A Fable: 

Faulkner’s Unread Labor Novel

Caroline Miles

Despite A Fable’s many obvious military/labor correlations, such as front line/assembly line, military regimentation/regimentation of the job, and mutiny/strike, scholars have not read Faulkner’s 1954 “big book” as a fable allegorical to labor or class. At the same time, studies that have recently catalogued labor and the worker in American fiction have excluded Faulkner’s A Fable. In Laura Hapke’s comprehensive survey, Labor’s Text: The Worker in American Fiction, the only reference to Faulkner is a dismissive one that accuses Faulkner of erasing “the humanity of the poor white farming classes” (311-312).
 In his recent and well-received book, Natural Aristocracy: History, Ideology and the Production of William Faulkner, Kevin Railey concludes that it is Faulkner’s “identification with the ruling class [that] explains . . . why Populist, working-class, and integrationalist voices are absent from Faulkner’s canon” (45). However, there is a significant worker’s subtext in A Fable that challenges the way in which Faulknerians have read the book, revises the perception of Faulkner’s depiction of class, and contributes to the current endeavor of recognizing the varied literary representations of the worker by suggesting a place for A Fable, and possibly other Faulkner works, in the history of labor fiction. 

The displacement of class and labor in A Fable echoes much postwar labor fiction that constituted a response to a government that fell little short of equating communism with labor, and that forced labor party affiliation underground, left-labor fiction into silence, and the worker’s story into subplot. As Hapke records, “in the postwar or first cold-war decade, even the more daring novels containing workingmen and –women, sent allegorical or coded messages about them, de-emphasized social class, or placed class struggle in an earlier decade” (Hapke 253).  Labor fiction written during this time also reflected how during the 40s and 50s, “wild-cat strikes” had been replaced by a “defanged proletarian identity” (260), “bland individualism,” the “happy worker” (Hapke 249-251), and “consumers and their desire to acquire badges of passing for middle-class,”  “those who sell their souls to the company store” and are “well paid to do so” but “undergo a sort of voluntary imprisonment in which discontent, aimlessness, and self-minimization are givens” (Hapke 255). A Fable deals with many of the central themes of 1940s and 50s labor fiction including the complacency of the worker in a commodity culture and the silencing of labor and dissenting voices.

At the beginning of A Fable, Faulkner characterizes “the people” (670) as a “dense seething voiceless lake” (671), “passive” and “unintelligible” (671), a “human river” that “made no sound” (670) and that “made no effort to avoid” the cavalry on horseback and “which accepted” them “as water accepts a thrusting prow” (671), a “vast seething moiling spiritless mass” (693). Against this background, Faulkner develops what can be read as a a number of narratives of “unhappy upward mobility” (79), a “sub-genre of U.S. working-class literature” (79) that recounts the struggle of originating “in the working-class” and “following the myth of the ‘American Dream’ along the line of upward mobility” (79) into the middle classes. As Renny Christopher argues, this narrative involves protagonists realizing “the lie built into the dream,” the subsequent “alienation, despair, and impulses to suicide,” and “the writers’ refusal to endorse the protagonist’s arrival in the middle class as an unquestionably positive outcome”(80).  The ways in which upward mobility leads to, in Christopher’s words, a middle class world that is “hollow, empty, and devoid of meaning” (82) and that leaves “wounds of consciousness” (80) in those who encounter it can be traced throughout A Fable. 

Faulkner’s “perfect soldiers,” patriotic, loyal, and honorable are “self-made men” of the new industrial age (685) and simultanously “tall shadows”(670) of men, mere silhouettes of the craftsmen they once were. The sergeant-major’s escape from “the hive dense tenements” is signaled by the “symbolical candy–stripes” (675) of status and recognition plastered across his breast, his “rotting discolored teeth” the only trace of his past. But his escape is a dubious one that replaces poverty with regimentation and alienation: He “had accepted, relinquishing volition and the fear of hunger and decision to the extent of being paid a few sure sous a day for the privilege and right, at no other cost than obedience and the exposure and risk of his tender and brittle bones and flesh” (675). The sergeant’s separateness from the crowd through upward mobility feels like “isolation,” like being in “an armored ship” (675). Faced with the “kinless and nameless girl” who has fainted in the crowd, “it seemed to him with a kind of terror that it was himself who was the alien” who “had sold his birthright in the race of man” in exchange for the “symbolical candy-stripes of valor and endurance and fidelity and physical anguish and sacrifice” (675).   The sergeant has successfully escaped the poverty but only to feel alienated and lost in his new position. 

Gragnon is another victim of worker ascension, of middle-class aspirations to have a “career” and rise in rank. Despite his loyal service, suddenly “something happened” and “the opportunities ceased” even though “he had not changed” and “was still competent, still unhampered and complete” (685), and “his superiors still believed that at any moment now he might recover, or rediscover, the secret of the old successfulness” (685). The fragility of success, and the lie that success is the result of loyalty and hard work, is emphasized by Lallemont, who “though a poor man too, had along with ability just enough of the sort of connections which not only made the difference between division and corps command at the same length of service, but placed Lallemont quite favorably for the next vacant army command” (686).  Not only has Gragnon been passed over for promotion, he is impotent to challenge the futile assignment that he is commanded to lead and which will result in the collapse of the “[w]hole line” (690) and probably his own demise back into the lower ranks where people aren’t “even paid” (688) for risking their lives on the job. He is an embodiment of the American Fable of classlessness and exceptionalism inverted, the Ben Franklin/Horatio Alger success story gone awry.  He is an alienated managerial figure with “synchronized watch in hand” looking down “as from a balcony seat at the opera” (687).

Beyond these examples of unhappy upward mobility narratives, A Fable includes other central labor fiction motifs listed by Hapke and others, such as the “recovery of the father by the proletarian son” (224), and the martyred “alienated striker” (192). Terry Malloy’s Crucifixion in Budd Schulberg’s landmark labor novel, On the Waterfront, is one of many figures who become “intent on exchanging survival” for a gesture of defiance and “salvation” (Hapke 263).  The corporeal might be read as a John L. Lewis figure who as head of the coal miners union, in 1942  “embarked on what seemed to be a one-man effort” (Wright 12) to fight labor injustices. He might also be read as a challenge to “the assumption that the only way to dignify labor was to decriminalize it,” an embodiment of what Hapke calls the “necessity to engage in politically lawless acts, often out of the conviction that there was. . .  something rotten in the state of organized labor” ( 278). Perhaps, in imagining salvation in rebellion against the laws and hierarchy of the growing middle class that strip men of substantiality and humanity, Faulkner engages the nature and significance of worker protest in light of the economic and political realities of the postwar years. While Faulkner exposes the destructive idealism behind the runner’s abstract activism and revolutionary impulses and endorses the inevitableness of western progress, of the machine in the garden, of capitalism embodied by the Marshall, the “godson of the board chairman of that gigantic international federation producing munitions” (893), the inevitableness of human nature “capable of locomotion and vulnerable to self-interest” (972), the corporal’s individual moral resistance, the exercise of his right to say no and enough and not be silenced is what will allow man, not only to endure but to “prevail” (994) and to have the faith and hope “in the condition of man” (910)

When Faulkner received a phone call in 1950 telling him that he had won the 1949 Nobel Prize and asking him if he was looking forward to receiving it in Stockholm, he replied “‘I won’t be able to come to receive the prize myself’. . . ‘It’s too far away. I am a farmer down here and I can’t get away’” (Blotner 523-524). This reply echoes other examples of Faulkner’s resourceful ability at other times to imaginatively act out his desires by re-inventing himself.  If Faulkner, on a number of occasions, cast himself as a “badly wounded” (67) R.A.F officer by limping around Oxford, Mississippi, in a “uniform of a rank he had not attained” (Blotner 66), his response here at least suggests his imaginative affiliation with the common worker as well as perhaps a nostalgic yearning for a passing time.  During the time period of working on and completing A Fable, Faulkner expressed on a number of occasions his frustration with the bland passivity of the consumer classes and with the artist’s distance from political and social activism. In 1954, when A Fable won the National Book Award, Faulkner spoke at length about what he perceived as the impotence of the “harmless artists” who “stay out of trouble” (596), and in 1953, while alluding to scenes in A Fable, Faulkner remarked that “we are all capable of revolt and change” (Blotner 571). If, in despite of his attempts to enlist in the military, Faulkner failed to make the front line during the two world wars that fell during his lifetime, it can be argued that in writing A Fable, Faulkner found his literary front line in the battle of labor’s voice against the silencing and obfuscation of labor agenda and unrest in the postwar years. Read as labor fiction, Faulkner’s “unread novel” emerges not as an odd divergence from his other work, or worse as a failure, but instead as a coded exploration of class and labor, a theme that is evident in other later works, and that, as Richard Godden convincingly argues, haunts Faulkner’s earlier work as well.
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� Also see Sylvia Jenkins Cook’s From Tabacco Road to Route 66: The Southern Poor White in Fiction, in which she claims that Faulkner’s work reinforces stereotypes of the poor.





� I am using the term labor fiction here to refer broadly to any literature about work and the worker as opposed to more specific terms such as working-class literature, usually referring to writing for working-class consumption; proletarian literature, loosely identified with a specific genre of 1930s labor fiction; and worker writers, referring to workers who write literature. For more on how to define and distinguish between these terms, see Laura Hapke’s summary of these distinctions in Labor’s Text: The Worker in American Fiction, p. 5-6. Also see  Paul Lauter, “American Proletarianism,” in The Columbia History of the American Novel, and Barbara Foley, Radical Representations: Politics and Form in U.S. Proletarian Fiction, 1929-1941.





� See Fictions of Labor: William Faulkner and the South’s Long Revolution. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1997.





