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allegory and attitude/christ and tracer fire:
a speculative reading of a fable
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The brief argument that follows is meant to illustrate three things that would happen if William Faulkner’s self-described “magnum o” were retrieved from the critical dustbin in which it resides and approached in the same ways that his most famous Yoknapatawpha novels have been.  First, the novel would be treated with seriousness and respect.  At present, rather than read the novel closely and attempt to discover its concerns and techniques, most professional critics merely repeat some version of Norman Podhoretz’ famous declaration that he could not bear to reread Mosquitoes to decide whether it or the fable was Faulkner’s worst novel.  Even most Faulknerians dismiss the novel (some without bothering to read it) yet I have positive anecdotal and published responses to the book from readers who don’t know they’re supposed to hate it.  Second, practitioners of every school of critical thought would think responsibly about the ways in which their methods could open the novel to discussion.  It is virtually impossible to find a critical method that has not been applied to, say, The Sound and the Fury; similar activity does not occur with A Fable, whether due to a postmodernist distrust of “allegory” or simple ignorance of the military terminology in the novel I do not have time to address here.  Third, the novel would be regularly, if not routinely, assigned reading in courses where Faulkner novels currently reside.  We all have anecdotal evidence that students resist and then embrace Faulkner’s work precisely because of its degree of difficulty; one of my students last spring said that Faulkner made him feel both stupid and brilliant at the same time.  We also know that Faulkner’s reputation has been solidified not only because of his co-option by the New Critics but also by his presence on high school, undergraduate, and graduate reading lists.  We make people read him, and as academics it is our ethical duty to keep pushing our own comfort zones.  If the critical fortunes of Sanctuary can change and the novel attract the positive attention of critics as diverse as Anne Goodwyn Jones, André Bleikasten, and Laura Tanner, then surely it is at least theoretically possible to allow students to read and comment on the book that, after Sanctuary, Faulkner revised most heavily.  The book should be allowed to make its own admirers as well as its own enemies.

Venting now accomplished, I have promised you in my title “a speculative reading of A Fable,” and I mean by that one very specific application of an element of a major publication in the field of cultural studies.  I refer to Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture, recently reissued.  I have chosen this not at random but because it is a signal work of contemporary theory and I wanted to see what would happen if I trained its postcolonial lens on a novel that, at first glance, looks like an owner’s manual for the very engine of European empire.  Faulkner wrote when he began working on it in 1943 and 1944 that it was “an indictment of war perhaps,” an allegory with an “argument” that “in the middle of that war, Christ (some movement in mankind which wished to stop war forever) reappeared and was crucified again.  We are repeating, we are in the midst of war again.  Suppose Christ gives us one more chance, will we crucify him again, perhaps for the last time. . . . ARE WE GOING TO LET IT HAPPEN AGAIN? now that we are in another war, where the third and final chance might be offered to us to save him” (SL 178, 180).  If the fable is, as its fiercest detractors have said, simple but unsuccessful allegory wrapped in excessive military-speak, a look at it through Bhabha’s eyes ought to demonstrate that conclusively.  And if it is more than that, as Noel Polk and Joseph Urgo and Keen Butterworth have argued before today—if it is a representation of the terrible price of nation-building, a manifestation of Faulkner’s own creative fire aimed at the monolith of national mythmaking, a tribute to the triumph of the individual over the masses as well as the military—then my method might well find yet another “location of culture” in Faulkner’s sprawling novel.

Bhabha’s project began in the “critical lesson” of his early scholarship:  that “the canonical ‘center’ may, indeed, be most interesting for its elusiveness, most compelling as an enigma of authority.”  This realization helped him to understand that “What was missing from the traditionalist world of English literary study, as I encountered it, was a rich and paradoxical engagement with the pertinence of what lay in an oblique or alien relation to the forces of centering.”  He was “enchanted,” he writes, by “Writers who were off-center; literary texts that had been passed by; themes and topics that had lain dormant or unread in the great works of literature”; he wanted to “make graphic what it means to survive, to labor and to create, within a world-system whose major economic impulses and cultural investments are pointed in a direction away from you, your country or your people” (xi).  That last sentence could easily describe the literary career of William Faulkner, citizen of Mississippi, a state long used to economic and cultural investments pointed “elsewhere,” and creator of works that, during the years now celebrated as his most creative, remained out of print and virtually unread.  Like Bhabha, he “resist[ed] the polarities of power and prejudice, to reach beyond and behind the invidious narratives of center and periphery” (xi).  “Beyond” is an important concept in the location of culture as well as in The Location of Culture; to Bhabha, it signifies a realm of possible “revisionary time,” a “space of intervention in the here and now” (10) in which the status quo can be challenged.   In A Fable, Faulkner reaches beyond the rigid system of a military in war and beyond the simple terror of the men who fight in it and beyond the victimization of the occupied populace by asking, in effect, what would happen to all of these constituencies if the principal players simply declined the invitation to perform.  When the regiment mutinies, Faulkner produces what Bhabha might call “an insurgent act of cultural translation” (10):  “A French regiment mutinied this morning,” the pilot Levine hears, “But the other regiments didn’t do anything.  The others seemed to know in advance that the one was going to refuse, but all the others did seem to be just waiting about to see what was going to happen to it” (756).  Thus the central premise of the novel is profoundly transgressive.

As Bhabha might predict, the masses and the brasses react to such transgression with fury.  Chaulnesmont is “a cauldron of rage and consternation, because now they learned that the regiment had not mutinied by mutual accord and design” but “instead had been led, cajoled, betrayed into revolt by a single squad of twelve soldiers and their corporal” (782-83).  The “inquisitors and examiners, the inspectors-general and the provost-marshals flanked now by platoons of N.C.O.’s and M.P.’s with pistols riding light to the hand in the unstrapped holsters” are “alarmed and amazed” at the discovery of the squad’s movements through its own and enemy lines, up until the very moment that “the whole French front and the German one opposite fell silent, and at three oclock the American and the British fronts and the German one facing them followed suit, so that when night fell, both the dense subterrene warrens lay as dead as Pompeii or Carthage beneath the constant watchful arch and plop of rockets and the slow wink and thud of back-area guns” (785).

That act of transgression centers A Fable.  Lying in “oblique or alien relation to [that] forc[e] of centering” we find several important characters—a young British pilot, an army chaplain, three women, a quartermaster general, for instance.  The rest of my talk will concern primarily one of these:  the Reverend Tobe Sutterfield, a black lay preacher from the American South who now heads up a peace organization in Paris.  I intend to examine Faulkner’s development of Sutterfield as a “vernacular cosmopolitan,” Bhabha’s term for one who “takes the view that the commitment to a ‘right to difference in equality’ as a process of constituting emergent groups and affiliations has less to do with the affirmation or authentication of origins and ‘identities,’ and more to do with political practices and ethical choices” (xvii).  In other words, where you come from is less important than what you choose to do (a view that Bhabha shares with Albus Dumbledore).  People born between and among economic systems and cultures have a “right to difference” within a frame of global equality:  “Vernacular cosmopolitanism represents a political process that works towards the shared goals of democratic rule, rather than simply acknowledging already constituted ‘marginal’ political entities or identities” (xviii).

At first look Sutterfield doesn’t seem like a very political man.  Critics have taken him at his Christian word and read him as a cipher in the allegory, as “Man Believing” (Volpe 292).  However, he arrives in the novel marked with the uniform of France, as “monsieur le président,” “le chef de bureau,” “le directeur” (803, 804), immediately politicized.  He uses the name “Tooleyman” in Paris, an elision of the last part of the name of the peace organization he heads, Les Amis Myriades et Anonymes à la France de Tout le Monde (“The Myriad and Anonymous Friends of France from All the World”); and that is a political organization—a union of people bereft by war, financed by a wealthy Frenchwoman, and enabled by the French government via its ambassadors and military.  Sutterfield lives in the interstices between France and America created by war; a “man on the margin” (see Weinstein), he has come to France with his well-educated grandson (doubly marginalized himself) to find his equally marginalized Cockney friend.  In America, after confirming his friend’s Christian conversion, Sutterfield accepted membership into the Masonic brotherhood, and in this tangle of loyalties and explanations, Sutterfield says something that settles him firmly in the realm of the vernacular cosmopolitan:

“You think maybe I never had no right to make him a christian, but you know he never had no business making me a Mason.  But which do you think is the lightest to undertake:  to tell a man to act like the head Mason thinks he ought to act, that’s just another man trying to know what’s right to do, or to tell him how the head of Heaven knows he ought to act, that’s God and knows what’s right to ease his suffering and save him?” (850)

As a black man, Sutterfield can’t belong officially to the Masons; the Cockney friend has merely taught him the secret hand signal of the society.  But it is a symbol, as the confirmation into the church was a symbol, and moreover a symbol of the white man’s willingness to become the black man’s brother.  That is what matters to both of them, and to Faulkner.  It does not matter to either man where the other comes from; each chooses “to work towards the shared goals of democratic” life together, making “political practices and ethical choices” in the process.  As Sutterfield puts it when the runner asks him if he would serve at the front, “I would try” (854).  “I would try”:  it could serve as a slogan for the vernacular cosmopolitan.

In their exchange of symbols, Faulkner embeds into A Fable what Bhabha would call “the concept of the right to signify” (331), the right to speak oneself and ultimately to matter in the world.  Yet asserting such rights in this novel might not ever change that world for the better.  When Sutterfield, his grandson, their Cockney friend, and the British army runner lead a second mutiny, they see men like themselves:

He . . . saw them, watched them, crawling on their hands and knees through the gaps in the wire as though up out of hell itself, faces clothes hands and all stained as though forever one single nameless and identical color from the mud in which they had lived like animals for four years, then rising to their feet as though in that four years they had not stood on earth, but had this moment returned to light and air from purgatory as ghosts stained forever to the nameless single color of purgatory.  “Over there too!” the runner cried, turning him again until he saw that also:  the distant German wire one faint moil and pulse of motion, indistinguishable until it too broke into men rising erect; . . . not only the battalion but the German one or regiment or whatever it was, the two of them running toward each other now, empty-handed, approaching until he could see, distinguish the individual faces but still all one face, one expression, and then he knew suddenly that his too looked like that, all of them did:  tentative, amazed, defenseless, and then he heard the voices too and knew that his was one also—a thin murmuring sound rising into the incredible silence like a chirping of lost birds, forlorn and defenseless too; and then he knew what the other thing was even before the frantic uprush of the rockets from behind the two wires, German and British too.  (963)

Vernacular cosmopolitanism is no better equipped to thwart institutional injustice than those “defenseless” “lost birds,” blown to bits by their own armies, can beat back rockets barehanded.

The (in)famous exchange between the Supreme Allied Commander and the mutinous corporal has been cited often enough as evidence that Faulkner had an optimistic view of man and his fate, but I think that one of Sutterfield’s comments comes closer to the mark of what we should take from the centers and margins and processes of A Fable.  In Paris, he says, “Evil is a part of man, evil and sin and cowardice, the same as repentance and being brave.  You got to believe in all of them, or believe in none of them.  Believe that man is capable of all of them, or he aint capable of none” (854).  The allegory in the novel illustrates nothing less than a human history unredeemed precisely because of human action—evil, cowardly, faithful, repentant, courageous, suicidal by turns.  In other words, “we would crucify him again” because we are who we are, just like the crowds outside Pilate’s porch, but like Sutterfield, “we could try” even in the face of that realization.  In its representations of the “oblique and alien relations to the centering forces” of Western culture, A Fable does what Bhabha praises in Derek Walcott’s “Names”:  Faulkner “leads us to that moment of undecidability or unconditionality that constitutes the ambivalence of modernity as it executes its critical judgments, or seeks justification for its social facts.  Against the possessive, coercive ‘right’ of the Western noun, [Faulkner] places a different mode of postcolonial speech; a historical time envisaged in the discourse of the enslaved or indentured” (334).  Alive and dead, they have spoken, and they have been heard.
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