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Another problem in the past fifty years may be Faulkner's clarity. A tendency arose in the later novels toward narratives of deeply disturbing praxis. In Requiem for a Nun, for example, a black maid suffocates the child of her white employer in order to dramatize the consequences of the employer's intention to abandon her family; The Mansion concludes with a triumphant, premeditated, state-sponsored murder--the conspirators (including an officer of the court) remain at-large, unpunished. These matters are not explained away easily; they are acts of narrative terror, designed to compel a response, or to confront readers with the consequences of seemingly "apolitical" actions--perhaps more relevant in the present as the line between political and criminal activity becomes increasingly elusive.

The later novels seem to endorse violent encounters with power, and readers have seen this as a "decline." In A Fable, Christian symbols are restored to their roots in rebellion against empires. Its form is tremendously demanding; its intended reader, as is the case in most of Faulkner, is the intellectually complacent; and its requirement is deep thought, as the text itself testifies plainly: "To think: not that dreamy hoping and wishing and believing (but mainly just waiting) that we would think is thinking, but some fierce and rigid concentration that at any time--tomorrow, today, next moment, this one--will change the shape of the earth."
 Thought, in the text, is consistently juxtaposed with hope, “the baseless hoping which is the diet of weaklings” (722).

Faulkner worked closely with Random House editor Saxe Commins to prepare the final manuscript of A Fable for press.
 When the two men were preparing book-jacket copy, Faulkner typed a two-page preface, or synopsis of the novel "as a favor to Saxe and to Random House," according to Dorothy Commins; it was composed in Princeton, New Jersey, at the Commins' home and on Saxe Commins' typewriter.
  Here is a portion of what Faulkner wished to appear on the book-jacket of A Fable:

This is not a pacifist book. On the contrary, this writer holds almost as short a brief for pacifism as for war itself, for the reason that pacifism does not work, cannot cope with the forces that produce the wars. …  [P]acifism does not work …  to put an end to war, man must either find or invent something more powerful than war and man's aptitude for belligerence and his thirst for power at any cost, or use the fire itself to fight and destroy the fire with; that man may finally have to mobilize himself and arm himself with the implements of war to put an end to war; that the mistake we have consistently made is setting nation against nation or political ideology against ideology to stop war; that the men who do not want war may have to arm themselves as for war, and defeat by the methods of war the alliances of power which hold to the obsolete belief in the validity of war: who (the above alliances) must be taught to abhor war not for moral or economic reasons, or even for simple shame, but because they are afraid of it, dare not risk it since they know that in war they themselves--not as nations or governments or ideologies, but as simple human beings vulnerable to death and injury--will be the first to be destroyed.


This portion of the book jacket copy was suppressed; perhaps it will be restored one day in the paperback issue of the Corrected Text. 


And perhaps the most audacious of all aspects of A Fable: it is, essentially, a world abandoned by God. This is the great paradox of the text, a contradiction woven throughout the dense prose of its insistent allegory. The corporal is Christ-like: his father is Supreme, he has twelve followers, one of whom betrays him, --the close parallels to the story of Jesus Christ contributes, no doubt, to the alienation of Faulkner's most sophisticated readers. But it’s all scam: there is no Christ, no God, no ultimate authority come down from the sky in the novel; there is only the paradigmatic structure of secrecy, insurrection, sacrifice, and delusion, the thirteen soldiers referred to at one point as "keeping pace with, holding their own still within the fringe of a fading fairy-tale" (976). Human beings are abandoned, in A Fable, unable to blame or credit God with their predicament; their predicament, on the contrary, repeatedly (and relentlessly, in some of Faulkner's most elaborate prose) traced to specifically human origins, continually explained as the doings of this man or that interest or traced to that place. It as if Faulkner suggests that power lacks mystery: we can see it, we have access to information and we know when we are being deceived. What is mysterious is the absence of will to do something about it.  


There are indications, in recent years, that a new generation of Faulkner readers will find the book and revisit Faulkner’s intellectual presence. Today's panel represents a crossing of generations of Faulkner scholars endeavoring to do so. It may be that we will find in Faulkner the intellectual resource we need to overcome the fear that leaves us unable to think and to act, leaves us hoping.


Working back through our statements, we are reminded that Faulkner, through whom so many readers across the planet encounter American literature, is quintessentially marginal. At the center of A Fable, as Theresa Towner points out, is transgression, the “vernacular cosmopolitan,” the tenant-migrant-worker who knows that “where you come from is less important than what you choose to do.” And the 50-year shelf life on A Fable’s unreadability may continue, as Noel Polk suggests, until readers are willing to confront “the most intense examination of cultural phenomena that Faulkner had ever undertaken,” the identification of an elaborate Judeo-Christian military complex. And again, from the margins, Faulkner’s class-consciousness, characterized by Caroline Miles as emerging in part from his work in Hollywood. “If mainstream culture distrusted labor activism and working-class people,” Miles argues, “Faulkner’s attraction to a lawless and vital world of manual labor, union protest, and the struggle of the common man, is not hard for Faulknerians to imagine.” Although history reminds us that there is no good time to oppose militarism in America, the present climate only increases the resonance of David Davis’ argument that Faulkner knew, in 1954, that “the time was still not right for a book indicting war.” The novel’s aesthetic gestures—the masking of politics with Christian allegory—may tell us very little about Christianity and very much about the need for literary critics to encounter an artist’s “means of coding his political message” as both an aesthetic and a moral problem. Because finally, we are where we began, with Keen Butterworth’s opening question: “The question is how we should go about this moral-aesthetic activity.” Has fifty years been enough time for us “to see ourselves in the Old Marshal as well as the corporal, Gragnon as well as Levine, in the runner as well as the Reverend Sutterfield” – mirror images of what makes martyrs and killers, the fearful and the fearsome, those who hope, and those who refuse.
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