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“Law” and Community in Sanctuary
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In his revision of Sanctuary, William Faulkner added the scene of the lynching of Lee Goodwin, who is wrongly accused of the
murder and the rape that Popeye has committed. The scene clearly shows the novel’s shift in emphasis away from Horace Benbow’s
inner conflicts to the realities of a community in the early twentieth-century American South that are exhibited through the rape and
the lynching. This thesis, focusing on the rape, the trial and the lynching, argues that traditional gender codes in Yoknapatawpha
County lead to the dysfunction of the justice system and are inextricably associated with vigilantism. Both the male audience in the
county’s courthouse and the lynching mob outside of it attempt to protect their communal value of “sacred” “womanhood” through
their insistence on protecting the rape victim, Temple Drake. The rape case in Sanctuary, therefore, illuminates the structure of male

dominance over female sexuality and exposes the blurring of the boundaries between legality and illegality.
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The house was a gutted ruin rising gaunt and stark out of a grove of unpruned cedar trees. It was a
landmark, known as the Old Frenchman place, built before the Civil War; a plantation house set in the middle
of a tract of land; of cotton fields and gardens and lawns long since gone back to jungle, which the people
of the neighborhood had been pulling down piecemeal for firewood for fifty years or digging with secret and
sporadic optimism for the gold which the builder was reputed to have buried somewhere about the place

when Grant came through the county on his Vicksburg campaign. (8)
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To Temple, sitting in the cottonseed-hulls and the corncobs, the sound was no louder than the striking of
a match : a short, minor sound shutting down upon the scene, the instant, with a profound finality, completely
isolating it, and she sat there, her legs straight before her, her hands limp and palm-up on her lap, looking
at Popeye’s tight back and the ridges of his coat across the shoulders as he leaned out the door, the pistol
behind him, against his flank, wisping thinly along his leg.... She could hear silence in a thick rustling as he
moved toward her through it, thrusting it aside, and she began to say Something is going to happen to me.

(102)
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Just as the white moonshiners have taken over and destroyed the former plantation house, it is equally

symbolic that Temple’s scene of degradation occurs at the hands of the white bootlegger/gangster in a

corncrib and with a corncob the abject remains of the main ingredient in moonshine whiskey. (Barker
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The bell was already ringing when Horace crossed the square toward the courthouse. Already the square
was filled with wagons and cars, and the overalls and khaki thronged slowly beneath the gothic entrance of
the building. Overhead the clock was striking nine as he mounted the stairs.

The broad double doors at the head of the cramped stair were open. From beyond them came a steady
bald

heads, gray heads, shaggy heads and heads trimmed to recent feather-edge above sun-baked necks, oiled

preliminary stir of people settling themselves. Above the seat-backs Horace could see their heads

heads above urban collars and here and there a sunbonnet or a flowered hat.... The Bench was empty. (280-
81)
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“You have just heard the testimony of the chemist and the gynecologist who is, as you gentlemen
know, an authority on the most sacred affairs of that most sacred thing in life: womanhood——who says that

» (283-84)

this is no longer a matter for the hangman, but for a bonfire of gasoline
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This morning the Baptist minister took him for a text. Not only as a murderer, but as an adulterer; a
polluter of the free Democratico-Protestant atmosphere of Yoknapatawpha county. I gathered that his idea
was that Goodwin and the woman should both be burned as a sole example to that child; the child to be
reared and taught the English language for the sole end of being taught that it was begot in sin by two people
who suffered by fire for having begot it. (128)
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The District Attorney turned away. “Your Honor and gentlemen, you have listened to this horrible, this
unbelievable, story which this young girl has told; you have seen the evidence and heard the doctor’s
testimony: I shall no longer subject this ruined, defenseless child to the agony of — he ceased; the heads
turned as one and watched a man come stalking up the aisle toward the Bench. He walked steadily, paced
and followed by a slow gaping of the small white faces, a slow hissing of collars. He had neat white hair and
a clipped moustache like a bar of hammered silver against his dark skin. His eyes were pouched a little. A
small paunch was buttoned snugly into his immaculate linen suit. He carried a panama hat in one hand and

a slender black stick in the other. (288)
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The drummers sat a little while longer along the curb before the hotel, Horace among them; the south-
bound train ran at one oclock. “They’re going to let him get away with it, are they?” a drummer said. “With
that corn cob? What kind of folks have you got here? What does it take to make you folks mad?”

“He wouldn’t a never got to trial, in my town,” a second said.

“To jail, even,” a third said. “Who was she?”

“College girl. Good looker. Didn’t you see her?”

“I saw her. She was some baby. Jeez. I wouldn’t have used no cob.” (294)
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“You’ve got the law, justice, civilization.”

“Sure, if I spend the rest of my life squatting in that corner yonder. Come here.” He led Horace to the
window. “There are five windows in that hotel yonder that look into this one. And I’ve seen him light
matches with a pistol at twenty feet. Why, damn it all, I’d never get back here from the courtroom the day

I testified that.” (132)
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Horace ran. Ahead of him he saw other figures running, turning into the alley beside the jail; then he heard
the sound, of the fire; the furious sound of gasoline. He turned into the alley. He could see the blaze, in the
center of a vacant lot where on market days wagons were tethered. Against the flames black figures showed,
antic; he could hear panting shouts; through a fleeting gap he saw a man turn and run, a mass of flames, still
carrying a five-gallon coal oil can which exploded with a rocket-like glare while he carried it, running. (295-
96)
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