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“Faulkner’s Manipulation of Benjy’s Section in The Sound and the Fury”
Stories are incidents related as narratives in conversation or in written discourse to amuse, entertain, or inform the hearer or reader. They are told in many ways. Some stories are accounts of events that people experience, some are made up and told as ‘whoppers,’ and others are written by authors and can be true or fictional. Fictional narratives are often cleaner than conversational stories in that the fictional narratives often do not include the place holders, like ‘um’ and ‘uh,’ or the stuttering that conversational stories do. 
Elissa Adams is a woman who was interviewed about storytelling by Jamie Barefoot and gives an example of a conversational story. She tells Barefoot about surviving leukemia as a child. In comparison, Benjamin (Benjy) Compson is a mentally handicapped character in William Faulkner’s novel, The Sound and the Fury. Benjy tells the story of his experience during his sister, Caddy’s, wedding. 
As a mentally handicapped person, we expect Benjy’s story to more difficult to follow than we expect Adams’ story to be. Benjy’s story holds true to that expectation as the reader must orient herself to the story, rather than being oriented by the storyteller. When closely analyzing Benjy’s story the reader is able to receive the information Faulkner wanted her to. Benjy is fictional character, and therefore his story, like all fictional works, was scripted by the author. Faulkner is able to portray Benjy as being mentally handicapped and still is able to use Benjy’s voice to relay the information he wants Benjy’s voice to relay. 
Adams includes seven storytelling elements when telling her story to Barefoot; abstract, orientation, complicating action, peak, evaluation, resolution and coda. Benjy’s story lacks some of these elements of story telling. As a mentally handicapped person he has no awareness of time. For Benjy, everything he thinks of is happening in the time he thinks of it. He is not able to organize a story in a way that can be clearly understood so the reader must infer from reading the story and the other three sections of The Sound and the Fury what Benjy is talking about. 
William Labove discusses six storytelling elements in his article, “The Transformation of Experience in Narrative.” These elements are; abstract, orientation, complicating action, evaluation, resolution and coda. Most, if not all, of these elements are included in stories told by mentally competent people. An abstract is one or two clauses summarizing the whole story (Labov 227). The abstract is followed by an orientation, which is the identification of time, place, persons, and their activity or situation (Labov 229). Next a story will give the events of the story, or the complicating action. Here, Suzanne Fleischman adds peak to this list. The peak marks a point in the complicating action at which discourse tension reaches a climax (Fleischman 141). Throughout the telling of the complicating action and following the action a story will often have an evaluation of the story. The evaluation is the point of the story and why that point is important. The evaluation answers the ‘so what’ question (Labov 231). After the evaluation, the story will give the resolution or conclusion of the story. The resolution is often followed by a coda, which are free clauses at the end of the story signaling that it is over. The coda also serves to bring the hearer or reader back to the present (Labov 229-30). These storytelling elements help to compare how Elissa Adams, a mentally competent adult, tells a story with the way Benjy Compson, a mentally handicapped fictional character tells a story.
Benjy’s section of The Sound and the Fury is the first section of the novel. Benjy gives an unbiased and disorienting picture of what he sees through his narration. Benjy observes without interpreting, and many of his observations have the objective quality of photographs. Benjy gives no introduction, abstract, or orientation for any of his stories. He takes the reader with him as his mind jumps from event to event in his life. He starts in the middle of a story and keeps going until something in that story reminds him of something in another story and his mind jumps to the middle of that story. 
Benjy is not able to speak and therefore his world is sensual rather than verbal. His reality is a complex of what he touches, sees, hears, and smells (Morris 135). “Benjy experiences all intense realities in terms of smell: death (Damuddy’s), sickness (Mother’s), the cold, the perfume symbolizing Caddy’s unfamiliar sexuality, and the change as Caddy gets married. [Benjy’s] narrative reflects his intense, if primitive, perceptions as he intuits the crucial truths about changes in his family,” (Mortimer 66). 
A symptom of Benjy’s mental handicap is that he has no understanding of aspect. Aspect is the way an event is spread over time. Aspect can be instantaneous (hit a ball), continuous (sleep all day), terminating (open the door), habitual (parties every Friday night) or timeless (knows how to crochet). If Benjy were able to understand the concept of time and aspect he would see the distinction between he eats and he is eating, and between he ate, he was eating, and he has eaten (Pinker, 504). 

Benjy repeats words or phrases because of a perseverative disorder, which is a symptom of his mental handicap. Benjy’s perseverative disorder is indicated by this inappropriate repetition. Perseverative thinking is intrusive, repetitive, abstract, non-concrete, and involuntary. It is resistant to willful manipulation such as active suppression and is associated with a lack of inhibitory neural process, which leads to perseverative thinking being a dominant state of mind (Thayer/Lane 686). There are three types of perseverative behavior; continuous, recurrent, and stuck-in-set. Continuous perseverative behavior is when a person continues to give a response beyond the point of completion. For example, someone suffering from continuous perseveration may add extra loops when writing the letter ‘m.’ Recurrent perseverative behavior is the inappropriate occurrence of part, or all, of a previous response after a different intervening stimulus, response or both. An example of recurrent perseverative behavior is naming ‘red’ for red and later ‘red’ for brown. Another example would be Benjy running up to the school girl, which is the response he would have given to Caddy, though Caddy had been absent from his life for many years. Stuck-in-set perseverative behavior is the inappropriate maintenance of a framework of response after the introduction of a new task. An example of stuck-in-set perseveration is when a patient continues to list animals when asked to list words beginning with ‘s’ (Thayer/Lane 687-8). When Benjy moans and hollers in an attempt to call Caddy long after she has been absent from his life, as he does in the beginning of The Sound and the Fury, he is giving an example of stuck-in-set perseveration. Faulkner writes Benjy as a mentally handicapped person so that the reader will trust Benjy’s observations. Faulkner uses the perseverative disorder to show the reader Benjy’s handicap and to use repetition to emphasize the points Faulkner wants to get across. 
Everything that happens in The Sound and the Fury is in Benjy’s section (Cohen/Fowler 279). Faulkner establishes the ground work for the novel though the voice of Benjy, presenting Benjy as a mute idiot who is objective and truthful in his observations. Faulkner carries the reader as far as possible into a primitive, pre-linguistic mind by giving the narrative of a mentally handicapped man who can only bellow and moan to make himself known (Lockyer, 53). Faulkner admits Benjy probably hasn’t either the qualities or the voice of a storyteller (Jelliffe, 86). However, Faulkner manipulates Benjy’s voice so that he is able to tell the important events of the Compson family through Benjy’s perspective. 
The Sound and the Fury is a fictional work and therefore, Faulkner is not obligated to adhere to reality and for that reason does not have to hold true to what should be Benjy’s limitations. Faulkner manipulates Benjy’s voice to make the points he wishes to make; Benjy wants Caddy to be pure, he wants her to be with him in his present, he understands that she is no longer pure, and he understands that she is leaving him. 

Benjy’s story does not have an abstract, orientation, or evaluation, but it does have a resolution and coda. For this story to have a definite end, Benjy would have to have some understanding of time to recognize that the story is over.  Benjy uses past tense when telling his story and recognizes when things happen again. His ability to recognize that something has happened again must mean that he understands that it has happened before. Both the use of past tense and the understanding of ‘again’ must mean that Benjy does have some understanding of time. 

Adams’ story is a representation of a story told in the real world. Benjy’s story is a representation of how Faulkner interprets the thoughts of a mentally challenged person. Adams and Benjy are comparable in that they both tell the story of an event that changed their life. They both use repetition as a rhetorical device in telling their stories and both include some of the same elements of storytelling. 

Repetition strings a story together, helps a story flow smoothly and brings attention to the main points of a story. Polysyndeton, the repetition of several conjunctions in close succession, is used by both Adams and Benjy as a stylistic scheme to show rhythm (Oxford English Dictionary Online). The repetition of conjunctions can also be a mark of colloquial or non-standard English and often shows stream-of-conscious thought. While Benjy, as a mentally handicapped person, would not be able to use repetition intentionally for these purposes, Benjy, as Faulkner’s character, is able to include repetition in his story more effectively than Adams can because she is telling her story verbally without a script and does not have the opportunity to write and revise. 
Before Benjy tells the story of Caddy’s wedding, he is remembering Damuddy’s wake. He was with Frony, Versh and Jason and they are all looking up to Caddy who is in the tree watching the wake though a window in the house. “‘What are you seeing,’ Fronty whispers. Then Benjy is standing on a box watching Caddy at her wedding through a window in the house. 

Benjy does not include an abstract or introduction to his story. From reading the story the reader can figure out that Benjy falls off of a box he is standing on and hurts himself. Caddy comes to try to comfort him, but she doesn’t smell like trees anymore, so Benjy cries. Benjy, also, does not give an orientation, but the reader can figure out the orientation to the wedding story by reading the story, knowing Caddy was married through reading the other three sections of the book, and realizing the white veil must mean this is her wedding.

In the Vintage International edition of The Sound and the Fury, Benjy begins his story in the middle of the complicating action. “I saw them. Then I saw Caddy, with flowers in her hair, and a long veil like shinning wind. Caddy. Caddy” (Faulkner, 39). The repetition of ‘I saw’ makes the reader aware that Benjy is viewing more than one person, but his focus is on Caddy. By describing wind as ‘shining’ the reader sees Benjy’s sensory imagery and though wind is invisible, Benjy perceives the feeling of wind as shining. Benjy’s repetition of ‘Caddy’ shows that she is dominating his thoughts. If he was capable of verbal communication, he would call out to her. 
Beginning his story in the middle of the action is indicative of his inability to understand time, however; Benjy uses past tense (I saw). He uses past tense throughout his section, as if he is relating all of the events in this section to the reader after they have happened. If he had no understanding of time, he would not understand, and therefore not be able to use, past tense. His use of ‘then’ also shows his understanding of time. He is able to relate to the reader that he saw them and after he saw them, he saw Caddy. If Benjy had no understanding of time he would not comprehend order of events (something happens then something else happens).

Benjy continues his story, “‘Hush.’ T.P. said. ‘They going to hear you. Get down quick.’ He pulled me. Caddy. I clawed my hands against the wall Caddy. T.P. pulled me. ‘Hush.’ He said. ‘Hush. Come on here quick.’ He pulled me on. Caddy ‘Hush up, Benjy. You want them to hear you. Come on, les drink some more sassprilluh, then we can come back if you hush. We better get one more bottle or we both be hollering. We can say Dan drunk it. Mr. Quentin always saying he so smart, we can say he sassprilluh dog, too’” (Faulkner, 39). Benjy continues to repeat ‘Caddy’ as she continues to dominate his thoughts. T.P. is trying to get Benjy off the box he is standing on and away from the window before they get caught. T.P.’s repetition of “hush” shows his urgency. Benjy relates to the reader exactly what T.P. says and does with no interpretation of his own. By having Benjy say, “He pulled me” then repeat “He pulled me on,” Faulkner is making the reader aware that despite Benjy’s clawing and hollering (the only means of communication he has); T.P. continues to pull Benjy away. 
“The moonlight came down the cellar stairs. We drank some more sassprilluh,” Benjy says, continuing his story. “T.P. fell down. He began to laugh, and the cellar door and the moonlight jumped away and something hit me,” (Faulkner, 40). Here, again, the reader sees Benjy’s sensory descriptions. He says “the moonlight came down the cellar stairs” rather than, ‘the moonlight shown into the cellar.’ He describes exactly what he sees, showing that he does not have a complete understanding of light and shadow or the blocking of light. By saying the cellar door and the moonlight jumped away he shows that he doesn’t understand that closing the cellar door would block the moonlight.
Faulkner uses polysyndeton here (and the cellar door, and the moonlight, and something) to add rhythm to Benjy’s narrative and to bring focus to Benjy’s description of the events leading to him being hit. 

Benjy continues his story, “‘Hush up.’ T.P. said, trying not to laugh. ‘Lawd, they’ll all hear us. Get up.’ T.P. said. ‘Get up Benjy, quick.’ He was thrashing about and laughing and I tried to get up,” (Faulkner, 40). Benjy’s use of polysyndeton (and laughing and I tried) picks up the pace of the sentence, showing Benjy’s anxiety and frustration. T.P.’s repetition of “get up” shows his urgency and fear of getting into trouble. The use of ‘up’ (get up, hush up, get up, get up) also adds rhythm to T.P.’s speech. 
“The cellar ran up the hill in the moonlight, and I ran against the fence and T.P. ran behind me saying ‘Hush up hush up,’” Benjy says continuing with his story (Faulkner, 40). Again, Benjy shows his sensory perception when saying, “The cellar ran up the hill in the moonlight.” This is Benjy’s interpretation of what he sees when he’s running up the stairs. T.P. continues to repeat ‘hush up,’ further showing his urgency. Faulkner gives rhythm to Benjy’s speech by repeating ‘ran’ (cellar ran, I ran, T.P. ran). 

The peak of Benjy’s story is, “Then he fell into the flowers laughing and I ran into the box. But when I tried to climb onto it it jumped away and hit me on the back of the head,” (Faulkner, 40). Again, the reader sees Benjy’s sensory interpretation when he describes the box jumping away and hitting him on the head when he fell trying to get on the box. Benjy shows he understands order of events by saying, “But when I tried to climb.” Faulkner uses the subject and verb of each clause to continue with the rhythm of Benjy’s speech (he fell, I ran, I tried, it jumped). 

Benjy continues his story, “and my throat made a sound. It made the sound and I stopped trying to get up, and it made the sound again and I began to cry. But my throat kept making the sound while T.P. was pulling me. It kept on making it and I couldn’t tell if I was crying or not, and T.P. fell down on top of me, laughing, and it kept on making the sound and Quentin kicked T.P,” (Faulkner, 40). Benjy repeatedly tells the reader his throat is making a sound (made a sound, made the sound, made the sound, making the sound, making it, making the sound) showing his heightened anxiety. Each time he tells the reader his throat is making the sound he follows with an action that is taking place. This gives rhythm to this section of Benjy’s story. This is the first time we see Quentin, who T.P. earlier referred to as Mr. Quentin. The reader can assume Quentin was present for the wedding and the fact that he is outside with T.P. and Benjy now probably means the wedding ceremony is over. 

Evaluation is another story element that Benjy did not include, but through reading the other three sections of the book the reader will know that the importance of the story is that Caddy has lost her virginity, is pregnant, and is getting married so that she can pretend she conceived the child in wedlock. The importance of the story to Benjy is that Caddy is leaving and he will not have her anymore. Because he is not supposed to be able to understand time and therefore can’t understand loss it does not make sense to him that Caddy does not come when he wants her. 

Next, Benjy resolves his story. “and Caddy put her arms around me and her shining veil, and I couldn’t smell trees anymore and I began to cry.” This group of clauses is very disjointed which shows the stream-of-consciousness and arbitrary focus of a mentally handicapped person. Beginning each clause with ‘and’ continues the rhythm Faulkner has established in Benjy’s speech. 

The first clause, “Caddy put her arms around me,” is the most positive. Caddy is the person who Benjy trusts and loves more than anyone else. We see this at the beginning of the novel when the golfers are calling for their caddies and Benjy starts crying. He cries because he Caddy not being with him, even though at the time she had been gone for several years. Caddy’s arms around him symbolize authority and power on all sides of him. Caddy’s hug should give Benjy the confidence that she will protect him.   

The second clause seems positive enough, “and her shining veil,” but it holds a lot of hidden irony. Because this clause is not complete, the reader must figure out through the context of the preceding lines that the veil is white and means Caddy is getting married. The shining veil is a pure image, which is ironic because Caddy is pregnant, and the person who she is marrying is not the father of her unborn child; for that matter her soon-to-be husband does not even know about her pregnancy. Caddy’s veil also has a double meaning. A veil conceals or hides something and can serve as a disguise. The clause, “and her shining veil,” shows that Caddy is trying to disguise herself as a pure, untouched, young lady.  
 
The third clause, “and I couldn’t smell trees anymore,” is the clause that holds the most weight in this group of clauses. Benjy has always associated things with smell. The family’s servants claim that he can even smell death. Benjy has always thought that Caddy smells like trees. One day when Benjy was young, he gets out of the yard and finds Caddy kissing a boy she had been seeing named Charlie. Caddy sends Charlie away and goes home with Benjy. Upset, Benjy urgently drags Caddie into the bathroom. She then washes out her mouth with soap. Then Benjy says she smells like trees. The scene with Caddie and Charlie shows that Benjy is associating cleanliness and purity with the smell of trees. Before she washed her mouth where Charlie had been kissing her Benjy did not say anything about Caddy smelling like trees. 

Understanding Benjy’s previous associations with Caddy smelling like trees, one can see the Benjy’s sadness in the clause, “and I couldn’t smell trees anymore.” 
 
The last clause, “and I began to cry,” is the climax of this group of clauses. Faulkner arranges these clauses to climax in order to focus on Benjy crying, which is the final result of Caddy’s promiscuity and marriage. Now the reader can see that the first clause, “Caddy put her arms around me,” was a form of false hope. Caddy tries to give Benjy the sense that she is going to protect him, but she is actually getting married and leaving. She had also gotten pregnant outside of wedlock and this causes Benjy great sadness. He is not fooled by the hug because he knows the scent of trees was no longer there.

Benjy’s coda, “Benjy, Caddy said, Benjy. She put her arms around me again, but I went away,” signals a definite end to this story. He begins his next story. “‘Benjy.’ She said. ‘What is it, Benjy. What has Caddy done.’ ‘He don’t like you in that prissy dress.’ Jason said.” We know he has moved on to another story because he ‘went away’ at the end of the wedding story, providing a finite end to that story. Also, Jason was not a part of the wedding story and is a part of the story Benjy tells after the wedding story. Faulkner allows Benjy to have some understanding of time in order to end this story and to understand something happening again (‘She put her arms around me again).

Benjy’s repetition of Caddy throughout his story is indicative of his perseverative disorder. Faulkner is able to use this repetition of Caddy to show the reader Benjy’s dependence on and longing for Caddy. Once Caddy leaves, Benjy has no one in the family left to speak for him. Without Caddy’s voice to speak for him, his is castrated and eventually sent away. 
Rather than Benjy’s section of The Sound and the Fury being the real life stream-of-conscious thoughts of a mentally handicapped person, it is Faulkner’s interpretation of what a mentally handicapped person’s stream-of-conscious thoughts would be, then manipulated in order to make the points Faulkner wants Benjy’s section to make. Faulkner allows Benjy to show an understanding of time when it benefits Faulkner’s purpose in telling a story. This is cleverly done, making The Sound and the Fury easy to read through ignoring the slight lapses in Benjy’s handicap. This forethought and planning was not possible for Adams, who was telling her story to an interviewer. 
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