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A Fable of the Cold War


Since A Fable’s publication in 1954, critics have wrestled with the book’s political message. Some critics see no apparent political message in the text, which leaves many of them frustrated with the book’s tedious Christian allegory. Other critics believe that the book may have a political message, but, owing to Faulkner’s obfuscation, the message is difficult to discern. So the question Richard King asked in 1985—“is A Fable Faulkner’s political novel?”—remains inconclusive, and the critical consensus about the book remains negative. But what if A Fable does have a political message? And what if the book’s opacity and tediousness is a clue to the meaning of that message? What if, as Faulkner predicted, it has taken fifty years and the end of the Cold War for us to be ready to hear that message?


Faulkner began writing A Fable in 1943, during World War II, and at the time he called it “an indictment of war, perhaps,” but he realized that a book with an anti-war message would “not be acceptable now” for obvious reasons (Letters 178). Originally, he intended to circulate the story to both movie studios and publishing companies, and he told his agent that he would “smooth it out, give the characters names, remove the primer-like biblical references and explanations, and let the story reveal its Christ-analogy through understatement” (Letters 179). Apparently, he realized that an obvious allegory would detract from the book’s artistic quality, so he planned to make the passion of Christ motif more subtle. At that time, he likely assumed that America’s political climate would improve after the war eventually ended, eventually allowing for the positive public reception of an anti-war book, but in the ten years that he worked on the manuscript the nation’s political climate actually worsened. 

The end of World War II segued into the beginning of the Cold War, leading to the construction of the American military-industrial complex, the apocalyptic prospect of nuclear warfare, and what Stephen J. Whitfield describes in The Culture of the Cold War as a cultural environment of paranoia and subversion. In this social context, any artistic statement that could be construed as an endorsement of communism or as a criticism of American foreign policy faced the possibility of public scrutiny and vilification, as exemplified by the McCarthy hearings. Thus, writers and artists who attempted to produce politically sensitive works were forced to find subtle ways of coding their messages. This pressure may help explain why in an unpublished preface Faulkner seemingly contradicted his original description of the book, stating “this is not a pacifist book” (Essays 270). Tellingly, rather than draw attention to the book’s political overtones at all, Faulkner allowed his publisher to suppress the proposed preface. Considering the circumstances, he may have deliberately chosen to use the overt Christian allegory as a means of coding his political message.

In 1950s America any book that depicted two superpowers locked in a perilous stalemate would be interpreted as a representation of the Cold War. Faulkner, America’s literary lion since his receipt of the Nobel Prize in 1950, realized that he would be subject to criticism, possibly even ostracism, for publishing a book that apparently criticized American foreign policy. He had witnessed the same scenario during World War I when Henri Barbusse’s anti-war novel Le feu, a book that Faulkner praised, incited a firestorm of controversy in France. So Faulkner possibly chose to disguise his message behind an allegorical tale that diverts the reader’s attention. 

But, beneath the Christian allegory, a political message lurks. In spite of his public comments to the contrary, privately he clearly saw A Fable as a political novel. He explained the moral of A Fable to Harold Ober, saying “Suppose Christ gives us one more chance, will we crucify him again, perhaps for the last time. That’s crudely put; I am not trying to preach at all. But that is the argument: We did this in 1918; in 1944 it not only MUST NOT happen again, it SHALL NOT HAPPEN again. i.e. ARE WE GOING TO LET IT HAPPEN AGAIN? Now that we are in another war, where the third and final chance might be offered us to save him” (Letters 180). But the Christ he has in mind is not exactly the Messiah, rather Faulkner describes him as “some movement in mankind which wished to stop war forever” (Letters 180). So the major conflict in A Fable may be deeper than the temptation and crucifixion of Christ. Instead, A Fable may be more about the old verities that Faulkner discussed in his Nobel Address, “the problems of the human heart in conflict with itself” that the “young man or woman writing” at the time forgot because he or she was more preoccupied with the question: “When will I be blown up?” (Essays 119).


That question lies directly at the heart of A Fable. In the climatic temptation scene, the Old Marshal describes an anachronistically nuclear scenario. He prophesies that man will eventually serve the machines of his own creation until the machines decimate the landscape, forcing man to retreat into bunkers for centuries until 

a day when he will crawl shivering out of his cooling burrow to crouch among the delicate stalks of his cooling antennae like a fairy geometry, beneath a clangorous rain of dials and meters and switches and bloodless fragments of metal epidermis, to watch the final two of them engaged in the last gigantic wrestling against the final and dying sky robbed even of darkness and filled with the inflectionless uproar of the two mechanical voices bellowing at each other polysyllabic and verbless patriotic nonsense. (A Fable 299)

The Old Marshal’s apocalyptic vision draws upon the imagery of a civil defense video more than the Book of Revelation. And in this scenario Armageddon does not pit good versus evil, rather it places two animate, insentient agents of equivalent ideology—“polysyllabic and verbless patriotic nonsense”—against each other in a fight to the doom of mankind. Mankind, not God, therefore, is the author of his own destruction. In this sense, A Fable slips the façade of Christian allegory to reveal a secular political message: if man is to endure and prevail, he must learn again the essential abstractions—“love and honor and pity and pride and compassion and sacrifice” and freedom—that supersede the ephemeral reach of ideology and nationalism (Essays 120).

So the villain in this scenario and the villain in the Cold War are the same, ideology. In the essay “On Fear” Faulkner addresses the volatile relationship between ideology and human nature during the Cold War: 

we like to think of the world situation today as a precarious and explosive balance of two irreconcilable ideologies confronting each other: which precarious balance, once it totters, will drag the whole universe into the abyss along with it. That’s not so. Only one of the opposed forces is an ideology. The other one is that simple fact of Man: that simple belief of individual man that he can and should and will be free. (Essays 102)

Here Faulkner himself veers toward patriotic nonsense, implying that capitalism embodies the ideals of human nature while communism is merely an ideology. While I think that Faulkner sincerely valued freedom and that he found communism absurd, he recognized that Americans were prone to succumb to the lure of ideology at the expense of freedom. 

When Faulkner finally published A Fable American artistic and political freedom had reached a nadir. The House Un-American Activities Committee actively persecuted American artists and entertainers, some of whom Faulkner knew personally, and Senator Joseph McCarthy’s search for communists at high levels of American government dominated the media.  Faulkner “hated” McCarthy (Letters 363), and he found the communist witch hunts “shameful” (Blotner 1497). But he realized that the atmosphere of McCarthyism—an extreme version of American ideology—inhibited the freedom of writers to make comments about America’s role in the Cold War. Thus, even as he reluctantly assumed a more public role in the 1950s, he took pains not to bring criticism on himself by criticizing the government, which, if A Fable is Faulkner’s political novel, may explain why he allowed the Christian allegory to mask his message.


The arms race and the policy of militaristic intervention in the 1950s made the issue of ideology synonymous with war. So, by criticizing war, Faulkner ran the risk of criticizing American ideology and thus bringing criticism on himself. Nearly ten years after the end of World War II, the time still was not right for a book indicting war. Faulkner, who romanticized war in his youth, seems finally to have realized that a war will not end all wars. The only way to win, he suggests, is not to fight, but he apparently doubts that strategy will be adopted. The only way, however, for him to broadcast his message in such a sensitive time was to sublimate it carefully and to wait “fifty years,” until 2004, “[for] the world to stop to read it” (Letters 262)
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