewise, Walter Blair argues there are folk influences in two of Faulkner’s most powerfully

Modernist novels, The Sound and the Fury and As | Lay Dying.

There is, of course, a distinct difference between the two traditions. Constance Rourke points
out that while members of the white folk tradition, particularly its tricksters, rebel against society,
the rebellious elements of the black tradition are ‘cryptic and submerged.” Chapter Two argues these
definitions are too simplistic, and that Faulkner, in Theresa M. Towner’s words, ‘[extends] the reach
of the writers’*® who precede him. Carvel Collins observed that ‘whether or not [Faulkner] . . . has
borrowed from . .. Longstreet and the other Old Southwestern humorists, he has been exposed to
the remains of the experiences to which they were exposed’*’; Faulkner is an equally distinct
product of folk culture. Ironically, however, Winifred Morgan notes that although scholarship has
been written on how ‘works of African-American literature and other traditions have ‘spoken’ to
each other, little has been written specifically about the influence [of the black tradition] on the

humor of the Old Southwest,’*?

or on Faulkner himself. Morgan argues that ‘spelling out’ the links
has posed a challenge, but has herself has established links between black and white tricksters, and

this thesis examines how Faulkner contradicts these. Flem Snopes, for example, is a silent figure who

7 W.J. Cash, ‘Of the Man at the Center’ in The Mind of the South [1941] (New York: Vintage 1991), p.51

® sandra K.D. Stahl, ‘Studying Folklore and American Literature’ in Handbook of American Folklore, Richard
Dorson, ed. (Indiana University Press: Bloomington 1983), p.422

° Quoted in Ed Piacentino, ‘Intersecting Paths: The Humor of the Old Southwest as Intertext’ in The Enduring
Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006), p.8
1 Theresa M. Towner, ‘Al Jackson, Ernest V. Trueblood and Mr. Faulkner, a Member in Good Standing of the
Ancient and Gentle Profession of Letters’ in The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed.,
(Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006), p.40

" bid. p.39

2 Winifred Morgan, ‘Signifying: The African-American Trickster and the Humor of the Old Southwest’ in The
Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge
2006), p.210



contradicts the ‘linguistic excess’ that Morgan argues is characteristic of both roles. Flem is also what
David Minter calls a ‘joyless trader,” concerned simply with profit and corrupting the communal
nature of rituals like horse trading, given that ‘one thing . . . [Faulkner] did cherish about the folk
tradition was talk.”" Likewise, while Morgan argues that white tricksters struggle to win while black
tricksters struggle for survival, this thesis demonstrates such definitions are too simplistic and do not
reflect the developing use of the theme in Chesnutt, let alone Faulkner; successive development of

the black trickster’s use of trickery for personal gain made them a less passive figure.

The Interracial Dialogue

Ralph Ellison argues the black voice was ‘co-creator of the language that Mark Twain raised
to the level of literary eloquence.”™ Shelley Fisher Fishkin acknowledges Mark Twain’s debt to the
Southwestern humorists, but her book Was Huck Black?: Mark Twain and African-American Voices
argues Twain also has an African-American influence as well as being ‘unabashed and hyperbolicin

his idealization of backwoods folks’*

and thus is an important influence in this study. Just as Faulkner
was first introduced to the storytelling culture by Caroline Barr, Fishkin argues Twain’s narrative
voice owes much to ‘Uncle Dan’l,” his own uncle’s slave. Fishkin writes Twain ‘helped open American
literature to the multicultural polyphony that is its birthright and special strength,”*® and brings the
power of the individual voice to the mainstream, which Faulkner develops in Absalom, Absalom!
Twain, like Faulkner, occupies a place beyond the refined or raucous simplicity of the Southwestern
humorists, while Faulkner himself develops the vernacular tradition beyond simply an interracial
overlap. The first and second chapters of this thesis demonstrate Twain to be the author who begins
the transition from the judging tone of Longstreet or the anarchy of Harris to provide a sense of

conscience to the folk tradition; Twain also develops what Fishkin called the ‘lyrical and exuberant

energy of vernacular speech’”’ to sustain an entire novel in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

 Richard Gray, ‘ch.3: Rewriting the Homeplace’ in The Life of William Faulkner (Blackwell Publishers inc.:
Cambridge, Massachusetts 1994), p.162

1 Shelley Fisher Fishkin, Introduction to Was Huck Black?: Mark Twain and African-American Voices (Oxford
University Press: New York, Oxford 1993), p.4

!> Jan Whitt, ‘American Life is Rich in Lunacy: The Unsettling Social Commentary of The Beverly Hilllbillies’ in
The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton
Rouge 2006), p.232

16 Shelley Fisher Fishkin, Introduction to Was Huck Black?: Mark Twain and African-American Voices (Oxford
University Press: New York, Oxford 1993), p.3

Y Ibid.p.5



Twain brings the ‘outlaw vernacular of Huck forward’*® to create what Sandra K.D. Stahl calls the
‘eye-dialect’ tradition, the representation of natural speech, emphasising Bakhtin’s idea that the
novel should be primarily concerned with ‘the speaking person and his discourse.”*® Faulkner himself
called Twain ‘the father of American literature’; there is therefore a possible influence and, by
extension, a debt to the black tradition. Malcolm Cowley observed Faulkner’s own narrative voice
was likewise influenced by ‘kitchen dialogues between the black cook and her amiable husband; on
Saturday afternoon gossip in Courthouse Square’®® and described Faulkner as ‘fascinated by country

people and country ways.’

Ed Piacentino argues Twain to be the most evident ‘beneficiary’ of the Southwestern humour
tradition, which may be true. However, this thesis argues that Faulkner develops the tradition in the
most inventive and powerful way, a specific example of the cross-cultural links Piacentino outlines.
Little examination exists, however, of how Faulkner uses the stream of consciousness to create a
‘folk inner narrative’ as he does with Jason Compson’s section in The Sound and the Fury or Dewey
Dell’s in As | Lay Dying. Likewise, Dewey Dell and Rosa Coldfield represent another development and
subversion of the folk archetype, that of the female storyteller. There is foregrounding for the female
storyteller and trickster in Chesnutt, once again linking the black and white traditions; the voice is
one of the only symbols of power available to marginalised people. As Winifred Morgan puts it, the
black and white traditions ‘listened’ to each other, each having what Henry Louis Gates referred to as
a ‘signifying’ influence on the other, since it is in the African-American tradition that ‘women do win

2 Faulkner ‘uses the confidence man as

and not . . . through the manipulative use of their sexuality.
an essential ingredient of [his] comedy,’?? and while he creates no instances black female tricksters,
characters such as Addie Bundren represent a ‘confidence woman,” a subversion of Winifred

Morgan’s image of the trickster as ‘male and . . . surprisingly macho,” converting the brash bragging

culture into a new ‘silent trickster.” The ‘black and white’ definitions are just that, far too simplistic,

1 Henry Nash Smith, ‘ch.6: An Object Lesson in Democracy’ in Mark Twain: The Development of a Writer [1962]
(Atheneum: New York 1974), p.141

' Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination, trans. Michael Holquist (Austin:
University of Texas Press 1981), p.332

%% Quoted in Don H. Doyle, Introduction to Faulkner’s County: The Historical Roots of Yoknapatawpha (The
University of North Carolina Press: Chapel Hill and London 2001), p.14

! Winifred Morgan, ‘Signifying: The African-American Trickster and the Humor of the Old Southwest’ in The
Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge
2006), p.216

% sarah Gordon, ‘Not such High-Falutin’ Company: Flannery O’ Connor’s Southern Folk’ in The Enduring Legacy
of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006) p.79
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and the folk tradition is a fruitful source for development and subversion, which is represented in

Faulkner.

Regarding the Further Contextual Framework of the Thesis

The Creoles: George Washington Cable

Several writers are discussed in this thesis for contextual information. George Washington
Cable’s Old Creole Days, for example, relates in significant ways. He is not necessarily applicable to
the framework of the thesis, but still he examines several myths of the New Orleans Creole tradition
and shows, in a general sense, many themes in common with Faulkner’s writing. The story ‘Madame
Delphine’ deals with similar themes of ancestry and miscegenation to those which Faulkner
addresses in Light in August. Like Calvin Burden, Cable’s Capitaine Lemaitre takes a fierce pride in his
French blood, while Cable’s Creoles speak in what resembles an African-American dialect, as the

following passage shows:

A lady sez to me to-day: ‘Pere Jerome, ‘ow dat is a dreadful fool dat ‘e gone at de coas’ of
Cuba to be one corsair. Ain’t it?’ ‘Ah Madame,’ | sez, “tis a terrible. | ‘ope de good God will

fo’give me an’ you fo’ dat.”®

This speech resembles the black diction demonstrated in later discussion of Zora Neale
Hurston and the black vernacular of Chesnutt’s conjure tales, but Cable’s work fits less comfortably
within this thesis, since his themes are more sociological than directly ‘folk influenced.’” Likewise,
Cable features powerful storytellers, but his intermingling of urban European cultures did not fit
within the more rural frameworks within which this thesis works. He also makes powerful use of the
frame narrative to represent how the vernacular speech becomes dominant when in dialogue with
refined sentiment, which this thesis discusses only in passing regarding Longstreet and George
Washington Harris. The following passage from the opening of Cable’s ‘Café Des Exiles’ seems

reflective of this:

That which in 1835 — | think he said thirty five — was a reality in the Rue Burgundy — | think he
said Burgundy —is now but a reminiscence. Yet so vividly was its story told me . . . the old

Café Des Exiles appears before my eye . .. and | doubt not | see it just as it was in the old

2 George Washington Cable, ‘Madame Delphine’ in Old Creole Days [1879] (Pelican Publishing Company:
Louisiana 1991), p.14



times . . . An antiquated story-and-a-half Creole cottage sitting right down on the banquette,
as do the Choctaw squaws who sell bay and sassafras . . . an ancient willow . . . partly hides

the discolored stucco . . . as if the old café was . . . disrobing for its execution.?

The passage opens in the manner of a story being told to a listener, with pauses and
admissions in gaps in the teller’s knowledge, but also uses diction too refined to be the vernacular
speech we would associate with common Southern townspeople. However, Cable’s story opens with
the appearance of an oral narrative and highlights the unreliable nature of passing information
through such channels. The speaker admits being unable to remember either the exact time or
location of the events they recount; they admit themselves their account is merely‘reminiscence,’
subject to inaccuracies and, as the opening chapter of this thesis states, deliberate revisions to serve
an agenda. Furthermore, Cable rarely gives his storytellers opportunity to speak in their own voice,
and simply states the power of their vernacular without examples; conversely, this thesis
demonstrates Tony Tanner’s argument that ‘the elegant educated narrator is all but banished from

the book by the extraordinary vernacular hero.”*

Cable also acknowledges the prevalence of the culture of gossip. In ‘Jean-Ah Poquelin,’ the
reclusive eponymous character becomes the subject of talk and speculation in his community,
accused of violence and witchcraft; although Cable does not express this gossip in the dialogic sense
we see later in Faulkner. He does, however, recognise the danger of ‘hideous nursery fictions,” so an
introductory discussion of Cable foregrounds the discussion in Chapter One of how a community
based in gossip is largely defined by its enemy; W.J. Cash outlines that in a Southern community, talk
becomes ‘not only a passion but a primary standard of judgment.” As they speculate over Poquelin,
Cable tells us ‘the common people began to hate him,” saying they would rather meet ‘a bear robbed
of her whelps’ than Poquelin on the street. The animosity directed towards such a recluse serves as a
foreground for Thomas Sutpen, and represents the construction of an identity for those a community
knows nothing about. Faulkner’s communities level far more extreme threats towards the outsider,
since Poquelin is threatened only with being tarred and feathered, not lynched. Cable does, however,
emphasise the flaws in the culture of gossip, since he reveals that Poquelin remained reclusive to

hide his leprous brother, and is a character of far more ‘self-forgetful goodness’ than those who

2 George Washington Cable, ‘Café Des Exiles’ in Old Creole Days [1879] (Pelican Publishing Company: Louisiana
1991), p.85

> Tony Tanner, ‘ch.6: The Doctors of the Wilderness’ in The Reign of Wonder: Naivety and Reality in American
Literature (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, London, New York, Melbourne 1965), p.101
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gossiped about him. Such misinformation, and the community’s willingness to act on it, takes on a

deadly significance in Light in August.

The Flush Times: Joseph Glover Baldwin

Like Longstreet, Joseph Glover Baldwin also represents the themes and styles of the
conservative society this thesis has rejected; both Longstreet and Baldwin ‘learned their trade from .
.. British satirists and considered themselves superiors of the rough frontier folk.””® Constance
Rourke notes that politically, Longstreet and Baldwin intended a ‘drastic criticism of Jacksonian
democracy,”” in which ‘men of a generally coarser kind [came] . . . generally to the front, men of the

1,”?® which both authors found threatening. In the introduction to

finer. .. type gradually [lost] contro
The Flush Times of Alabama and the Mississippi, Baldwin offers apologies for the ‘imperfections’ of
his work, by which he means the coarseness of the men he represents. He, like Longstreet, is
concerned with containing the frontier within a refined frame narrative. Baldwin argues it would be
impossible to attribute a ‘leading vice,’ to the rambunctious titular attorney of his story ‘Ovid Bolus,
Esq.’, since he regards Bolus as a vulgar threat, as Longstreet does his horse traders or the violent
men of Georgia; Baldwin refers to Bolus’ ‘lingual recklessness’ as if the bragging culture represented
the savage and the untamed. Though Bolus is supposedly such a powerful speaker, Baldwin rarely
allows the character to speak for himself, as might, say, Mark Twain, instead spending much of the
opening of the story simply telling his readers of Bolus’ potential for ‘lying.’ Like Longstreet, Baldwin
clearly has some admiration for such a man, if only a begrudging one, but determines to maintain
narrative distance from the ‘folk’ community. Baldwin claims to understand the need to avoid a
narrator being too ‘fastidious,’ yet, even when he tries to praise Bolus’ lying, he does so by
encapsulating Bolus’ voice within his own; it is doubly ironic that Bolus often makes himself the hero
of his ‘romantic exploits,” since within this narrative he has no opportunity to actually speak of these
exploits himself. Conversely, in Absalom, Absalom!, Rosa Coldfield’s powerful rhetoric allows her to
take control of the story of her life which has previously contained suppression and romantic
disappointment, and raise it to the stuff of folk legend. Even Simon Suggs, Baldwin’s most famous

folk character, is presented in the framework of an epistolary story, with a refined editor

% Ruth D. Weston, ‘Barry Hannah’s ‘High Lonesome’ Humor: New Voices for Old Grotesqueries’ in The Enduring
Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006), p.185
%’ Constance Rourke, ‘ch.1: Corn-Cobs Twist Your Hair’ in American Humor: A Study of the National Character
(New York Review Books 1931), p.29

8 W.J. Cash, ‘Of Easing Tensions — And Certain Quiet Years’ in The Mind of the South [1941] (New York: Vintage
1991), p.192



corresponding with Suggs who asks him to send a ‘daguerrotype.’ Suggs’ response draws an

immediate contrast and expresses the vibrancy of vernacular speech even in the context of writing:

As to my doggertype | can’t send it there aint any doggertype man about here now. There
never was but one, and he tried his mershine on Jemmy O . .. and Jem was so mortal ugly it

bust his mershine all to pieces . . . and liked ter killed the man that ingineered the wurks.?

Suggs’ writing uses the same compelling vernacular as Sut Lovingood, but it is harder for his
voice to command attention without an immediate dialogue to act as a foil for his speech. Despite his
scorn for ‘book-larnin,” Suggs is himself a lawyer, and so has ingratiated himself within the
‘respectable’ Southern upper classes and is distanced from the working class democracy the folk
tradition represents. In the opening chapter, this thesis examines a speech from Pap Finn which
exemplifies the vernacular and prejudices of one of the folk community’s most ignorant
representations, with no refined observing narrator or attempt at sophisticated language. Twain
represents a development from Baldwin into the vernacular taking precedence, whilst Baldwin’s
characters such as Suggs have less opportunity to articulate themselves. This is doubly significant,
since Suggs is presented as being a swindling trickster, a role traditionally characterised by powerful
vernacular speech, as with Sut Lovingood or Twain’s Duke and Dauphin. Baldwin’s character Cave
Burton, a renowned trickster and ‘slang-whanger,” actually keels over dead from the power of his
own rhetoric, but Baldwin does not illustrate the rhetoric to his reader, and this thesis states an
author truly within the folk tradition must celebrate his great talkers, as Faulkner does V.K. Ratliff

and Rosa Coldfield.

The African American Tradition: The Hidden Trickster in Joel Chandler Harris

Constance Rourke says that the black folk tradition was ‘[a fount] of secret wisdom . ..
dropping hints of something — a crime, a punishment, a fate — too deep for words.”*° Despite being a
white writer, Joel Chandler Harris draws on the African-American tradition in the Uncle Remus tales,
specifically the black trickster, and exemplifies the interracial influence this thesis discusses. Brer
Rabbit is relevant to the African-American idea of the ‘weakest and sharpest of all animals’ using

cunning to defeat a stronger opponent, but within the context of animal stories the idea can be

» Joseph Glover Baldwin, Simon Suggs Jr., Esq.; A Legal Biography’ in The Flush Times of Alabama and
Mississippi: A Series of Sketches [1853] (Bibliobazaar: Marston Gate, Great Britain 2008), p.118

*% constance Rourke, Introduction to American Humor: A Study of the National Character (New York Review
Books 1931), p.xvii



hidden within the ‘dialect of the cotton plantations.” Conversely, however, Harris’ trickster was often
only trying to survive, as was the tradition in black folklore. Thus Chesnutt informs the main body of
this thesis more powerfully, since the wily former slave Uncle Julius, and the invested self-interest
contained within his narratives, develops the black trickster in a far more subversive way. Likewise,
the black storyteller Uncle Remus remembers the slavery days as ‘laughin’ times,” and while Brer
Rabbit may represent a clever black trickster, there is no direct attempt to subvert ‘social superiors.’
This is in contrast to Chesnutt’s stories, since Julius’ conjure tales often direct the plantation’s

Northern owners away from the advantageous ventures he pursues.

Brer Rabbit, like a black slave, is in a world where stronger elements want to kill and suppress
him, and both represent what Ralph Ellison called the “smart man playing dumb’ as a weak man who

knows the nature of his oppressor’s weaknesses.”**

The idea of the trickster as underdog stands in
contrast to the white tradition, where, in Richard Dorson’s words, the focus was on ‘strong men’ such
as Davy Crockett or Mike Fink. The tradition moves from what Blair called the ‘folk gods and giants’
to the underdogs, subverting the folk culture in keeping with Toni Morrison’s dictum that American
folk writing, indeed all American writing, must be examined ‘for the impact the Afro-American
presence has had on the work.”* Harris’ story ‘The Wonderful Tar-Baby,’ for example, immediately
draws on a disparaging image of black people, but also on how a symbolically ‘black’ trickster must
use cunning to protect himself from being literally immobilised by a stronger oppressor. Brer Fox
even criticises the captive rabbit for acting ‘boss er de whole gang,” almost as if Brer Rabbit were an
‘uppity’ slave. And, like a slave, Brer Rabbit is aware of the sadism of his oppressors, and exploits Brer
Fox’s cruelty for his escape. Knowing Brer Fox, the symbolic ‘massa,” will want to torture him in the
worst way possible, Brer Rabbit begs, ‘I don’t keer w’at you do wid me, Brer Fox . . . so you don’t fling
me in dat brier-patch.'33 Brer Fox, thinking this is Brer Rabbit’s worst fear, does so, and allows the
rabbit to escape. Yet, as with Chesnutt’s conjure tales, such stories are only fantasy and escapism,

and few slaves had the physical means to subvert their masters; in Eugene Genovese’s words,

slaveowners, and the whites who came after them, ‘could not help contributing to their slave’s

3 Eugene D. Genovese, ‘De Big Times’ in Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage
1976), p.582

3 Shelley Fisher Fishkin, Introduction to Was Huck Black?: Mark Twain and African-American Voices (Oxford
University Press: New York, Oxford 1993), p.9

** Joel Chandler Harris, ‘The Wonderful Tar Baby’ in The Complete Tales of Uncle Remus: Joel Chandler Harris,
Richard Chase, ed., [1955] (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 1999), p.12
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creative survival’* that is, fantasising about escape from their inhumane existence. It has been
refreshing to discover how powerfully the traditions could overlap and how the African-American
tradition of survival is subverted into the pursuit of personal gain in the tricksters of both Chesnutt

and Faulkner.

‘Speak Yourself Into Being’: Zora Neale Hurston

Despite drawing on black folklore, Harris was still a white Southerner, and his dialect differs
from an author such as Zora Neale Hurston. Hurston spent her adult life in Florida, but her ‘project
was to create a literary language informed by the perspective as well as the poetry of rural black

Southerners.’®

Her writing evokes the folk-poetry of the black community and is a useful secondary
source regarding African American folk culture, since ‘the poetry [she] . .. passes on through Janie is
black, oral and Southern,’*® encompassing three elements of the folk community this thesis
discusses. Joel Chandler Harris claims that the individual narrative serves as an assurance of
‘independence and strength,” and just as George Washington Harris immerses himself in the white
folk voice, so Hurston did the black voice. While Faulkner has only one prominent conduit to the
black folk tradition through Caroline Barr, and was outside the black tradition looking in, Hurston
draws on the black folk memory in which she herself was immersed. She takes black writing far
beyond simply the plantation tradition, while still recognising the empowering significance of folklore
and storytelling, the ‘indomitable resilience of the imagination’ which, this thesis argues, is a
significant tool for the vulnerable elements of both black and white society. Furthermore, she
outlines the black tradition as one which ‘swapped stories’ in the same manner as the white, albeit
with very different intentions. Hurston describes folklore as a kind of ‘quiet resistance,’” a quality also

present in Rosa Coldfield’s storytelling and even some of the actions of Joe Christmas (whom, as this

thesis shows, serves to blur the lines of black and white folk figures, as does Lucas Beauchamp).

3 Eugene D. Genovese, Preface to Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage 1976), p.xvi
3 Cheryl A. Wall, “‘Women of the Harlem Renaissance’ in The Cambridge Companion to African American
Women’s Literature, Angelyn Mitchell and Danille K. Taylor, ed., (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge 2009),
p.47

*® Bernard W. Bell, ‘ch.4: The Harlem Renaissance and the Search for New Modes of Narrative’ in The Afro-
American Novel and Its Tradition (University of Massachusetts Press: Amherst 1987), p.127
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Just as Charles Chesnutt claims he ‘found it unconscionable to ignore moral questions or the
spectacle of people in society,””” Hurston uses the storytelling culture to articulate the cruelty black

people suffer, such as the following extract regarding the slave John:

Ole John, he already rich, he didn’t have to work . . . so he went to drivin’ hawse and buggy
for Massa. And when nobody wasn’t wid him, John would let his grandma ride in Massa’s
buggy. Dey tole ole Massa ‘bout it and he said . . . ‘de first time | ketch her in it, Ah’'m gointer
kill her’ . .. Pretty soon some whitefolks tole Massa dat John was takin’ his gran’ma to town

in his buggy . . . so ole Massa come out dere and cut John’s gran’ma’s th’oat.*®

Immediately we have the subversive nature of slaves, looking for any small advantage over
their master even if it is only riding in his property, and conversely the fury of their master at the
flouting of his authority. The tale also shows the the danger under which they live, illustrating a
system which keeps an entire race of people suppressed and constantly in danger of violence; any
active subversion can cost them their life, as it can Faulknerian characters such as Lucas Beauchamp
or Joe Christmas. The white humorists, conversely, often used tricksters who commit acts of violence
or otherwise upset the stable environment in the interest of self-gain or simply the fun of trickery.
John decides to trick his master as a means of revenge, once again subverting archetypes through
which revenge is relegated to the motivation of the white trickster. John also draws on the white
trickster’s tradition of spectacle, fooling people into thinking his horse can talk and charging his
audience to watch. Like Brer Fox, John’s master is both greedy and gullible, and asks John if his own
horse would talk should he cut his own grandmother’s throat. The master is foolish enough to do so,
and, once he realises his mistake, tries to drown John, an action which echoes Brer Fox (emphasising
such tales as within the black tradition) but with a far darker significance. Having been released by a
toad, John exploits his master’s greed by convincing him that he earnt the money from his horse trick
simply by allowing people to throw him into the river. As a result, the master allows John to drown
him in the river; greed proves his undoing, as it does in the Brer Rabbit stories. Hurston’s folktales,
however, are more effective, and less coded than Harris’; although like Chesnutt’s they still include
fantastical elements such as the toad. Her storyteller - named Julius - is commended for telling an

‘over-average lie.’ Yet the stories are not frivolous, as in Baldwin, they are an insight into a damaged

%’ Bernard W. Bell, Conclusion to The Afro-American Novel and Its Tradition (University of Massachusetts Press:
Amherst 1987), p.340-1
%8 Zora Neale Hurston, Mules and Men [1935] (Harper and Row Publishers inc.: New York 1990), p.44

12



consciousness due to past mistreatment, ‘both terrifying and a source of mirth.”*® Eugene Genovese
reasons that in reality, the superstition of conjure only gave slaves power over their fellow slaves,
which is why it took on such a powerful role in fantastical stories. This thesis has examines how
Faulkner, too, used storytelling and the subversive trickster figure as a means of expression for the

repressed.

In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Cheryl A. Wall argues that Janie Crawford’s ‘quest for

identity depends on her ability to speak herself into being.’*

As she researched folklore, Hurston
noticed that women were ‘denied access to the pulpit and the porch, the privileged states of
storytelling and . . . denied the chance of self-definition,”*" as true of Janie as it is Rosa Coldfield. Yet,
in Genovese’s black trickster manner, Janie learns words are ‘potent weapons for social control or
liberation,” and takes part in ‘mouth almighty.’ The first chapter of this thesis argues the power of the

culture of gossip, and the damage it can cause. To counter this, one must tell one’s own story in

order to control the fabrications and lies.

Hurston argues the ‘oldest human longing’ is self-revelation; Janie knows the gossips do not care
which ‘bone they gnaw on’ as long as they can subvert the story to ‘sound like evil.”** Again, this
thesis demonstrates the darker significance the culture of talk assigns to its defined ‘enemy.’ Janie,
however, is able to use ‘talking back’ as a means to assert her independence, and criticises her first
husband, Logan Killicks, for suggesting he has done her a favour by marrying her - by virtue of which
she should obey him —telling him ‘you’se mad ‘cause Ah’m tellin’ yuh whut you already
knowed.’(p.42) In other words, power comes from crafting the existing events into one’s own
narrative, as is so for many of Faulkner’s characters. Likewise, Joe Starks refuses to allow Janie a
voice when he becomes mayor, saying ‘mah wife don’t know nothin’ ‘bout no speech-makin’.” (p.57)
Rather, he thinks his wife can only be elevated by his ‘big voice’; even the local gossips remark Janie
‘sho don’t talk much.’” (p.67) Ironically, Hurston says Janie often thinks up powerful tall-tales to tell

when she listens to the porch talk, emphasising her suppressed potential for verbal power.

3 Eugene D. Genovese, ‘Origins of the Folk Religion’ in Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York:
Vintage 1976), p.218

40 Cheryl A. Wall, “‘Women of the Harlem Renaissance’ in The Cambridge Companion to African-American
Women’s Literature, Angelyn Mitchell and Danille K. Taylor, ed., (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge 2009),
p.46

* Richard Gray, ‘ch.4: making it new: the emergence of modern American literature 1900-1945’ in A History of
American Literature (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 2004), p.514

*27ora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God [1937] (Virago Press: Brettenham House, Lancaster Place,
London 1986), p.8 (subsequent references in the text)

13



After years of abuse and criticism, Janie finally speaks back to Joe for attacking her age and
appearance, saying ‘stop mixin’ up mah doings wid mah looks,” (p.105) and articulates the folk poem

which follows:

Naw, Ah ain’t no young gal no mo’ but . .. ah’m a woman every inch of me, and Ah know it.
Dat’s uh whole lot more’n you kin say. You big-bellies round here and put out a lot of brag,
but ‘tain’t nothin’ to it but yo’ big voice. Humph! Talkin’ bout me lookin’ old! When you pull

down yo’ britches, you look lak de change uh life. (p.106)

Janie’s speech draws applause from onlookers, as did Longstreet’s (white, male) horse
traders, with the character Sam Watson crying ‘Great God from Zion . . . y’all really playin’ de dozens
tuhnight.” (p.106) Unlike Julius, Janie, addressing other black people, does not have to hide her
feelings in symbols or myths, and holds her audience captive just as Rosa Coldfield does Quentin
Compson. Later, as Joe dies, Janie asserts herself one last time, telling him that, contrary to the
doctor’s words, ‘you got tuh die, and yuh can’t live.” (p.114) Janie continues to tell Joe that, despite
being married to her for twenty years, he has taken no time to know her. His refusal to listen to
others has cost him both their relationship and his life, since he refused to listen to the doctor’s

advice which might have healed him.

Deductions of the Thesis

This thesis’ examination of Longstreet shows the refined sentiment he and Baldwin were
writing, and their narrative distance from the folk community. It demonstrates how Twain and
Chesnutt made the vernacular character central to their writing, and Faulkner developed such
characters to even greater potential. Faulkner uses his characters inner thoughts to create not just a
vernacular culture, but a vernacular consciousness, which may have been influenced by black and
white folk traditions. Its examination of Hurston and far more detailed discussion of Chesnutt argue
the power of storytelling and vernacular speech to give voice to the downtrodden. This thesis
examines in detail how Rosa uses this inventive power, and her reasons for doing so. While Hurston
provided a secondary folklore source, Chesnutt is the predominant African-American source. It is he
who shows the subversive power of black trickery against the power of whites, as the second chapter
demonstrates with regard to Light in August and Go Down Moses. Chapter Two also discusses female
tricksters, influenced by both Hurston and Chesnutt, in the figure of Addie Bundren; linking and

subverting the two racial traditions, but also arguing that tricksters are developed, or corrupted, in a

14



modern sociological sense in the figure of Flem Snopes. Chapter Three argues that Chesnutt
introduces the psychological grotesque in his tales of the mental suffering of the slaves, developing
the themes of white authors such as Harris or Caldwell, who largely present the theme in a detached,
humorous way. Faulkner, this thesis argues, imbues characters such as Temple Drake or Gail
Hightower with complexity by providing insight into their damaged psyches and making them more
three-dimensional psychological grotesques. Ultimately, whether Faulkner develops folk themes
through the stream-of-consciouness and examination of the inner psyche, or the influence of
business models of the modern era on the culture of trade and trickery, he represents a synthesis
between the black and white folk tradition, and emphasises the interconnected nature of both, and

their continuing relevance.
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Chapter One

William Faulkner and the Storytelling Culture

The Role of Voice in Fiction

In The Life of William Faulkner, Richard Gray argues Faulkner celebrates his own culture in

143

which ‘Southerners love to talk because . . . oratory is our heritage.”” Faulkner therefore tried to

incorporate such a sense of the speaking voice in his own writing, since in his view ‘the novel is for

144

the ear.’™ It is through voice, Gray argues, and drawing on the oral culture, that Faulkner is able to

create an ‘imaginative empathy.’*®

This chapter discusses the culture from which Faulkner drew such
ideas, the role of the speaking voice in fiction, and how Faulkner develops this culture through use of

the internal monologue and the recreation of the past in narrative form.

Mikhail Bakhtin champions the power of voice, reasoning that without investing our
utterances with our own subjective intentions an utterance can never be truly our own, but rather
remains ‘half someone else’s,” since we would effectively simply be restating their intention.

However, the discourses we hear are not passive, but actively trying to influence us; Bakhtin argues:

As soon as a critical interanimation of languages began to occur in the consciousness . . . as
soon as it became clear that these were not only various different languages but even
internally variegated languages, that the ideological systems and approaches to the world
that were indissolubly connected with these languages contradicted each other . . . then the
inviolability and predetermined quality of these languages came to an end, and the necessity

of actively choosing one’s orientation among them began.*

The dominant discourse in a text is not necessarily that which the author intended. Rather

this stratification occurs largely with respect to the voice which monopolises the attention of the

* Richard Gray, ‘ch.1: Fictions of History: An Approach to Faulkner’ in The Life of William Faulkner (Blackwell
Publishers inc.: Cambridge, Massachusetts 1994), p.3

* Richard Gray, ‘ch.4: Of Past and Present Conflicts’ in The Life of William Faulkner (Blackwell Publishers inc.:
Cambridge, Massachusetts 1994), p.179

** Richard Gray, ‘ch.2: Faulkner the Apprentice’ in The Life of William Faulkner (Blackwell Publishers inc.:
Cambridge, Massachusetts 1994), p.101

* Quoted in Richard Gray, ‘ch.5: Public Faces and Private Places’ in The Life of William Faulkner (Blackwell
Publishers inc.: Cambridge, Massachusetts 1994), p.296
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reader. Bakhtin refers to this technique as ‘pseudo-objective motivation,’*” the author concealing his
own opinions and instead articulating what would be the opinion of his characters. The reader must
be wary of the influence of the dominant discourse, which has been established as having its own
agenda and often power to influence the beliefs or actions of others. Storytellers, Bakhtin argues, are
‘carriers of a particular verbal-ideological linguistic belief system, with a particular point of view on
the world . . . with particular value judgments and intonations.”*® As a result, the novelist, or the
teller, knows their discourse is open to dispute and must be concerned with ‘purifying, championing
and defending’ its own validity: ‘for this discourse cannot forget or ignore . . . the heteroglossia that
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surrounds it.””” Bakhtin’s emphasises the personal narrative as self-definition, and the importance of

the ‘speaking voice.’

In a Southern context, Theresa M. Towner recognises the use of ‘multiple narrators and
different linguistic strategies’*® in Southern literature which reflects Bakhtin’s idea of competing
discourses and intentions, all trying to command the attention of the reader. George Washington
Harris often provides a listener named George to emphasise the vernacular power of Sut Lovingood,
since George’s voice all but disappears except for passive interjections.®® Carvel Collins argues
Faulkner’s work is inextricable from the humorist context since ‘whether or not [Faulkner] has
borrowed from . .. Southwestern humorists, he has been exposed to the remainder of the
experiences to which they were exposed.””” In the elaborate oral narrative of Absalom, Absalom!
Thomas Sutpen is increasingly obscured and revealed as the characters circle back to provide their

own accounts of his life,”® in a utilisation of ‘the southwestern humor tradition of multiple narrators

* Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination, trans. Michael Holquist, ed. Carol
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press 1981), p.305

*® |bid.p.312

* |bid.p.332

* Theresa M. Towner, ‘Al Jackson, Ernest V. Trueblood and Mr. Faulkner, a Member in Good Standing of the
Ancient and Gentle Profession of Letters’ in The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed.,
(Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006), p.47

> Towner also argues that Faulkner ‘[depends] upon and [extends] the reach of writers working in America’s
earliest kind of native humor.” (Piacentino, p.40)

*2 Theresa M. Towner, ‘Al Jackson, Ernest V. Trueblood and Mr. Faulkner, a Member in Good Standing of the
Ancient and Gentle Profession of Letters’ in The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed.,
(Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006), p.40

>* Daniel Hoffman noted Absalom, Absalom used ‘The delaying tactics of the common folktale,’ (Piacentino,
p.40)
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>4 Yet the accounts

with different linguistic strategies . . . and stretchers at somebody else’s expense.
of Sutpen reveal a considerable amount about the four narrators who construct his story, as has

been discussed in the final section of this chapter.

The Uses of Vernacular Culture and Storytelling in the Southwestern Humorists

Augustus Baldwin Longstreet stands in marked contrast to the vernacular characters

featured within his stories. Frank W. Shelton says that:

Longstreet may reveal a kind of sneaking admiration for the vitality of the life of the frontier,
but, through the use of a cultivated narrator and the contrast of that narrator’s elevated
language with the dialect used by the low characters, Longstreet retains a distance and a

detachment from, and finally a disapproval of, the kind of life he describes.>

Certainly, Longstreet’s language seems to support this quotation, if we consider the following

passage which opens ‘The Horse-Swap':

During the session of the Supreme Court, in the village of _ ... | observed a young man riding
up and down the street, as | supposed, in a violent passion. He galloped this way, then that,
and then the other; spurred his horse to one group of citizens, then to another, then dashed
off at half speed, as if fleeing from danger . . . while he was performing these various
evolutions, he cursed, swore, whooped, screamed, and tossed himself in every attitude

which man could assume on horseback.*®

The introduction refers to Rourke’s recognition of the threat to refined society Longstreet

perceived in ‘Jacksonian democracy.” As a result Longstreet uses a refined, educated speaker to
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distance himself from the frontier and ‘[nullify] its challenging energies.””” The speaker is possibly a

lawyer, from his elevated diction; note, for example, he ‘observed’ the rider rather than simply

** Theresa M. Towner, ‘Al Jackson, Ernest V. Trueblood and Mr. Faulkner, a Member in Good Standing of the
Ancient and Gentle Profession of Letters’ in The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed.,
(Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006), p.47

>> Frank W. Shelton, ‘George Washington Harris and Harry Crews’ in The Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest
Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 2006), p.120

> Augustus Baldwin Longstreet, ‘The Horse Swap’ in Georgia Scenes, Characters, Incidents & c., in the First Half
Century of the Republic [1875] (Bibliobazaar: Marston Gate, Great Britain 2009), p.23 (subsequent references in
the text)

> Tony Tanner, ‘ch.6: The Doctors of the Wilderness’ in The Reign of Wonder: Naivety and Reality in American
Literature (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, London, New York, Melbourne 1965), p.98
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claiming to ‘see’ him. A character in a novel, Bakhtin reasons, ‘always has . . . a zone of his own, his
own sphere of influence one the authorial context surrounding him,” and Longstreet seems to intend
his narrator’s voice to be the dominant discourse, while the rider’s cursing and whooping seem
intended to present him as uncouth and undesirable. Bakhtin argued that every utterance exists
within a system of ‘living heteroglossia,’ yet they do not co-exist passively. Instead, all utterances
utilise others, and ‘the word acknowledges . . . another word . . . only as the neutral word of
language, as the word of no one in particular, as simply the potential for speech,” and possibly the
potential for one’s discourse to influence the other. This discourse would be required to defend its

‘particular way of viewing the world . . . that strives for a certain social significance.”*®

Despite
Longstreet’s wish for the narrator to be the prominent voice, the trader Yellow-Blossom’s vernacular
boast ‘I’'m the boy . . . perhaps a leetle, jist a leetle, of the best man at a horse-swap that ever trod
shoe-leather,” (p.24) with its evocation of the travelling hustler, adds a far more dynamic voice in
contrast to the narrator’s diction. The distinctive tone of Blossom’s voice, Bakhtin reasons, is the
‘character zone,’” ‘the field of action for a character’s voice, encroaching in one way or another on the
author’s voice,”’ particularly when a sentimental narrator attempts, often unsuccessfully, for his
discourse to supercede that of a vernacular character. George Hovis argues attention is always drawn
away from the ‘civilised East’ and towards ‘the main narrator, whose home is the frontier.” Hovis’
terminology is important; though Blossom, for example, is not the narrator of ‘The Horse Swap,’ he
becomes its ‘central voice’ through his own lyrical vibrancy. Longstreet may well have intended his
narrator to be the desirable discourse, but the refined diction appears stiff and stunted in contrast to
Blossom’s ‘loosely-strung poetry’ and when, as Bakhtin argues, ‘consciousness finds itself inevitably

*%0 it is Blossom to whom it is drawn. However,

facing the necessity of having to choose a language,
Blossom’s speech still fulfills the role of what Bakhtin called ‘individual language,’ one discourse
outside the desirable social norm, while the narrator emphasises the desirable ‘unitary language.’
Thus the dominance of Blossom’s vernacular becomes all the more ironic. The voice of the narrator
seems to change from simply disapproving to actively didactic when he observes the sore on Bullet’s
back, remarking ‘my heart sickened at the sight, and | felt that the brute who had been riding him in

that situation deserved the halter.” (p.30) Longstreet’s message seems to emphasise men of the

frontier as cruel and brutish, and only worthy of attention if accounts of their actions are mediated

> Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press 1981), p.333
59,
lbid. p.316
% |bid. p.295
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through the view of a more conservative narrator; perhaps as an attempt to excuse the ‘sneaking
admiration’ for them. The same is true of Longstreet’s ‘The Fight,” in which a refined narrator once

again provides the frame narrative for two southern braggarts:

Neither had the least difficulty in determining the point by the most natural and irresistible
deductions a priori; and though, by the same course of reasoning, they arrived at directly
opposite conclusions, neither felt its confidence in the least shaken by this circumstance. The
upper battalion swore ‘that Billy only wanted one lick at him to knock his heart, liver and

lights out of him; and if he got two at him, he’d knock him into a cocked hat.”®*

In a way, Longstreet has incorporated the Southern bragging tradition in this passage, yet in
another has distanced himself even further from his characters, since the vernacular characters do
not even speak for themselves — as they do in ‘The Horse-Swap.” Rather their words are entirely
reported through the voice of the narrator, thus giving the undesirable characters no platform to
express discourse of their own; we could hardly, for example, expect one of the fighters to use a
term like ‘a priori.” As a result, the significance of the available narrator appears somewhat

diminished.

Conversely, the following passage from George Washington Harris’ ‘Ole Skissim’s Middle

boy’ is noteworthy:

When | were a little over half-grown, had sprouted my tail-feathers and were beginnin’ to
crow, there were a-livin’ in my neighborhood a dreadful fat, mean, lazy boy ‘bout my age. He
were the middle son of a ole lark, name Skissim, who tinkered onto ole clocks and spinnin
wheels, ate lye hominy, and exhorted at meetin for a livin while this middle son of his’n did
the sleepin for the whole family . . . | hadn’t found out then, certainly, that | were a natural-
born durned fool. | sorta suspicioned it, but I still had hopes. So | were fool enough to think |

were smart enough to break him from snoozin all the time.*

ot Augustus Baldwin Longstreet, ‘The Fight’ in Georgia Scenes, Characters, Incidents & c., in the First Half
Century of the Republic [1875] (Bibliobazaar: Marston Gate, Great Britain 2009), p.54
%2 George Washington Harris, ‘Ole Skissim’s Middle Boy’ in Sut Lovingood (New York: Grove Press

1954), p.18
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Bakhtin says the author uses the ‘common language,” ‘sometimes abruptly exposing its
inadequacy to its object and sometimes . . . becoming one with it, directly forcing it to reverberate
with his own ‘truth,” which occurs when the author completely merges his own voice with the

common view.’®®

Bakhtin refers to this latter as ‘pseudo-objective motivation,” the author concealing
his own opinions and instead articulating what would be the socially acceptable opinion of his
characters. Bakhtin refers to adoption of the character’s outlook as the ‘character zone,” ‘the field of
action for a character’s voice, encroaching in one way or another on the author’s voice,”® Longstreet,
with his refined distance from his characters, may be an example of an attempt to emphasise their
undesirability, albeit a futile one, while Harris, who uses no external narrator and allows the
vernacular to becomes dominant, exemplifies the ‘wild boisterousness of the backlandsman at

%> From the opening of the passage, ‘when | were’ where Longstreet would most likely have said

play.
‘when | was,” we are treated to Sut Lovingood’s unrefined and uneducated diction; Sut’s description
of his formative years in which he ‘began to crow’ places him within the Southern tradition of
‘roarers’ and vernacular heroes. He is also something of a tall-tale teller, given to stretching the truth
to give his account more vibrancy, such as his description of sprouting tail feathers. His account
continues in a loosely-strung poetic ramble, his long lists of adjectives further emphasising the
Skissim boy’s negative attributes with vitality a more refined narrator might have eschewed. Indeed,
Sut’s diction not only evokes a clear image of his people, but also his time, the ‘ole clocks and spinnin
wheels,” the ‘lye hominy,” all contribute to a greater lyrical tapestry. Furthermore, Harris’ informal
style is evident when Sut breaks off from his narrative to consider the significance of the time, before
he discovered himself a ‘durned fool.” By contrast, the more conservative Longstreet does not allow
his vernacular characters to describe themselves with self mockery; rather such criticism would be

provided by the detached narrator. Sut therefore seems somewhat more self-assertive in the very

fact that he articulates his own criticism.

It is in Mark Twain, however, that the vernacular voice exerts its most powerful influence.
While Sut occasionally converses with the more refined George, Twain dispenses with any frame
narrative and celebrates Huck’s ‘outlaw vernacular’ as if we are instantly hearing a vernacular tale:

‘You don’t know about me, without you having read a book by the name of The Adventures of Tom

®*Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press 1981), p.302
64 .
Ibid.p.316
% W.J. Cash, ‘Of an Ideal and Conflict’ in The Mind of the South [1941] (New York: Vintage 1991), p.72
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Sawyer, but that ain’t no matter.”®® Twain in fact edited this opening from ‘you will not know about
me’ and ‘you do not know about me’ into its final form, editing out any unrealistic eloquence and
instead capturing what Marianne Moore called the ‘accuracy of the vernacular.”®’ Indeed, Twain’s
notice that ‘Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons
attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot will be shot,” (p.1)
emphasises a desire that his novel resemble the immediacy of a spoken narrative rather than a
refined plot. While Huck’s vernacular is not quite as accentuated as Harris’, he is symbolic of not only
the shift from Longstreet’s finer sentiment to a new vernacular Southern literature, but also the
inherent untrustworthiness of the teller; Huck has unintentionally said that since we as readers know
nothing about him, he has the ability to tell us whatever account of the events he wishes. Huck
admits himself that the account of Tom Sawyer is ‘mostly true, with some stretchers,’ yet still ‘the
voice of the outlaw speaks with exclusive authority.’®® However, Twain extends the potential of the
vernacular as a tool to provide revelatory statements about his characters, examining such aspects
within what may appear simply prose poetry. For example, consider the following passage from Pap

Finn:

Call this a govment! Why, just look at it and see what its like! Here’s the law a-standing ready
to take a man’s son away from him —a man’s own son, which he had had all the trouble and
all the anxiety and all the expense of raising! . .. The law backs that old Judge Thatcher up
and helps him keep me out o’ my property. Here’s what the law does. The law takes a man
worth six thousand dollars and up’ards, and jams him into an old trap of a cabin like this, and
lets him go round in clothes that ain’t fitten for a hog. They call that a govment! A man can’t
get his rights in a govment like this . . . yes, and | told ‘em so; | told old Judge Thatcher so to
his face. Lots of ‘em heard me, and they can tell what | said . . . | says, look at my hat —if you
call it a hat — but the lid raises up and the rest of it goes down till it’s below my chin . . . like
my head was shoved up through a jint o’ stove-pipe. Look at it, says | — such a hat for me to

wear — one of the wealthiest men in this town, if | could get my rights. (p.28)

% Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn [1884] (Harper Press: London 2010), p.3 (subsequent
references in the text)

* Richard Gray, ‘ch.4: making it new: the emergence of modern American literature 1900-1945’ in A History of
American Literature (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 2004), p.545

o8 Tony Tanner, ‘ch.8: The Voice of the Outlaw’ in The Reign of Wonder: Naivety and Reality in American
Literature (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, London, New York, Melbourne 1965), p.142
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Like Sut Lovingood’s, Pap’s vernacular is almost a prose poem in itself, and is hardly passive,
since from the very opening statement he intends to advertise a litany of hard luck to any available
listener; Smith celebrates how Twain ‘seizes in a few lines the essence of Southern prejudice.'69 His
narrative is somewhat circular; his second sentence effectively restates the point of his first, further
emphasising his self pity and the myths he has fabricated to perpetuate it. Pap reveals far more than
he himself knows; his repetition of ‘a man’s son ... a man’s own son’ emphasises his possessiveness
over Huck and the money he represents. Despite having shown Huck nothing but neglect and abuse
until now, Pap will shamelessly advertise himself as the unloved father deprived of his due,
fabricating a myth of being a far more established man than he has ever been simply because he
believes blood-ties entitle him to Huck’s money. In his tirade against Judge Thatcher, his self-pity
extends beyond simply neglect from his family against the society he believes is determined to keep
him in his degraded situation. Here, in fact, is evidence of Twain’s work having a sociological
sophistication which Harris’ does not. Pap is not entirely wrong, and his lot is indeed partly ordered
by the wealthier whites who suppress both black and poor white people, as W.J. Cash remarks:
‘hardly any Southerner of the master class . . . apprehended that the general shiftlessness and

degradation of the masses was a social product.’”

Pap continues to build a verbal myth of himself
not only as deprived and degraded, but also rebellious, and his frequent cries of ‘I told ‘em so’ once
more fabricate his self-image as the somewhat romanticised peasant rebelling against his oppressors.
His unlikely claim to have insulted Thatcher to his face show he wishes to appear the rabble-rouser,
his assertion ‘lots of ‘em heard me’ showing he believes himself a powerful orator capable of
commanding attention, the self-made man deprived through injustice. Twain seems to be using this
monologue to mock Pap, especially when Huck remarks that halfway through this speech Pap trips
over a tub of salt-pork, appearing more a comic stooge than the commanding figure he imagines
himself. Twain has, in one passage, both celebrated and exposed the pitfalls of the common man, yet
Pap’s narrative vibrancy prevents his characterisation from being entirely negative; thus the focus

has shifted entirely from Longstreet’s attempt to mock the common man and keep him at a narrative

distance.

In the African-American tradition vernacular and storytelling acquire a didactic agenda, and

Bernard Bell argues that Charles Chesnutt in particular imbues his folk writing with a social message.

& Henry Nash Smith, ‘ch.6: Sound Heart and Deformed Conscience’ in Mark Twain: The Development of a
Writer [1962](Harvard University Press: Atheneum, New York 1974)
7% W.J. Cash, ‘Of an Ideal and Conflict’ in The Mind of the South [1941] (New York: Vintage 1991), p.78
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Chesnutt, like Longstreet, uses a more sentimental frame narrator to provide an audience for the
vernacular narrator Uncle Julius. His story ‘The Goophered Grapevine’ opens with the northerner,
John, remarking ‘some years ago my wife was in poor health, and our family doctor, in whose skill . . .

| had implicit confidence, advised a change of climate.””*

Like George’s, John’s eloquent diction seems
aesthetically stunted, especially when contrasted to the vibrancy of Julius’ vernacular. Upon first
meeting him, John asks Julius ‘do you live round here,” (p.34) and Julius replies ‘I lives des ober
yander, behine de nex’ san’-hill, on de Lumberton plank-road.’(p.34) His diction bears some
resemblance to Sut Lovingood, whose language is far less restrained. Julius continues in the tradition
of loosely strung vernacular, achieving a poetic rhythm as he warns John the vineyard he plans to buy
‘is goophered, - cunju’d, bewitched.’ (p.35) John’s unfamiliarity with the term ‘goophered’
immediately places him outside both the Southern and African-American vernacular culture, with its
specific codes and cultural memory. Chesnutt has used dialogue to instantly establish distance
between black and white cultures; John asks how Julius could know it was ‘bewitched,” using the
term which most reflects the language of the educated whites. Furthermore, Julius may be using his
culture to his advantage, our first example of storytelling being used to a direct agenda, a significant
device in Faulkner’s writing. It is not until he learns John plans to buy the vineyard that Julius begins
to tell his tale of bewitchment. He tells how, when the old plantation owner Dugal McAdoo realised
his scuppernongs were missing, ‘co’se he ‘cuse’ de niggers er it,’(p.36) using vernacular to inform his
listeners that slaves always bore the brunt of any blame on the plantations, but also to mock his
oppressor — he tells John how Dugal attempted to lay traps for the slaves until Dugal, who “us a
monst’us keerless man — got his leg shot full er cow-peas.’(p.36) Here the powerless have a means to
expose the stupidity of their oppressors; Dugal is similar to Pap Finn in his furious buffoonery.
Therefore we see another synthesis between the presentation of the brash or prejudiced in black
and white folk culture; they seem constantly in dialogue with each other, as Bakhtin would say, while
the wealthy and established appear flat and restrained, the targets of vernacular mockery or
criticism. Yet the dark irony is that Julius can only mock or criticise the slave system through tales

with fantastic elements, and would not hold more power than whites in an established social sense.

In another overlap between the black and white traditions, Chesnutt and Harris both use the
narrative technique of a refined narrator to emphasise the power of the vernacular, as can be seen in

the following exchange from Harris’ ‘Mrs. Yardley’s Quilting’:

" Charles Chesnutt, ‘The Goophered Grapevine’ in The Conjure Woman and Other Conjure Tales [1899] (Duke
University Press: Durham and London 1993), p.31 (subsequent pages references in the text)
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‘That’s been one durned nasty, muddy job, and | is just glad enough to take a horn or two on

the strength of it.’

‘What have you been doing, Sut?’
‘Helpin to salt ole Missis Yardley down.’
‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Fixin her for rottin comfortably . . . coverin her up with soil to keep the buzzards from

cheatin the worms.’
‘Oh, you have been helping to bury a woman,’

‘That’s it. . . why the devil can’t | explain myself like you? | ladles out my words at random
like a calf kickin at yaller-jackets; you just rolls ‘em out to the point like a feller a-layin bricks

— every one fits.””

The irony of his question, of course, is that Sut is once again the vernacular speaker who
dominates the discourse. George’s reply to Sut’s vernacular over Mrs. Yardley’s burial is the staid ‘oh,
you have been helping to bury a woman,’ while ironically even Sut’s complaints about his rough
diction are folk poetry, lamenting he can only speak ‘like a calf kickin at yaller-jackets.” Julius’ air of
solemnity and mystery, on the other hand, both differentiates him from the humour of Sut
Lovingood, and engages John and Annie sufficiently to become the dominant discourse commanding
the attention of the discourses around it (though never, of course, nullifying those discourses
entirely). It is ironic that John refers to Julius’ imagination as ‘sluggish’ since Chesnutt deliberately
uses the vernacular diction to revitalise the dialogue, just as the reader was drawn to Longstreet’s
horse-traders rather than his narrator. Julius’ himself takes on the role of the vernacular trickster;
having heard Julius’ story of the haunted vineyard, and decided not to buy it, John discovers Julius
earnt, ‘a respectable revenue from the product of the neglected grapevines,”’® and is most likely

using the ghost story to prevent John destroying his means of support.

72 George Washington Harris, ‘Mrs. Yardley’s Quilting’ in Sut Lovingood (New York: Grove Press 1954), p.171-2
73 Charles Chesnutt, ‘The Goophered Grapevine’ in The Conjure Woman and Other Conjure Tales [1899] (Duke
University Press: Durham and London 1993), p.43
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As | Lay Dying, The Sound and the Fury and the Modernist Incorporation

When discussing Modernist fiction, Peter Nicholls describes how ‘writing gives us access to
the innermost mechanisms of the psyche, revealing a violent disunity within the subject.””* Nicholls
argues that by suspending any linear sense of narrative the Modernist author is able instead to
‘[achieve] an unusual intensity of experience,” as the expressiveness of speech gives way to the
insularity of thought. In Faulkner, however, there are overlaps between patterns of thought and
speech, creating a folk stream-of-consciouness. It is the use of internal narrative which sets Faulkner
apart the more stylistically simple humorists, although both Faulkner and Chesnutt develop the folk
tradition by introducing narrators who have direct agendas. Nicholls’ reference to the ‘intensity’ of
the private self suggests that inner thought allows characters expression beyond their capabilities in
the public sphere. Their educational background leaves them lacking the means to express
themselves verbally and Faulkner creates characters whose inner monologues reveal more of their
inner desires or failures than they themselves are aware, just as Pap Finn’s tirade reveals more of his
character than he realises. Furthermore, as with Uncle Julius, their storytelling and gossip often has a

direct agenda.

Jason Compson is a good example of the inner monologue revealing more than the character
intends. His entire section consists of his thoughts rather than direct speech, opening ‘Once a bitch
always a bitch . . . what | say. | says you’re lucky if her playing out of school is all that worries you. |
says she ought to be down there in that kitchen right now, instead of . . . waiting for six niggers . .. to

fix breakfast for her,’”

clichéd misogyny directed towards his niece and stylistically emphasising the
vernacular nature of his thought. Indeed, the line ‘once a bitch . .. what | say’ appears as if in answer
to a question; Jason’s public image seems prominent enough to constitute his entire consciousness.
Faulkner’s knowledge of techniques like internal monologue allows him to present Jason as Pap Finn
extended into the stream-of-consciousness, his thoughts revealing his arrogance and self-pity to such
an extent he appears somehow pathetic. Like Finn, Jason is a product of the narratives around him,
which encourage him to blame his lot in life on the stereotypes encouraged by society; women, black

people and Northerners. Furthermore, his inner thoughts are dialogic, incorporating a conversation

with his mother about Miss Quentin. InJason’s memory, for example, Caroline laments she cannot

’* peter Nicholls, ch.1 ‘Ironies of the Modern’ in Modernisms: A Literary Guide (Macmillan Publishers Ltd.,
Basingstoke, Hampshire 2009), p.20

’> William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury [1929] (London: Vintage 1995), p.153 (subsequent page references
in the text)
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bear the stain on her reputation due to Quentin’s promiscuity. Jason reveals his mother’s
pretensions as well as his own, emphasising Bakhtin’s idea that a discourse only attains significance if
in dialogue with others. The recalled conversations also show a certain cold rationalism in Jason’s
outlook, and his answer to Caroline’s lament that the school will think she cannot control her
daughter, which concerns her only because she believes it taints her ‘genteel’ Bascomb bloodline, is
to reply, ‘Well, you can’t, can you. You never have tried to do anything with her.” (p.153) His
narrative also reveals his cruelty; when Caroline reminds him Quentin is his own flesh and blood,
Jason replies, ‘Sure . .. That’s just what I’'m thinking of. Flesh. And maybe a little blood too, if | had
my way. When people act like niggers, no matter who they are the only thing to do is treat them like
a nigger.’ (p.154) He reveals his feelings towards his niece exceed bitterness to outright sadism, and
emphasises his racism and disgust for female sexuality as he appears to associate black women with

wanton promiscuity.

Jason continues to show similarities to Pap Finn; just as Pap uses the rhythms of repetition
to emphasise his anger at the government, Jason mentally repeats his words, ‘I never had time to be.
| never had time to go to Harvard like Quentin or drink myself into the ground like Father. | had to
work,’(p.154) when Caroline claims he is the only one of her children who is not a reproach to her,
since he holds a job and, in her eyes, reflects her ‘noble’ Bascomb blood. This statement echoes in
his psyche and emphasises he, too, feels self-pity and blames his lot in life on external occurrences of
systems. He rages against having to support the family of ‘invalids and idiots and niggers’(p.209)
(showing no sympathy for either his brothers’ suicide or mental problems), and ‘them up there in
Washington spending fifty-thousand dollars a day . . . in Nicaragua or some place.’(p.199) Like Pap,
Jason deludes himself about the grandeur he feels he truly deserves and which the government
keeps from him; indeed, both see themselves as neglected in favour of black people. Jason, however,
is a less sympathetic character, since, unlike Pap, he is the son of a Southern aristocratic family, and

thus is not as downtrodden as many true members of the folk community.

Repetitions are an important trope of Jason’s psyche, and speech — for him there is no
difference — particularly since they seem all he has to articulate himself when challenged. When Miss
Quentin disputes him, his repetitions of ‘you will, will you’ shows him rendered inarticulate in his fury
that anyone could dispute his image as the sustainer of the Compson family, and he simply speaks
and thinks in the same fragmentary clichés. His speech and then direct inner description of his action

repeat each other verbatim, such as his enraged cry to Quentin; ‘You wait until I've got this belt out
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and I'll show you,’” | says, pulling my belt out.’(p.157) His discourse of dominance and self-
aggrandisement leaving him incapable of any deeper self-reflection. Once again he blames his own
hardships on external scapegoat constructed through his social prejudices, this time women; Jason
inwardly seethes that he ‘can’t seem to learn that a woman’ll do anything.” It appears that his
continual attempts to present himself as the Southern ‘helluva fella’ have left him unable to feel
anything deeper inside, or his inner shallowness leaves him desirous to be self-advertising to hide his
personal failures. Unlike Pap these failures are not necessarily economic, but are reflected in Jason’s
coldness and inability to relate to others; ‘an idiom that hardly begins to bridge the gap between

himself and the world, or to heal his divisions.””®

Anse Bundren bears some similarities to Jason, and yet ironically the myths in which he
remains convinced are not regarding his greatness, but rather of his fallacious identity as ideal father

and husband.

| told Addie it wasn’t any luck living on a road when it come by here, and she said, for the
world like a woman, ‘Get up and move, then.” But | told her it wasn’t no luck in it, because
the Lord puts roads for travelling; why He laid them down flat on the earth. When he aims
for something to be always a-moving, He makes it long ways, like a road or a horse or a
wagon, but when He aims for something to stay put, He makes it up-and-down ways, like a
tree or a man. And so he never aimed for folks to live on a road, because which gets there
first, | says, the road or the house? Did you ever know him to put a road down by a house? |
says . .. Putting it there where every bad luck prowling can find it and come straight to my
door, charging me taxes on top of it. Making me pay for Cash having to get those carpenter
notions when if it hadn’t been no road come there, he wouldn’t a got them; falling off of
churches and lifting no hand in six months and me and Addie slaving and a-slaving . . . And
now | got to pay for it, me without a tooth in my head, hoping to get ahead enough so | could
eat God’s own victuals as a man should . . . Got to pay for being put to the need of that three
dollars. Got to pay for the way them boys have to go away to earn it. | have heard men cuss
their luck, and right, for they were sinful men. But | do not say it’s a curse on me, because |
have done no wrong to be cussed by. | am not religious, | reckon. But peace is my heart: |

know it is. | have done things neither better nor worse than them that pretend otherlike, and

’® Richard Gray, ‘ch.3: Rewriting the Homeplace’ in The Life of William Faulkner (Blackwell Publishers inc.:
Cambridge, Massachusetts 1994), p.146
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| know that old Marster will care for me as for ere a sparrow that falls. But it seems hard that

aman in his need could be so flouted by a road.”’

Like Jason, Anse repeats ‘l says’ after many of his thoughts, thus seeming to actively qualify
them as having the qualities of speech. He may be accustomed to presenting a public image until it is
all he is capable of, yet for almost the opposite reason; while Jason wants to present himself as savvy
and dominant, Anse presents the image of the pitiful poor white whom the town cannot help but aid
in his plight. Indeed, Anse too could be seen as a development of Pap Finn, even something of a
figure of mockery. Just as Pap lambasts Thatcher for trying to take Huck away from him, Anse
blames the fact that his children resent him on the road, and the new travelers and ideas it
introduces, rather than his own actions or neglect. The fact his self-pity exists in his very patterns of
thought makes it an indispensible factor in his identity, and a somewhat beneficial one, since for
years it has enabled him to take advantage of others. Once again repetitions constitute much of
Anse’s thoughts, not only providing the semblance of natural speech but also showing that, like Finn
his laments are somewhat to advertise himself, even when he has no audience, as if the speech we
become accustomed to shapes our consciousness. Anse, like Pap, elevates himself to the status of a
tragic and persecuted figure. He says he ‘does not say it’s a curse on him’ emphasising, of course,
that this is exactly how he would like to think. His true feelings are emphasised by his need to qualify
that he is not a self-pitying man, as if addressing an audience, or possibly attempting to justify his

self-pity with his own conscience.

The lack of distinction between Jason and Anse’s public and private selves is all the more
noteworthy when compared to characters whose inner thoughts indicate far deeper feelings or
passions than they would have the means to articulate. After Addie Bundren’s death, Dewey Dell is
only able to express her grief in monosyllabic cries — ‘Ma! Ma!’ — albeit charged with emotion. In a
section narrated by Darl she is presented as the public figure in her brother’s private memory:
‘Dewey Dell leans down, trying to press her back. ‘You, Cash,’ she shouts, her voice harsh, strong, and
unimpaired. ‘You, Cash!’ He looks up at the gaunt face framed in the window in the twilight . . . For a

while still [Addie] looks down at him . . . neither with censure nor approbation.’ (p.42-3)

The reader may view Dewey Dell’s diction as plausible; the Bundrens are poor and

uneducated, and rarely speak publicly in more than monosyllables. Dewey Dell, however, is inwardly

7 William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying [1930] (London: Vintage 2004), p.30-3 (subsequent references in the text)
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tormented by her pregnancy and her desire to hide it from her family until she can procure an
abortion, and her cries — ‘you, Cash,” ‘Mal’ — seem charged with frustration and confrontation, which
suggests deeper underlying feelings of rage or helplessness. Her inner reality, however, reflects Peter
Nicholls’ definition of the Modernist consciousness as ‘estranged and locked in ‘[e]xquisite
loneliness,”’® constantly in a state of ‘exile and loss.” Dewey Dell seems to articulate her sense of

isolation when she mentally outlines the need to hide her pregnancy:

It’s because | am alone. If | could just feel it, it would be different, because | would not be
alone. But if | were not alone, everybody would know it. And he could do so much for me,
and then | would not be alone. Then | could be all right alone . . . when mother died | had to
go beyond and outside of me to grieve because he could do so much for me and he don’t

know it ...l don’t know how to cry. (p.52)

Her secret prevents her forming the intimacy with her family which might have been attained
through talk and confidence, forcing her to retreat into her private self. Yet there is a second level to
Dewey Dell’s loneliness, which has led to her regarding the grief she feels over Addie’s death as akin
to ‘going outside herself,” separating herself from the sense of isolation she feels has become her
identity. Once again Faulkner expresses her feelings in far more eloquent speech than Dewey Dell
possesses in conversation, adding a level of high rhetoric to the more simple folk tradition. The same
is true of Dewey Dell’s inner sense of her intense connection to Darl — ‘He could do everything for
me. And he don’t know it. He is his guts and | am my guts. And | am Lafe’s guts.” (p.53) Or consider

her following description of a cow’s breath:

a sweet, hot blast, through my dress, against my hot nakedness moaning . . . | feel my body,
my bones and flesh beginning to part and open upon the alone, and the process of coming
unalone is terrible . . . | begin to rush upon the darkness but the cow stops me and the
darkness rushes upon the sweet blast of her moaning breath, filled with wood and with

silence. (p.56)

Dewey Dell is unlikely to have been able to speak in such elevated diction, but her inner
psyche allows her to communicate a sense of her own fecundity reflected in the cow’s breath, while

the imagery of her falling apart elevates her speech to a prose poem illustrating her feelings of

’® peter Nicholls, ch.8 ‘Modernity and the Men of 1914’ in Modernisms: A Literary Guide (Macmillan Publishers
Ltd., Basingstoke, Hampshire 2009), p.165
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helplessness. Conversely, when she spots Vardaman watching her she has only basic verbal
expression; her repetition ‘you durn little sneak,” while rendered inarticulate by shock and rage is
similar to Jason Compson’s furious outbursts. Faulkner provides his characters with a depth
unavailable in Sut Lovingood — unlike Jason, Dewey Dell has an intensely private self. When she refers
to the cow’s ‘stertorous’ moaning, for example, it is far more likely she would have described it as
‘hoarse’ had she been speaking, but her psychology might recognise this adjective as the best way to
describe the sensory experience of its breathing. Likewise, her sense of being ‘a wet seed wild in the
hot blind earth’ (p.58) uses rhetoric Faulkner might have used himself, but which is unlikely to have
been spoken by a country girl. However, it effectively communicates her sense of detachment from

her mother and family.

In contrast, Walter Blair says that Tull and the Jefferson gossips represent the culture of talk,
‘a series of mock oral narratives,’”® the public sphere who observe the Bundrens in their bizarre
journey. This external view of their actions provides the reader with means by which to question
them which they might be less inclined to do if invested too strongly in the character’s intense
subjectivity. When Tull remarks ‘That bridge won’t stand a lot of water . . . has someone told Anse
about it,” Armstid too remarking he ‘wouldn’t monkey’ with the fragile bridge; their conversation
emphasises the futility of the Bundrens’ quest and somewhat diminishes the epic proportions to
which their inner monologues elevate it. When analysed through the public gaze, their quest appears
not only futile but disrespectful to Addie’s corpse, their conversation an example of the public
exposing the private, creating an identity for the outsider as part of the social sphere through the
medium of talk rather like the chorus in Greek tragedy. Gray describes how the Bundrens’ journey
becomes a ‘ballad’ in the eyes of their observers. Furthermore, Tull, like Sut Lovingood, uses folk
imagery to criticise the nature of Jefferson; the women are ‘like bees murmuring in a water-bucket,’
(p.78) evoking a perpetual cacophony of gossip and judgment, as if they were something aggravated
and capable of harm. Like the Greek chorus, they do not attempt to influence the action, and none of
them makes any attempt to warn the Bundrens. The culture of talk constructs not only a sense of
community, but also those who are excluded from it. When Cash and Tull discuss Cash’s broken leg,
Quick remarks ‘a fellow can sure slip quick on wet planks,” while Tull’s inner thought ‘If it takes wet
boards for folks to fall, it’s fixing to be lots of falling before this spell is done,’ (p.82) emphasises

nobody plans to inform the Bundrens of the danger. Like Jason, the memory of conversation so

® Walter Blair, ‘A Man’s Voice, Speaking’ in Essays on American Humor: Blair Through the Ages, Hamlin Hill,
ed.,(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press 1993), p.43
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pervades Tull’s consciousness that he mentally re-enacts it. Gossip is ever present in the
consciousness of the community it pervades, and Tull recalls asking Peabody, ‘Neither does Peabody
mind the folks falling. How ‘bout it, Doc?’ providing Peabody’s reply that as a doctor, injuries will
bring him more business, to emphasise the sense of a dialogic consciousness. Once again, Faulkner’s
development of vernacular speech into vernacular thought allows insight into motivations or
prejudices which are not spoken outright. As with Dewey Dell, Tull’s inner monologue allows him
rhetoric he would most likely be unable to speak. When he describes Whitfield’s singing, Tull says the
reverend’s voice is ‘bigger than him’ emphasising his oratorical power, almost a presence all by itself
apart from the man, Whitfield and the voice ‘swimming on two horses side by side.” Whitfield’s voice
is not only presented as corporeal, but more dominant than the physical man, as oratory has the
power to be. Tull describing the first horse, Whitfield the man, as ‘mud splashed’ and weathered,
while the second, Whitfield the voice, remains triumphant and unblemished. There may be an
implicit criticism, since Whitfield is all talk and no action, and does not, for example, have the
strength to take responsibility for his paternity of Jewel. Tull closes his inner monologue by

describing Cora and the other singing women:

like their voices come out of the air, flowing together and on in the sad, comforting tunes.
When they cease it’s like they hadn’t gone away. It’s like they had just disappeared into the

air and when we moved we would loose them again out of the air . .. sad and comforting.

(p.83)

Tull elevates the women singing to almost celestial levels, and describes the sense of
mysticism when they ‘cease’; it is likely that, had he been speaking, he would have said ‘stop.” In a
sense, internal monologue gives ‘voice to the voiceless’ and identifies the underlying passions

characteristic of all human beings.

The Hamlet, Light in August, the Collective Identity and the Enemy

The Hamlet examines the ability of talk and storytelling to create Frenchman’s Bend, an
environment with a shared history of culture and rituals, and its subversion by the ‘self-serving con
artist’ Flem Snopes. Flem subverts the more inclusive folk community of Frenchman’s Bend by

corrupting the ‘bragging culture’ of Longstreet into the modernised ‘economic tradition of which [he]
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.. . is the culmination.”® His past comes under suspicion in Frenchman’s Bend because Flem has no
part in their shared history. He is suspected of burning Harris’ barn and bootlegging, even though Tull
admits to Varner that all he knows of the matter is that Flem was involved ‘after a fashion.” Indeed,
their only proof is that Harris had Flem arrested on suspicion of arson. His guilt is irrelevant, since
gossip marks him as an outsider, its principal subject. Jody Varner points out all that will be necessary
to expel Flem will be for the town to believe the rumour, ‘then it will be the same thing, whether he
actually did it or not . . . Hell fire, he’ll have to [leave]! He can’t fight it! He don’t dare!’ Varner treats
the search for evidence of Flem’s guilt as a formality, something which will make his expulsion easier
should it happen to exist, rather than in any way necessary; it is suspicious enough that he left the
area of the crime. The fact that, in Ratliff’s words, fire follows Flem around ‘like dogs follow some
folks,” establishes Flem as a character within a constructed narrative, an antagonist, and when Ratliff
tells Jody of how Flem called on De Spain after arriving in Frenchman’s Bend, Varner immediately

8 varner now believes Flem to be a

cries, ‘to the barn! You mean they went right straight and. . .
sinister figure, and Flem’s most mundane actions marked with overtones of menace, despite Ratliff’'s
rationalism; he points out the Snopes’ had just arrived and would have had no idea where the barn
was, much less had reason to burn it. There is some irony in that Varner finds Snopes so threatening.
Varner himself is ‘chief man of the county,’ yet he is nonetheless within the community, while Flem is
totally detached from them, the logical extension of capitalist individualism. The threat of the
outsider causes his community to fabricate his actions, perhaps in order to prepare for the stranger’s

violence should it arise. The Snopeses, we learn, are historically associated with conflict, since Ratliff

remarks ‘John Sartoris his-self shot Ab for trying to steal his clay-bank riding stallion during the war.’

(p.16)

The story may well be apocryphal, yet it further emphasises a history of the family spreading
discord and dishonesty. According to Ratliff, when De Spain asks after Ab Snopes, Flem replies, ‘me
and him left at the same time when we see the blaze,’ (p.17) yet Ratliff may be supplying his own
details, presenting Flem as a villain lying to cover his guilt. The same is true when he describes Ab’s
decision to move from De Spain’s land; ‘It looks like me and you ain’t going to get along together. ..
I’'m moving this morning.” And De Spain says, ‘What about your contract?’ And Ab says, ‘| done

cancelled it.” (p.17) Since Ratliff did not hear the exchange himself, his fabrications show a respect for

80 Olga Vickery, ‘ch.11: The Profit and the Loss: The Hamlet, The Town and The Mansion’ in The Novels of
William Faulkner (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge 1964), p.168
& William Faulkner, The Hamlet [1940] (New York: Vintage 1956), p.14 (subsequent references in the text)
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the tall-tale tradition of Sut Lovingood, but Faulkner invests The Hamlet with more realism than
Harris and Ratliff’s elaborations have a far stronger influence over their audience; his agenda is the

trading of local stories.

Ratliff’s gossip reveals similarities to the agrarian Southern mindset and how alien it finds the
Northern capitalistic approach. When he tells the story of his dealings with a goat-rancher, Ratliff

explains:

A Northerner . .. does things different from us. If a fellow in this country was to set up a goat
ranch, he would do it . . . because he had too many goats already. He would just declare his. .. front
porch a goat farm and let it go at that. But a Northerner don’t do it that way. When he does
something, he does it with a organised syndicate and a book of printed rules . . . saying for all men to
know by these presents. . . that them twenty-thousand goats or whatever. . .is goats... and
measures it all down . .. so many acres and so much fence to hold them. Then he writes off to
Jackson and gets his diploma . . . and he buys the land first so he can have something to build the

fence on, and he builds the fence around it so nothing can’t get outen it.(p.79)

W.J. Cash noted that ‘to speak of the love of rhetoric . . . is once again to suggest the love of

politics. The two, in fact, were inseparable.’®

Though Ratliff often seems simply a skilled rhetorician,
this passage uses this rhetoric didactically, since he presents the South as pastoral, uncorrupted by
the Northern profit motive; from his opening sentence he establishes the Northerner as a symbolic
‘otherness.” The Southerner would be from a farming background, and the concrete goods would be
his primary concern, while his connection to the land would run far deeper, and any part of it would
suffice for farming. It is the absence of the pastoral mindset which sets Flem outside the community,
since he is concerned with the individual profit of modern capitalism. His solipsism corrupts certain

folk elements such as trading horses, since it is usually ‘the speaker . . . [who] has trickster power,’®

which would have made Flem more tolerable to the community.

Flem himself embraces the role of outsider by abstaining from the culture of talk. As a man
solely concerned with barter and profit, he places no value in people except as a means of income,

and unlike Varner he sees no need to engage with them in order to do business, representing the

8 W.J. Cash, ‘Of the Man at the Center’ in The Mind of the South [1941] (New York: Vintage 1991), p.52

® Winifred Morgan, ‘Signifying: The African-American Trickster and the Humor of the Old Southwest’ in The
Enduring Legacy of Old Southwest Humor, Ed Piacentino, ed., (Louisiana State University Press: Baton Rouge
2006), p.221
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new, ‘Northern’ trading rituals. When they meet Varner tries to engage Flem in conversation and
introduce him to the ‘language community,” and Flem’s curt answer ‘that so?’ shows active
disinterest in their culture. Varner tries to convince him of the importance of building relationships
with the community, if only because Flem ‘will need the good will of the folks he aims to make his
money off.’(p.23) Again, Varner is warning that the community can ruin one who chooses not to

accept its rituals.

Ratliff outlines the danger of communal rumour, that ‘if a fellow’s got to choose between a
man that is a murderer and one he thinks just maybe is, he’ll choose the murderer.’(p.26) The
community creates its own narratives, and what people suspect can provoke more vicious rejection
than facts. Even Ratliff, a more accepting character, believes in the creation of a community through
shared narratives, saying ‘you . . . don’t know how good a man’s voice feels running betwixt his teeth
until you have been .. . where folks didn’t want to listen and could get up and go away and you
couldn’t follow them,’ (p.79) in other words, where the community is not constructed through
shared storytelling. Ratliff enhances his stories through fabrication; for example, he tells his audience
the tale of Bayard Sartoris and Buck McCaslin catching Ab Snopes in the woods to ‘[tie him up to] a
tree or something . .. maybe even a double bridle rein and maybe even a heated ramrod . . . though
that’s just hearsay’(p.29); he will not let his uncertainty of the facts impede the drama. The same is
true when he describes Ab’s horse-swap, another action which links Ab to the folk community,
saying ‘Ab looked at the mules again . . . they didn’t look extra good and they didn’t look extra bad . .
. I reckon Pat Stamper knowed he was doomed the very moment he looked up.’(p.37) Ratliff’s
vernacular provides a distinct representation of Ab’s trickery, and Stamper’s having ‘walked out into
what he thought was a spring branch and then found out it was quicksand’(p.37) is the same type of
natural imagery and vernacular one might expect from Harris. Ratliff’s language evokes how
completely Ab has swindled Stamper and also places Ab within the folk community; since Ratliff
recounts the event without bitterness, he may have a grudging respect for Ab’s horse-trading, just as
the reader is drawn to Longstreet’s traders. These narratives show dishonesty and exploitation drive

the communal history, and Flem is simply a colder extension of such rituals into the profit motive.

Furthermore, the entire Snopes family provide a fruitful well of gossip for the Frenchman’s
Bend community, evident when Mrs. Littlejohn and Jack Houston discuss the mentally ill Ike Snopes
as he wanders through the fields. The community deems it imperative to discuss any oddity or

threat, and, when Houston remarks ‘[it’s] all right. | saw him,” we sense they feel the threat must be
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under constant scrutiny, for should the community take their eyes off it, it may take the opportunity
to attack. Likewise, Ratliff and Bookwright exemplify the dialogic establishment of ‘outsider as
subject’ and ‘speakers as constructors of narrative’ when discussing the breakdown of Flem and
Eula’s private relationship, a relationship which can only be presented as intimate in the public eye
because of Flem’s impotence. With little knowledge, they construct their own ‘reality,” and when
Eula returns to Frenchman’s Bend with the infant Linda, Bookwright makes sure his sister is aware of
the gossip. He remarks that he ‘never really expected nothing else,” (p.263) because, to paraphrase
Bakhtin, they construct the events around them as ‘half their own,’ suiting the patterns and
expectations which inform their gossip and narratives, and create their communal past and present

in the mind of the community.

The public’s concern regarding the imposition of an outsider emphasises the threat they
pose to the community. In Benedict Anderson’s words, ‘the members of even the smallest nation will
never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of
each lives the image of their communion . .. communities can be distinguished . .. in the style in
which they are imagined.”® Consider, for example, Lena Grove’s entrance to Jefferson in Light in

August:

While Armstid and Winterbottom were squatting against the shady wall of Winterbottom’s
stable, they saw her pass in the road. They saw at once that she was young, pregnant, and a

stranger. ‘l wonder where she got that belly,” Winterbottom said.
‘l wonder how far she has brought it afoot,” Armstid said.
‘Visiting somebody back down the road, | reckon,” Winterbottom said.

‘I reckon not. Or | would have heard. And it ain’t nobody up my way either. | would have

heard thattoo ... .
‘She must be visiting around here somewhere,” Winterbottom said.

‘I reckon | would have heard about it,” Armstid said. The woman went on. She had not looked

back. She went out of sight up the road; swollen, slow, deliberate, unhurried and tireless as

# Benedict Anderson, Introduction to Imagined Communities [1983] (Verso: London, New York 2006), p.6
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augmenting afternoon itself. She walked out of their talking too; perhaps out of their minds

too....®

Armstid and Winterbottom'’s first impression of Lena is judgment, largely motivated by a
sense of an unfamiliar element in their community. It is likely that an unmarried pregnant woman
would have been treated with suspicion, but the fact that she is also outside of the discourses and
familiarities that have constructed their community is the most threatening element of all. They first
observe her from their porch, what Frederic Jameson would have called one of the ‘privileged
meeting-places of collective life,”® but there is no attempt to bond, as there is with Flem. And, as
befits this culture of talk, their reaction to this unfamiliar element is to gossip and speculate about
her motivations; the outsider is the one who provokes the talk and, conversely, is certified as an
outsider by the talk. The fact that both men wonder aloud about Lena’s pregnancy represents a
collective mindset founded on suspicion and gossip, Armstid declaring Lena cannot be visiting friends
in Jefferson ‘or | would have heard’; in both As I Lay Dying and Light in August, Jefferson appears a
community determined to preserve itself through familiarity with the business of others. Therefore it
becomes necessary to know the origin of any new element; if we do not know where someone is
from, and the stories of their past which led them to the community, then we have no idea, in a
sense, of where they are going, and what benefit or threat they might introduce. The town is
constructed through ‘veranda-talk, street-corner conversation, courthouse square gossip . . . a verbal
community which defines itself through . . . rituals of speech.”®’ The fact that Lena finally ‘walked out
of their talking’ suggests that in the townspeople’s perception, her identity has been somewhat

constructed by what they have said about her, and the conclusions they draw.

The same is true of Joe Christmas, but to a far greater extent. Unlike Flem, about whom
there were rumours of barn burning, Joe becomes an outsider due to his lack of known history, and
with far darker results. Joe is an outsider, and thus source of gossip, largely due to his refusal to
participate in it. He is a stranger at the planing mill, and one gossiper remarks he bears ‘a pretty risky
look for a man who wears his face in public. . . he might forget and use it somewhere somebody
won't like it.” (p.26) People who refuse to participate in the culture of talk are met with hostility and

the threat of violence, and Joe’s ‘insufferable face’ makes him a threat to the ‘imagined community.’

# William Faulkner, Light in August [1932] (London: Vintage 2005), p.9-10 (subsequent references in the text)
® Frederick Jameson, quoted in Richard Gray, ‘ch.4: Of Past and Present Conflicts’ in The Life of William
Faulkner (Blackwell Publishers inc.: Cambridge, Massachusetts 1994), p.180
87 .

Ibid. p.179
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Ironically, however, Faulkner says they ‘dismissed [Joe], from the talk, anyway’ (p.26) thus depriving
Joe of any opportunity to enter the community. Despite Joe’s silence ‘they were all conscious of him,’
(p.27) their ‘consciousness’ of him exacerbated since he has not expressed the communion or
humanity he might have had he engaged in dialogue. They have no means to discover his history (of
which Joe could tell them little anyway), his parentage or even the area from which he comes, all of

which would be important to determine his role in their community.

When the foreman discovers Joe’s surname, another worker asks ‘is he a foreigner,” and the
foreman replies ‘did you ever hear of a white man named Christmas?’ As Armstid and Winterbottom
did Lena, the community constructs an identity for Joe. This indicates both that if Joe’s name is not
recognised in their region they assume he must be a ‘foreigner’ and that the community associates
‘foreignness’ with the idea of the ‘racial other’; even if Joe were from another country, he might still
be white. Here we see another fiction of ‘community,’ the association of ‘American-ness’ with
whiteness which allows Faulkner to ‘explore and imaginatively reject an outside presence in the
South.”®® Further fictions are constructed when the men determine Joe’s refusal to change his clothes
indicates ‘the way men in his country worked.” (p.27) Joe is, of course, American, thus their
conclusion somewhat mocks their sense of national superiority and their attempts to identify
‘foreigners’ as alien and savage. At this point the only real threat seems to come from the gossipers
themselves. They mutter, ‘He’ll change clothes tonight. He won’t have on them Sunday clothes when
he comes to work in the morning.’ (p.27) Their words seem marked with menace, and indicate the

rejection and persecution which defines Joe’s past and present.

Joe’s solipsism leaves him unable to contest the gossip and any misconceptions it may
spread. When Byron Bunch and Gail Hightower discuss Joanna Burden’s death, Byron begins with an

anecdote about the drunken Brown talking about:

Christmas with a pistol, and a whole lot more . . . until Christmas come in quick and walked
up to him and jerked him out of the chair. And Christmas saying in that quiet voice of his,
‘You ought to be careful about drinking so much of this Jefferson hair tonic. It’s gone to your

head’ . .. Holding Brown up with one hand and slapping his face with the other. (p.61)

8 Randy Boyagoda, ‘ch.4: William Faulkner’s “Durn Furriners” in Race, Immigration and American Identity in
the Fiction of Salman Rushdie, Ralph Ellison and William Faulkner (Routledge: Taylor and Francis Group, New
York and London 2008), p.102
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Byron reminds us of the danger Joe faces from even the rumour of his mixed ancestry; the
slaps he administers to Brown appear not the irrational rage of a lunatic but a calculated threat from
a man who understands the social customs and narratives which would define him as an enemy.
Byron tells Hightower, ‘l didn’t know . . . the rest of it. The worst of it . . . when | think now how
worried | was on what little | knowed, now when | know the rest of it, it don’t seem like | had
anything then to worry me at all. All day | have been thinking how easy it would be if | could just turn
back to yesterday and not have any more to worry me than | had then.’ (p.62) Byron’s manner of
recounting emphasises the taboo. If his account were simply told by an external narrator, Joe’s ‘black
blood’ could have been told in a sentence, but the medium of a character is more successful in
allowing for a buildup of suspense emphasising the damning nature of the final revelation, and gives
a dark significance to what Daniel Hoffman called the ‘delaying tactics of the common folktale,’® in
which the denouement is delayed as long as possible to build suspense in the tale. Byron himself is
influenced by his communal mindset; his wish never to have heard of Joe’s ancestry reveals that,
despite being a more compassionate character, Byron feels the threatening presence of the racial
‘other’ according to the dictums of his society and perhaps feels his own words would be tainted if he
spoke of the scandal, which socially would be considered more horrific than the murder itself.
Furthermore, it is worth noting that Hightower, another social outsider, is not yet aware of the
rumours surrounding Joe; the gossipers establish the outsider, not only by the rumours they spread,
but by who is made privy to these rumours. One cannot know the social narrative if one is not in the

social sphere; to quote Bakhtin, ‘our speech is filled to overflowing with other people’s words.”*® |

n
this sense, Hightower is placed upon the periphery through the same means as Joe, partly due to his

own actions since he chose to withdraw from Jefferson.

The culture of gossip also illustrates the dangers inherent in these ‘imagined communities,’
since their sustenance relies on talk whether accurate or inaccurate, as do t