Abstract: Faulkner, the 50s, and the Blue-Collar South

Caroline Miles

In her introduction to Larry Brown and the Blue Collar South, a collection of essays on a working-class writer from Oxford, Mississippi published in 2008, Jean W. Cash casts Faulkner as both an aristocrat who fears the lower classes and a decadent experimental modernist who stands in stark contrast to the working-class southern realist Larry Brown, who could empathize with the most tragic and criminal elements of society. Certainly. Brown and Faulkner come from backgrounds as vastly different as their writing styles. However, as I have argued elsewhere, such a comparison not only ignores a complex debate about the relationship between modernism and realism, but it also continues to blind readers to representations of the lower classes in Faulkner’s work, to his relentless critique of an alienated middle class, and to the complexities of the man himself. 

While Faulknerians have recognized that during the 50s Faulkner began to speak out more publicly, they have focused on his statements about de-segregation and race relations in the South and have said virtually nothing about his attitudes towards the related subjects of communism, class, and labor. By suggesting connections between Faulkner’s role in Eisenhower’s People-to-People Program during the 50s, other biographical material, and the fiction Faulkner wrote during the 50s, this paper situates Faulkner as a writer and a person much more fearful of a conformist middle-class created and sustained by capitalist America, especially during the 50s, than of communists, organized labor, or folks found in a Larry Brown novel. In fact, if the aristocratic South lay outside of a soulless middle-class, so did the blue collar one, and there is much in both Faulkner’s life and fiction to suggest that he frequently looked there for the humanity and individualism he found lacking in middle-class capitalist America.  While other Americans remained busy fabricating enemies out of communists, blacks, and the lower classes, Faulkner, I argue, imagined and promoted a humanity that defied class, race, and national political lines.

