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POLITICS AND ART:  FAULKNER’S A FABLE
By Keen Butterworth

When I first began reading criticism on A Fable in 1968, I was disturbed by the divergent interpretations I encountered, only a few of which I found compatible with my understanding of the novel.  Since that time I have found only a few others.  Even more unsettling have been my exchanges with students and scholars—Faulkner scholars, even—who I believe have distorted, or refused to accept, the expansive vision of the work.  My understanding I set forth in detail in my 1983 book, A Critical and Textual Study of Faulkner’s  A Fable.  I have taught the novel four or five times in the last thirty years, but with each rereading I have found no reason to alter my initial understanding except in minor details.  Rather, I have concluded that I was correct in my original interpretations, although they may be “strangely conservative” as one commentator has asserted.  Since I have little to add to my earlier observations, I will not bore you by reiterating them here. Rather I want to share observations that derive from my concerns about those divergent and often unsound interpretations. Why, I have asked myself, is there so little agreement on what the novel tells us about Faulkner’s vision of the human condition.  I do not exaggerate when I say that this has been one of the central concerns of my thinking during the last thirty years—not just as it applies to criticism of  A Fable but to criticism in general.  My conclusions are based upon my understanding of the creative process and how that process should determine any radical approach to literature. 


So often, particularly in the last fifty years, a period obsessed with ideological concerns and one that has seen a tremendous increase in the volume of literary criticism, we have often approached literary works burdened with our political predispositions.  I use “political” here in its largest sense, to indicate any kind of partisanship or ideology.  Panoplied in the various ‘isms’ of  our intellectual pandemonium, slavering with theories borrowed from all manner of pseudo-scientific disciplines, our vision distorted by various sociological obsessions, trailing the bouquet of our liberal bourgeois flatulence, we have attacked literature, often, in a kind of neo-capitalistic frenzy, plundering the great works in service of our agendas, and left them ravaged beyond recognition.

  Upon occasion, I have found myself culpable of these kinds of perversities. As a corrective I have reminded myself that criticism is foremost a matter of radical sensibility, a moral-aesthetic activity, not the imposition of some ideology or theoretical paradigm which loosely fits the occasion, and sometimes does not fit at all.  The question is how we should go about this moral-aesthetic activity.


I propose to start with a statement Thoreau makes in Walden: “The works of the great poets have never yet been read by mankind, for only great poets can read them.”  Thoreau’s dictum was nothing new.  Heraclitus two millennia before had said much the same thing:  “Although a truth is eternally valid, men are unable to understand it.  Not only before hearing it, but even after they have heard it.”  All men that is save the few privileged, or damned, as the case may be, to recognize those truths—that is, the great writers and thinkers. But why is that so?  Since we cannot all be great poets does that exclude us entirely from discovering the ‘truths’ Heraclitus speaks of?  Might we not emulate the great poets?  Perhap we can, if we understand what characteristic great poets have in common that allows them to read one another, and generally excludes the common reader from that understanding?  This is the essential question.  The answer I believe is the power Keats calls ‘negative capability.’  The ability to inhabit sensibilities and forms of greatest divergence.  Great writers are enable to do this by empting themselves of predispositions and loyalties—loyalties to family, friends, community, political parties—and to all types of ideological orientation.  As Jacques Maritain has said, “To produce a work of art requires the ‘constant attention of the purified mind.”  It is this purification of mind, this tabula rasa, that allows the poet to practice what Hermann Lotze calls Einfuhlung—the power “to feel into”—the power we call empathy.  The power to project into radically different sensibilities and antipodal points of view.  That is why the works of great poets are often contradictory, exasperatingly so.  As Hegel observed, “the intenser the clash of contradiction which a fact can hold within itself, without, so to speak bursting, the more real it is.”  A great epic, a great novel is such a Hegelian  fact.   A Fable is such a Hegelian fact.  The problem for all of us is accepting such a  fact:  because most of us want troublesome contradictions resolved—and usually resolved in favor of our political-moral predispositions.  Thus we impose readings which the works themselves won’t sustain, but which ease our cognitive tensions, and allow us to find comfort in the company of similar thinking colleagues—the coteries of our academic establishment.  For thirty years I have watched young scholars pouring forth from the Ph.D. factories rehearsing the shibboleths of the latest critical fashions—the signs and gestures of academic respectability, and I have thought of what Henry Nash Smith said about  Mark Twain:  “He came to see the distorting effect that conformity has on the individual’s response to experience.” [paraphrase]  The same principles that Twain deplored in the mid-Western communities of the 19th Century obtain in all areas of human experience.

Recently in pursuing an interest in Billie Holiday and Lester Young, I found in an essay by the pianist Bobby Scott this observation:  “When music is not pedantry, as in Buxtehude, or gymnastics as in Varèse, or structure, as in the canons of Bach, it is the transfiguration of loneliness its creator has come to acknowledge and live with.”  I believe this is true of all great artists, whether they be Louis Armstrong or William Faulkner, for the great artists create their own moral-aesthetic spaces, sanctums that few can understand and which only they can inhabit.  “I am lonely, lonely…I am best so,” shouts William Carlos Williams.  Perhaps there is a lesson there that we critics can learn from.

Criticism often goes astray, because  we fail to emulate the artist, fail to understand that what makes great art is the capacity look Medusa in the face and see the beauty and horror that is life and not try to reconcile its contradictions.  And even if we do understand, often we are afraid of the loneliness that accepting that truth entails, for our culture at large—and our academic culture in particular—will have nothing to do with such truths.  

These, I believe, are the socio-cultural reasons for our failures as critics.  But there are personal reasons for our errors and failures as well.  We are afraid of the truths that great literary works reveal about our selves.  Here I will begin with a quote from another master poet:  Denn da ist keine Stelle, die dich nich sieht, Rilke says about the archaic bust of Apollo.  “There is no part that does not see you.”  This is a frightening thought, particularly as it applies to literature.  We welcome such truths no more readily than Oedipus wants to accept the truth that he is a Patricide and Motherfucker.  Nor do we want to be seen by the Iagos and Lady Macbeths, the Temple Drakes and Joe Christmases.  I often think of the interpolation in Robert Penn Warren’s “Ballad of Billie Potts,” where he invites us to imagine ourselves as the victim riding out in the mists of dawn.  Then to imagine ourselves as the killer lurking to waylay the victim.  When he asks, “Which are you?”  the answer should be obvious:  We are both.  Noah Cross tells Jake Gittes, in Polanski’s masterwork Chinatown:  “You see, Mr. Gittes, most people never have to face the fact that at the right time and right place, they’re capable of anything.”  The great writers invite us to see that given the time, the place, the circumstance, we all are capable of anything.  Be it the heroic or the cowardly.  We are capable of selfless acts but also heinous crimes.  As Sophocles heard it long ago: any earnest search for evil, always leads back to self.  

Last week as I was rereading my book on A Fable,  I was stuck by my condemnation of the architect-runner figure—the distorted ideologue who ends the book screaming execrations at the cortège of the Old Marshal.  I had not been so censorious of any of the other characters—not Gragnon or Levine, nor Harry, nor the Quartermaster General.  And suddenly it struck me why: the Runner saw me, saw that part of me, that I am least disposed to own up to. I was staring in a mirror— C’est moi. C’est moi. 
Unless we are willing to see ourselves in the Old Marshal as well as the Corporal, in Gragnon as well as Levine, in the Runner as well as the Reverend Sutterfield—in all the characters of this wonderfully diverse and contradictory book, we are not likely to understand Faulkner’s vision as the epic projection of the human soul that it is.
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