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Response
In the foregoing papers we have heard contentions that Faulkner’s writing of the 1930s and early ‘40s reflects on transformative events in the nation’s history during the first part of the last century: the emergence of U.S. imperialism; the Great Depression; the Great Migration urged on by New Deal-sponsored modernization.  That all these changes brought renewed forms of concentration on the problem of the US South—the nation’s number one economic problem, FDR memorably pronounced in 1938—suggests the pivotal role played by the region in the formation of the US as a modern nation state. Our panel’s papers suggest how Faulkner’s fiction reflects changes in the South as functions not purely of a region’s internal history, but as matters of national interest: the exportation of Southern racial paternalism as a template for US hegemonic imperialism; the integration of Southern agriculture into prevalent rationalized modes of wage labor, large-scale landowning, and mechanized production; the selection of white Southern tenant farmers as the face of Depression-era suffering.  In these political, economic, and cultural spheres, the US South serves as a representative site for working out uneven and contradictory dynamics of modernization.  

What our papers this morning share, let me generalize, is a sense that Faulkner’s writing addresses the disruptions associated with the advent of modernity.  Each of them focuses on a foundational moment of upheaval in which stable things become shadowy, paradoxical; signs lose their received meanings, identities their presumed self-sufficiency.  It would be worth pointing out that such a model of modernity as rupture has been contested in some quarters; nevertheless, a narrative of painful adjustment to sharp new realities does seem to be the assumption grounding all three of the present accounts of Faulkner’s view of the 1930s.  I’d like to devote my response to framing a question about what Faulkner’s writing does as it confronts such drastic changes.  The papers seem to me to concur implicitly in the conviction that Faulkner represents crises of modernity in his fiction of the period.  But I believe the papers offer decidedly different models for what Faulkner’s texts make of such matters.

Roughly, and no doubt simplistically, I’d arrange the positions as follows: for Ted Atkinson, Faulkner performs a double move that ends up providing imaginary stabilization in a time of grave uncertainty.  In the first move, Faulkner relocates the problem of the suffering rural poor to a question about how best to write about them.  In the second move, Faulkner thematizes that problem, embodying available artistic alternatives as the forms of work preferred by Cash and Darl, respectively, neither of whom are writers.  Atkinson suggests that Faulkner’s ‘answer’ to the upheavals of the era is a quest for balance—between form and function, between abstraction and realism, between socially engaged and aesthetically  disinterested art, and so on.  One might ask whether Faulkner’s initial decision to relocate the question of economic misery to one of artistic practice is not already a pre-emptive bid to protect the aesthetic autonomy of the modernist work.  After all, neither Cash’s coffin nor Darl’s ruminations engage economic practices directly.  According to this model of fiction’s work, Faulkner’s objective seems to be a kind of equivocation—a balancing of contending claims that cannot be resolved.  The function of art would appear to be to enchant actual contradictions, as if to make them balance on the nose of paradox.  

By contrast, for Sara Gerend, Faulkner’s task in Absalom appears to be more to dramatize history.  Looking back from the 1930s on the crucible of US imperialism at the turn of the century, Faulkner creates personifications in Quentin and Shreve of the ideology of paternalism undergirding US interventionism in the Caribbean.  If the contradiction that emerges is between nativist and imperialist forms of fatherhood, measured as the undecidable question of whether to exclude the dark son from the white national family or to honor his request for adoption out of orphanhood, the work of fiction here is to thematize ideology.  One might ask what Faulkner’s fictional dramatization of variants of paternalism accomplishes.  An answer might involve Faulkner’s insight into the link between stages of New World colonialism.  In the sense that the US fashions a ‘soft’ imperialism founded on the delusion of racial paternalism, it replicates, as a modern Southern writer might be specially positioned to see, the delusions of his region’s ‘soft’ slavery, similarly upheld by the ideal of paternalism.  Such superimposition might allow us to see Charles Bon as the figure both of a Haitian elite requesting US ‘recognition’ and direction, and of diasporic African ex-slaves demanding admittance to the New World mansions they have themselves built. Here, fiction works to instill knowledge of the past, to render historical truths, presumably in order to alert readers to the reproduction of Southern racialism in new global settings.

Finally, Richard Godden’s version of textual practice involves a third form of intervention.  For Godden, Roth Edmonds’ multiple confrontations with Lucas Beauchamp, his ancestor, family ex-bondsman, and tenant, embody a moment of Southern transfiguration in which historical white dependence on black labor manifests itself at the moment of its disappearance in the early 1930s.  Godden’s critical discourse uneasily but plausibly invokes a Marxian utopianism, under which Roth’s uncomfortable new feelings of loss and racial mutuality presage the abandonment of unjust economic and racial regimes owing to slavery.  The tropes of unmasking, of coming into hiding (courtesy of Malcolm Bull and Du Bois), and of a certain kind of desire for a fuller more innocent past all suggest that the work of Faulkner’s writing for Godden is to stage imaginative mediations of historical change.  Here literary art ‘tries out’ new ways of thinking and feeling with regard to new realities, tests the pressure being put on outmoded structures of feeling, identifies future imaginative forms for progressive social and economic relations.  In this respect, for Godden, Faulkner’s fiction enacts the deformation and reformation of ideological structures as they accommodate themselves to historical change.

