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The agency thus seems widely dispersed. Mildred sets up the
triangle and Monaghan willingly joins it, and then Rogers sets
up the air show and Monaghan willingly joins that too. Hence
Mildred may be an object of exchange between men in the
familiar pattern of men’s exchange of women, but in this case
the woman is at least as much the negotiator and the exchanger
of men, until the relation between object and subject status and
between the systems of sex and gender, masculine and femi-
nine, and heterosexual and homosexual all spiral round too
quickly to settle into any stable binary.

Which can take us to the question of what about any of this is
particularly Faulknerian. Part of the answer is: not much.
Faulkner was of his times and places. He was not the only one
to feel threatened and comforted by the resources of sex and
gender, masculinity and femininity. But of course, Faulkner
also had his own takes on cultural structure and exchange.
Moreover, to an extent, he had to find his own takes, because
the changing attitudes that all of us live among, and contribute
to, help keep any one position inside or outside the binaries
from stabilizing.

Through the run of examples we have looked at, Faulkner
sets things up—whether convincingly or not—to make the
female characters’ uncertainties seem relatively personal: as if
Addie just happens to marry a hopeless bore, as if Temple just
happens to get stranded among criminals, as if Rosa’s adolescent
passion and lonely eloquence were sui generis. Eula Varner
might make a prominent exception to that pattern, but only so
long as Faulkner portrays her, like Lena Grove, as a mythologi-
cal figure or, at her most human, a freak of nature. As she ages
and turns sexually active, he increasingly particularizes her
plight. By contrast, Faulkner sets up the male characters’ uncer-
tainties not only as personal but also as the anguished conse-
quence of their not knowing how to articulate the personal to
some larger group, such as homosexuals, women, or white
racists. The point is not that such articulations are any harder
for men or easier for women, but rather that Faulkner paints
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them that way. In a world where women’s agency is growing
but men still hold hegemony, Faulkner worries much more
about masculine weakness than about feminine weakness. That
is one reason that feminist critics can find so much emergent
agency in Faulkner’s women characters, even amidst all his mi-
sogyny.

Thus if, as Lind suggests, Faulkner is remarkable for his frank
attention to and respect for women’s “organs of reproduction,”
he is much more concerned with men’s organs. And almost
always when he pays attention to male sexual anatomy, he turns
to figures of castration, whether the literal castration of some
of his most famous characters, like Benjy Compson and Joe
Christmas; or the countless figurative castrations of men who
are physically deformed or impotent, psychically weak, self-
castratingly suicidal, or effeminized, such as Donald Mahon,
Ernest Talliaferro, Horace Benbow, young John and Bayard
Sartoris, Quentin, Anse and Darl Bundren, Popeye, Hightower,
the reporter in Pylon, Charles Bon, Flem Snopes, Labove, Tke
McCaslin, and many more, including the many men who shoot
guns that won’t go off, or who cannot or will not shoot guns
that could go off—such as Quentin, Bayard Sartoris in The
Unvanquished, Mink Snopes, Lucas Beauchamp, Boon Hoggan-
beck, or Ike McCaslin, or who break or injure their limbs—such
as Cash Bundren, Thomas Sutpen, Ab Snopes, Hoake McCar-
ron, and Henry Armstid. Faulkner worries much more about
whether males are real men than about whether females are
real women. Indeed, female characters whom Faulkner sees as
masculine or boyish, like Joan Heppleton, Laverne in Pylon,
Drusilla Hawk, or Charlotte Rittenmeyer, often seem to excite
him. None of this is only Faulknerian. Much of it appears, to
take a prominent example, in Hemingway. But if it is not only
Faulknerian, it is still obsessively Faulknerian.

Again and again, Faulkner returns to the border regions of
gender performance. The fear that gender differs from sex
provokes a need to see gender and sex as the same, so that
females are real women and—more important to Faulkner—
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males are real men. But so confining a regimen provokes a
reinvigorated alertness to the differences between sex and gen-
der, differences that attract Faulkner by allowing for many
different ways to be feminine or masculine. Those differences
threaten the social regimen, which reasserts itself in the need
to make sex and gender into one and the same thing all over
again. Hence any effort to merge sex and gender can provoke
an effort to differentiate them, and any effort to differentiate
them can provoke an effort to merge them. For Faulkner, then,
gender performance is an ongoing narrative with a narrative
structure like his novels. There is always another way to tell the
story, always another version, even as the fascination of endless
discourse depends on its contrast to the stubborn illusion that
under the clothing of all that tale telling lies one true story.
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