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'"Two sisters in sin swapping trade secrets over Coca-Colas in the quiet kitchen': Cold War Containment in Faulkner's Requiem for a Nun"
In Containment Culture, Alan Nadel argues that "containment was the name of a privileged American narrative during the cold war," (3) and he goes on to delineate its manifestations in both our nation's foreign policy and its domestic life. In other words, containment was not only a global strategy for stopping the spread of communism abroad but was also manifested on the home front in attempts to enclose and surround internal threats as well. Of course, the greatest of these perceived dangers was communism, but as Nadel demonstrates, the 1950s was a period in which everyone was under suspicion and under surveillance because anyone could be plotting to undermine our American way of life— through a loyalty to communism, by engaging in homosexual activity, by blurring distinct racial categories, or by erasing clear gender boundaries. Containment's major premise is that we live in a Manichean universe; therefore, constant vigilance must be maintained against the encroaching forces which seek to erode our way of life.

Nadel's valuable insights into the containment culture of the cold war can also be fruitfully applied to Faulkner's Requiem for a Nun, a novel which is itself bifurcated in numerous ways. Requiem for a Nun is not only split between prose and stage play, but it also holds in tension several dualities, such as thinking and believing, cosmic time and human history, and most importantly for my essay, an expression of feminine sexual desire, Temple Drake, and her domesticated self, Mrs. Gowan Stevens. When we place Requiem for a Nun firmly within the cultural context of the Cold War, we discover manifestations of Nadel's "containment culture" suffused throughout both portions of the novel: the stage play reveals the terrible lengths to which the dominant culture will go to reinscribe feminine desire, while the prose narratives describing the courthouse, the capital, and the jail, are all revealed as markers of Cold War institutional power. Working in tandem, the two halves of the novel insure that white, well-to-do women do not leave their narrowly proscribed domestic sphere. 

Requiem is the story of the threat posed by the re-awakening of Temple's sexuality after it has been effectively buried in the newly burgeoning post-war suburbs where Temple and Gowan “live on the right street among other young couples who belong to the right church and the country club” (46). The sexual energy released in Sanctuary in Miss Reba's Memphis brothel has now been tamed by country club socials and the accumulation of consumer goods—temporarily tamed, that is, until Pete, the brother of her former lover, shows up, tempting Temple to forsake her hard-won respectability and run away with him. Through Pete’s identification with the criminal underworld, such an abandoning of stereotypically feminine duties marks Temple as a type of criminal who must “confess,” and as Karl Zender reveals in “Requiem for a Nun and the Uses of the Imagination,” the stage play represents a protracted struggle between Temple and Gavin Stevens over narrative control of her “confession”: he seeks to reconstitute Temple’s story of the affair with Pete so that it will no longer “renew her illicit memories but will instead purge her of them, and hence make it possible for her to resume her familial responsibilities” (277). Zender then goes on to argue that Temple’s recounting of her aborted attempt at leaving the domestic sphere accomplishes this goal and much more—not only are Temple’s destructive sexual tendencies now exorcised, but she has completed a “journey to self-renewal,” arriving “at a moment of self-integration and self-acceptance” (281). While Zender provides a keen insight into the stakes of Temple and Gavin’s verbal battle, I would maintain that the wrong combatant has won the struggle. This is not a moment of self-renewal, self-integration, or self-acceptance but is instead the moment when containment culture reveals the lengths to which it will go to restrain feminine sexual desire—infanticide.

We do not see the trial of Nancy, the “nigger dope-fiend whore” as both Temple and Gavin call her, merely the pronouncement of her guilt because, as each of the constituent elements of this label reveals, Nancy’s guilt is never a question the novel seriously considers. Rather, it is a foregone conclusion. According to Requiem’s internal narrative logic then, Nancy’s role is that of spiritual and ideological (wouldn’t it be interesting to limn the geography of where those two categories overlap?) subservience. Nancy’s racial and sexual transgressions are obvious within containment culture; therefore, she can never be more than the catalyst for Temple’s conversion, for Temple’s return to the domesticity demanded by containment culture. Furthermore, the text suggests that Nancy’s second-class citizenship is not just a matter of narrative expediency in the here-and-now but will extend into the hereafter. When Gavin Stevens expresses surprise at the idea of Nancy making it to heaven, she replies, “I can work.” Gavin then amplifies upon this simple statement, describing what he thinks her heaven will look like: “The harp, the raiment, the singing, may not be for Nancy Mannigoe—not now. But there’s still the work to be done—the washing and sweeping, maybe even the children to tended and fed and kept from hurt and harm and out from under the grown folks’ feet?” (239). It is revealing to me that this passage has not received critical attention in other studies of Requiem because I believe that it reveals the thorough pervasiveness of containment culture—Gavin Stevens, “Harvard and Heidelberg educated, and returned to his native soil to be a sort of bucolic Cincinnatus, champion not so much of truth as of justice, or of justice as he sees it,” (43) simply cannot imagine a heaven in which people are not relegated to narrowly proscribed spheres so as to enclose any forms of potential contamination.
Temple, however, is put on trial (complete with a badgering prosecuting attorney) for attempting to express feminine sexual desire, and her interrogation by Gavin Stevens resembles nothing so much as the witch-hunts pursued by the House Committee on Un-American Activities and the McCarthy hearings in the Senate. Such a comparison will seem jarring to those familiar with the critical reception of Requiem, for most recent analyses of the text invoke the language of psychoanalysis to describe the interaction between Gavin and Temple. For example, in Faulkner and Modernism: Rereading and Rewriting, Richard Moreland characterizes Gavin as the analyst and Temple as the analysand, working toward a “breakthrough” to understand the “necessity” for new “habits of thought and practice surrounding sexual and gender issues.”  Together, they discover the “persistent possibilities of love” (238). Rather, I maintain that the extraction of Temple’s “confession” bears many uncanny similarities to the McCarthyism of the ‘50s: the accused is required to make a public confession, revealing a new allegiance while breaking old ties in a public forum, while those in power issue a decree of moral guilt (not criminal guilt) that can only be expiated through the speech-act of “naming names” and recanting former beliefs and actions. Like the government spectacles which are now almost synonymous with American cold war culture, such as HUAC, the McCarthy hearings, and the trials of Alger Hiss and the Rosenbergs, Temple’s “trial,” I would argue, is really nothing more than an exercise in coercion and indoctrination masquerading as a thorough, high-toned application of civic responsibility. 

The drawing out of Temple’s “confession” constitutes the heart of the drama in Requiem for a Nun, and Nadel’s insights into containment culture help to reveal both the mechanism by which this confession is extracted and why it is vital to the preservation of containment culture that it be extracted at all. First, “the corporal body, [and] the spiritual body are all made visible through a matrix of binary oppositions;” then, “these binary oppositions are represented as contained by the object they define, naturally contained by that object;” and “this form of containment is called the object’s dual nature.” Nadel’s insights into the corporeal nature of containment culture are embodied—literally—in the novel in the character of Temple. Her “dual nature” is manifested in the schism between the sexually transgressive Temple Drake and the more respectable Mrs. Gowan Stevens. Lawyer Stevens is successful in convincing her that it is Temple Drake who must tell her story to the Governor. In containment culture, Nadel goes on to note that “because of the dual nature, observation is often inadequate to definition” in a subject; therefore, “the inadequacy of observation mandates heightened vigilance, greater surveillance, more universalized authority.” Because of Gowan’s (and to a lesser extent, Gavin’s, too) failure to detect Temple’s backsliding, Nancy, before serving as Temple’s spiritual catalyst, functions first as an instrument of surveillance. She watches as Temple prepares to leave her family, waiting and hoping for Temple to choose patriarchal values over sexual license. Nadel concludes his analysis of containment culture’s self-perpetuation by observing that the dominant culture’s “authority must be external to the powers of scrutiny; in other words, it must be theological,” (34) phrasing which is particularly apt for Requiem for a Nun’s nearly gnostic conclusion that we are to “believe” without ever clearly articulating what it is that we are to believe. Ultimately, Temple’s “redemption” is no more than a return to the domestic sphere. This reading, of course, stands in direct contrast with other voices eager to find some element of genuine redemption in the novel: for instance, Barbara Ladd, while firmly placing Requiem within the Cold War context, characterize Temple and Nancy as “speaking subjects in the public sphere” (483) who “reveal a great deal about the origins, the nature, the significance, and finally the limitations of masculinist ideology (500, emphasis added).  However, the very last word spoken in the stage-play is delivered by Temple in response to her husband’s call; she says simply, “Coming” (245). To me, the implications of this ending are clear: Temple will be returned to occupy the domestic sphere demanded of her by containment culture.

Circumscribing the bounds beyond which Temple is expressly forbidden from straying are the physical embodiments of the State described in the three prose chapters, the courthouse, the capital, and the jail. The moment of connection between the novel’s two halves, between the prose introductions and the play’s three acts, between the public institutions of containment culture and the private battle-ground where Temple’s re-emergent sexual energy must be defeated, is rendered in Act II, Scene II, a flashback scene of Temple recounting her plan to escape with Pete that gives way to a literal re-enactment of it. Scene III then shifts back to the Governor’s office, and we, along with Temple, discover that it is Gowan who has received her confession, not the Governor. This substitution of one figure of patriarchal power for another reveals a twisted sort of consistency and unity among the novel’s seemingly disparate elements—it is Gowan’s role as husband that is at stake, and he will use all of the power of government institutions to regain his supremacy over the home. While it is Gowan who must be the audience for this confession, it is Gavin who wrings out this confession, for he is the masculinist expression of law and power that permeates every aspect of the novel—home, courthouse, capital, and jail. Should Temple stray beyond the reach of these boundaries of propriety, law, and punishment, all of them might topple. 

Of course, all of these issues of power are cloaked in the novel, replicating the forms and functions of their cloaking in cold war containment culture. Surveillance helps to enforce a tyranny of enforced conformity to the dominant culture’s codes of belief and behavior, and those who are policed are told that the ideologies of their oppression are really expressions of an almost pastoral care that are extended to the citizens of a benevolent and liberal society. As Karl Zender has noted, any successful reading of Requiem must answer two fundamental questions: how do you account for Nancy's killing of Temple's baby?, and how do the two seemingly disjointed halves of the book, the long prose recapitulations of Yoknapatawpha history and the stage-play drama, interact with one another? I've long suspected that these two questions are not unrelated. Placing the novel firmly within its cold war context of containment culture goes a long way towards offering a unifying answer to those two questions: we begin to better understand both how the courthouse, the capital, and the jail enforce domesticity upon upper-middle class white women and the novel's infanticide to "redeem" Temple Drake.
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� In my opinion, too few considerations of Requiem take the issue of infanticide seriously. The horror of the act is frequently deflected when the scene is placed into a sort of theological register; that is, it is read as a symbolically redemptive act. 





