Faulkner’s Managerial Imagination: The Snopes Trilogy and the Corporation
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I

This essay on the second and third volume of William Faulkner’s Snopes trilogy—The Town (1957) and The Mansion (1959)—has two primary purposes: the first is to offer a reading of Faulkner’s later novels and situate them in the context of America’s political and economic culture during the postwar period. The second aim is to show that Faulkner’s formulation of issues particular to the 1950s advances our understanding of what has been called the bureaucratic or managerial economy, which held a prominent place in certain postwar discourses.
 Doing so will involve a reconsideration of Faulkner’s work after the 1930s (his acclaimed decade), which critics, for the most part, have been loath to find of intellectual value. It is no longer the case perhaps that scholars agree with Eric Sundquist’s opinion that from the late 1940s until his death, Faulkner “was writing some of the most disappointing fiction a major novelist could conceivably write.”
 Nonetheless, what is striking about interpretations of Faulkner’s postwar fiction is how easy it is to dismiss. This is partly the fault of critics who celebrate Faulkner’s later work because they claim that it insists on the malevolency of capitalism and the commercialization of American culture.
 In effect, interpretations that make this argument about the Snopes trilogy have dismissed the possibility of a much more historically nuanced and complex reading of Faulkner in the1950s. 

Richard Godden provides a much needed corrective to understanding Faulkner’s Snopes saga as simply a parable opposed to the evils of capitalism. Godden’s An Economy of Complex Words (2007) interprets the first Snopes novel written in 1940, The Hamlet, as primarily a work concerned with politics and the economy, but one which registers the complexity and ambiguity of contrary and competing political ideologies. In Godden’s account, Faulkner’s Flem Snopes, who rises over the course of the trilogy from the position of a sharecropper to become President of the new Bank of Jefferson—the proverbial rags to riches story deconstructed at every turn of course by Faulkner’s unrelenting cynicism—is more than just the personification of capitalistic acquisitiveness, which had been his critical lot up until that point. For Godden, Flem also represents an “appeal to a residual populism, still alive and functioning in a body soon misguidedly to be allegorized as the fount of Snopesism” (21). Flem’s populist political challenge, according to Godden, comes in the form of his assault on the landlord Will Varner—who passes in Faulkner’s post-bellum Jefferson, Mississippi as the closest thing to plantation-era aristocracy—and the institution of Southern sharecropping. 


As an economic system in the South, it would not be much of an exaggeration to say that sharecropping constituted slavery by other means in the years following the Civil War. From a certain perspective, the major difference between slaves and the peonage of sharecroppers—excepting of course the important legal distinction between the two—was that latter could be either white or black. Admittedly, there were certain jobs—namely in the emerging cotton mill industry that grew up in the South after the Civil War—that were reserved exclusively for whites, but nonetheless the overall effect of slavery’s abolition was to make labor in the region less explicitly racialized. According to the historian C. Vann Woodward, in the early decades of the twentieth century wealthy white Southerner’s adopted a political strategy that put poor whites and poor blacks at odds; the effectiveness of their approach was due, Woodward argues, to Southerner conservatives’ cooption of the black vote in order to undermine the Southern Populist agenda.
 Racial antagonism effectively foreclosed the identification on the basis of class that these two groups might have otherwise recognized. Earlier on however, in the 1880s and 90s, it was precisely the class affinity between blacks and whites—along with regional alliances between the West and South—from which the politics of the Southern Populists drew its strength. 


When Faulkner’s Flem Snopes enters Frenchman’s Bend (an outpost of nearby Jefferson) at the beginning of The Hamlet, he brings with him a strong strain of Southern Populism. It is reasonable to assume, if the work of C. Vann Woodward is any indication, that the brand of Populism Faulkner thinks Flem practices in late 1890s crosses racial and class lines; that it is, according to Woodward, “based on combinations and alliances” among different groups.
 In turn, Godden’s interpretation could be said to follow from historical facts: when Flem decides to shirk a life of sharecropping, becoming instead a clerk in Will Varner’s country store, Godden writes that the inhabitants of Frenchmen’s Bend read Flem’s act in racial terms (14). The seeming peculiarity of Flem’s blackening in Godden’s account, however, makes sense if Flem’s political challenge to the money power of Frenchmen’s Bend and Jefferson is understood to emerge from the colorblind platform of Southern Populism. Flem’s radicalism, universal and utopian in character, is a realistic representation of these politics. Flem’s refusal of credit from Will Varner’s store constitutes nothing short of a complete rejection of the institution of sharecropping; as Godden reminds us, sharecropping as system was based largely on keeping tenant farmers in an endless cycle of debt obligation (18). The notable thing about the threat Flem poses to economic hierarchy in The Hamlet is the immediacy with which it is felt: nothing disturbs Frenchmen’s Bend residents more than the activities of Flem Snopes. This too, seems more or less factually justifiable. At a certain point in its development, the South looked to many to be on the precipice of radical political change. Before the Populist Party went national and was rendered obsolete by William Jennings Bryan’s free-silver fixedness, it appeared on the verge of redressing the wrongs of the South’s wage slavery. During the period of the 1890s, Flem would have indeed been a frightening prospect to Southern men like Will Varner, whose economic and political hegemony depended on keeping Flem in his proper place as a poor cropper. 


In some sense though, Faulkner is explicit enough about Flem’s politics to render the above analysis, which is mostly a reproduction of Richard Godden’s reading, a touch superfluous. For in his 1959 novel The Mansion, Faulkner tells us straightforwardly what Flem was and what he has become: “he had begun life as a nihilist and then softened into an anarchist and now [after he has become a banker] was not only a conservative but a tory too” (530). Flem’s trajectory over the course of the Snopes trilogy then is to move from a radical stance opposed to hegemonic power to become an ardent defender of that same power once he himself has attained it. (Perhaps not a very surprising about face for a person in Flem’s position). Flem is supported in his ascent by the very same people who stand to gain the most by his failure (Will Varner and Jefferson mayor, Manfred De Spain) and who continually misjudge his intentions and motives. Yet to interpret Flem’s rise as merely the triumph of capitalism and to see in his ability to rival Varner’s greed and rapaciousness the ubiquitous nature of a crass commercialism, is to commit the same mistake twice. For, by the end of the trilogy, Flem’s financial empire seems less than omnipotent—if not to say that it appears somewhat inconsequential. Faulkner offers plenty of clues that Flem’s fate might be that of complete obliteration, not least of which being his statement three pages into The Town that Flem has left several “footprints” on his Mississippi bailiwick, but has yet to and will never succeed in erecting a “monument” (3). Therefore, to interpret Flem capital as the most powerful aspect of Faulkner’s postwar fiction neglects the evidence of finance’s failure, which is what has occurred by the end of the Snopes trilogy.  

At the same time, money and finance from the standpoint of the novels cannot be said to be completely insignificant or unimportant.  This is the argument of the Faulkner critic Mauri Skinfill in her interpretation of The Town. Skinfill’s reading that Flem’s “increasing preoccupation with ‘respectability’ insists on the difference between economic and cultural forms of social mobility” says more about Flem’s particular position than it does about Faulkner’s interest in economic matters.
 For Skinfill, Faulkner depends on cultural forms to the degree that they maintain their purity from pecuniary contamination. By this logic, the elder Faulkner takes a stance similar to T.S. Eliot, whose Notes toward the Definition of Culture (1949) attacks democratic institutions in order to preserve an aristocrat and thoroughly elitist high culture. This reading, however, ignores the fact that the character who understands high culture best in the trilogy, V.K. Ratliff (a sewing machine salesman), is also the person who possesses the most expansive populist spirit. 

Gavin Stevens, whose nephew Charles Mallison narrates a sizable portion of The Town and Mansion, recognizes Ratliff’s propensity for representing the popular will, which is a function of his “capacity for knowledge or local information or acquaintanceship” (672). In order to control the spread of Snopesism, which refers to the ability of Flem and his relations to seize control of local Jefferson institutions, Gavin Stevens, the town’s country lawyer, depends on V.K. Ratliff to verify the truth of certain rumors and gauge the public’s reactions. Ratliff possesses the skill of determining the desires of the people and is often called upon, at crucial moments, to play the role of the ‘man of the people.’  At the same time, however, as demonstrated in a remarkable and curious scene, Ratliff proves that he is the most adept critic and appreciator of modern abstract art and the best high-culture art critic of any in Yoknapatawpha County.

Following Linda Snopes, Flem’s illegitimate daughter, to New York, Gavin Stevens and Ratliff attend a thrown by Linda’s future husband, the sculptor Barton Kohl, peopled with various Greenwich Village artist types. When an anonymous partygoer, who Ratliff mistakenly assumes is a haberdasher, takes him to an unoccupied studio space filled with abstract sculptures, Ratliff immediately understands the works without quite knowing what it is they mean to represent. The point for Faulkner, however, is not that Ratliff is too ignorant to understand the sculptures, but that, in fact, the sculptures don’t really represent anything. The sculptures are abstract after all, and should be understood, as the art critic Clement Greenberg would have it, not by their representational content, but by their formal elements.
 It is enough, therefore, that Ratliff can recognize that pictures are pictures “because they was hanging on the wall” and will likewise come to know that sculptures are in fact sculptures because they can be named as such (486). Ratliff’s initial confusion over whether the “pieces of wood or iron or strips of tin and wires” constitute a work of art is solved by the fact that in the context of an art studio, formally speaking, they can be nothing else but works of art. Standing in front of the sculptures, Ratliff realizes with some of the art that he will “never quite recognise [sic]” what it means, but also that this doesn’t matter (486-487).  What does matter is that Ratliff recognize art when it is art, which, as it turns out, is actually the only thing abstract art is meant to convey anyway: that is, its identity as art. 

At first glance, Ratliff’s recognition of the non-representational character of abstract art might seem to be Faulkner’s way of insisting on the sanctity of aesthetic values. Mauri Skinfill’s argument that Faulkner lionizes cultural production over those that are commercial makes a certain sense when one reads the above scene from The Mansion. Barton Kohl’s reaction to Ratliff’s acute critical eye (we never learn how he discovers Ratliff’s innate talent) is to send him one of his sculptures as a gift, which Ratliff stores at his home in Jefferson, hidden from public scrutiny (539). The reason that Ratliff hides the sculpture that Barton bequeaths to him is that he worries about the reaction of other Jefferson residents toward the work. Ratliff assumes that the denizens of his region will have the same reaction to the sculpture that the anonymous partygoer is surprised Ratliff himself does not have toward it—namely, shock and anger. The point here, however, which seems to want to say that art is best understood as an intimate affair between the artist and his critic, or small coterie audience (a position that would have pleased T.S. Eliot enormously), does not fully explain Faulkner’s stance. It is not enough to leave art to one side and commerce to the other in this reading. For, Faulkner’s whole point is to explore of the relationship between aesthetics and economics, and this, above all, is the purpose of Ratliff’s scenes in New York.

Ratliff’s larger and more important accomplishment in New York is the purchase and acquisition of two expensive neckties from a Russian tie maker named Allanova.
 At first, Ratliff’s reluctance to buy Allanova’s ties stems from his belief that it would be unbefitting for a Mississippi sewing machine salesman to wear seventy-five dollar neckwear (489). However, just as Ratliff learns an important lesson about modern art, he allows himself to be taught an equally important lesson about economics. Given his initial refusal to accept the ties coupled with his insistence that Allanova nonetheless be paid, the tie maker comes up with a radical solution to their impasse: they should burn both the ties and the money (490). Ratliff, however, immediately objects to the idea of burning money. “Money” he claims, “stands for too much hurt and grief somewhere to somebody” to be burned (Ibid). The fact that money is meaningful because people undergo great hurt and grief trying to possess is perhaps an unremarkable idea. The essence of what money is, however, is much more than just this for Faulkner. As Allanova goes on to say, in replying to Ratliff, money also matters because it fuels desires for things that individuals (in this case, poor Mississippians) want, but “will never have…[and] has even long ago given up, not the dream but the hope” of possessing (Ibid). Allanova insists that money not be something “just to eat” or so “base as [to satisfy] needs,” but should instead produce a longing for an unattainable thing: “a hat, a picture, a book, a jewel for the ear” (Ibid). Allanova’s understanding of money, therefore, argues that its function (the things that money buys and the needs it satisfies) is less important than its formal qualities. It matters more for the tie maker that money can be turned into a projection of any one of many unattainable commodities than that it express any one thing. Or to put it another way, Allanova suggests that one should be indifferent to what money represents and interested instead in the fact that it is representational.  
It should be recalled here that modern art has an effect similar to that of money in the novel: Ratliff interprets Kohl’s sculptures as representing not a given artistic subject or content, but rather as committed to showing that art is, in essence, about its own representation. It cannot be a coincidence that Ratliff’s viewing of Kohl’s workshop is preceded by the anonymous partygoer fingering his new Allanova tie appreciatively. The issue for Faulkner in the New York scenes of The Mansion is not the extent to which art and culture can be distinguished from commerce, but rather that modern art and modern commerce look similar from a certain perspective. This is the reason that money plays such a crucial role in the transaction between Ratliff and Allanova: its power in this scene can be derived from its association with the faculties of some kind of creative expression.

Faulkner is not alone in thinking that money possesses something that tangible commodities like food does not: namely, a certain creative power, or at the very least flexibility, which allows the individual who has money the means of choosing from countless ends—whether these be a “hat [or] a jewel for the ear.” The Austrian economist F.A. Hayek too, whose 1944 political treatise The Road to Serfdom enjoyed wide popularity in the United States, was a fierce proponent of money’s natural ability to be employed toward the realization of an almost infinite number of “unspecified ends” (125). Hayek advocated for the return of laissez-faire capitalism and the destruction of the British and American welfare state, which he thought teetered dangerously close to the brink of becoming like the centrally-managed governments of German Nazism and Soviet Communism. Part of Hayek’s disagreement with the welfare policies of the New Deal in America and Britain’s Labour Party focused on how non-economic incentives, the distribution of things being offered instead of money, such as “public distinctions or privileges, positions of power over other men, or better housing or better food,” had come to displace the “pecuniary motive” (Ibid). The damage, in Hayek’s thought, does not result from the fact that the items on the above list lack a monetary value—it is indeed imaginable that individuals with more money would spend that money on better housing—but rather that when these things are distributed by a centralized bureaucracy “not only the size but also the particular form” of the good is “fixed”; this, in turn, makes it so individuals cannot choose the form their money takes. 

In saying that money can take many forms, Hayek also says that money is essentially formal: it is merely according to him a “medium through which a force makes itself felt” (Ibid). For Hayek, money represents its capacity to represent anything, which means that we should be less concerned about what it is being used to purchase than the fact that it purchases. This allows us to draw the connection that Faulkner makes between money and art: both can express a seemingly infinite number of contents (either goods or subjects), which, in turn, grants them an undeniable representative power.
 For Faulkner then, it can be said that culture and the economy express, at least from the standpoint of money with the latter, the same desire; the point of abstract art and of capitalism is to be free from the restrictions of fixing the meaning of sculptures or knowing in advance the commodity one will possess. Yet, this reading hardly settles matters. In fact, it could be said that the New York interlude from The Mansion contradicts what happens throughout the rest of the Snopes trilogy. The point of this interpretation has been to show that Faulkner registers an important side in the economic debates of the postwar period. In part because of a condensed version that appeared in Reader’s Digest, F.A. Hayek’s argument for market capitalism became an important rejoinder and refutation to the economic control and management of the federal government, which looked to be a settled fact of life on the American landscape by the mid-1940s. At the same time, Hayek was an iconoclast among mainstream intellectual opinion on politics and economics in the 1940s and 50s. After all, this was the period that belonged to Keynes and Hayek’s dissenting voice was to some degree submerged beneath the happy optimism of America’s postwar economic expansion. It wasn’t until the early 1960s with the ascent of Milton Friedman and Chicago School economists that money and finance would again triumph intellectually as the single most important indicator of a healthy economy. When Faulkner was writing in the late 1950s then, money appeared more often than not as a gloomy and destructive—and not even especially interesting—aspect of an otherwise well-functioning system. The rest of this essay then will be devoted to explaining Faulkner’s interest in tangible goods, which represents the other, and arguably more important, side in the economic doctrine and debates of the postwar period. 

II


At the beginning of The Town, Faulkner recalls a time in America when automobiles were a novelty and people dreamed of riches they had not yet attained. It was, he writes, “a fabulous and legendary time when there was still no paradox between an automobile and mirth, before the time when every American had to have one and they were killing more people than wars did” (12). At first glance, this statement appears cynical about the ethos of our consumption oriented culture, in which each American must have an automobile and will literally die to own one. Faulkner seems to be remembering the gilded 1920s, a period when the myth of Horatio Alger still held a claim on the popular imagination and money largesse ruled.

It is difficult, however, to say exactly when Faulkner thinks this era of American mirth existed. In any case, if it existed, it doesn’t seem to have been around for very long: almost immediately after Jefferson’s soon-to-be mayor, Manfred de Spain, drives his brand new roadster through the streets of town, the other residents begin clamoring for one of their own. De Spain is then forced to construct Jefferson’s first garage and automobile agency “so that now all his alderman and all the other young people to whom neither of the banks would lend one cent to buy a motor vehicle with, no matter how solvent they were, could own them too” in order to meet this popular demand (Ibid). Save the rather striking example of the conservative lending practices of banks—a historical novelty in our own time for sure—what is most interesting about this passage is not that Faulkner presents us with a time when consumer culture didn’t exist, but rather that he is committed to the notion that once a good exists, some way must be invented for distributing it among those who want it. As soon as the car appears, everyone naturally wants one and what De Spain creates is an organization—the automobile agency—that tries to achieve this end.

De Spain’s rising political fortunes, his election as mayor of Jefferson, comes as a result of the generational friction between a younger pro-automobile constituency and an older horse-and-buggy faction. De Spain wins the race on the promise of modernizing Jefferson and redirecting the town toward becoming a consumers’ republic. The new mayor, however, is hardly a hero from Faulkner’s perspective and falls well short of expectations when it comes to reforming Jefferson’s economic structure and political system. As it turns out, the problem with De Spain is his insouciant neglect of all things political or economic: the new mayor is more than a bit of a dandy and an unrepentant adulterer with Flem Snopes wife Eula, and his most pressing concern is becoming a member of café society (12). Whatever promises the young men of Jefferson may have thought De Spain’s new roadster augured, they find themselves sadly disappointed by the results. The mayor prides himself on his celebrity, rather than his political or economic programs: he is, according to Faulkner, “a high priest in the new national religious cult of Cheesecake as it translated still alive the Harlows and Grables and Monroes into the hierarchy of American cherubim” (13). 

It could be argued that Faulkner wants to draw a connection between consumer commodities like De Spain’s automobile and the trivial nature of celebrity. While it is true that the mayor is a political, economic and culture elite all at once (at least from the standpoint of the small pond of Jefferson, Mississippi), this misses Faulkner’s real point about consumerism, which is that when it is well managed by an efficient organizational enterprise it offers an opportunity, and perhaps the only viable one at that, for economic progress. Faulkner provides several examples of the components and characteristics of an efficient organization and how it differs from other, more financially-driven enterprises. Throughout The Town and The Mansion, two different kinds of businesses are compared: the first is based on finance capital and possesses an exclusively local appeal and customer base, whereas the second is not primarily financial and has a more global reach (although Faulkner does not imagine that this second type extends beyond the region of the South). Flem Snopes new Bank of Jefferson is of the first sort, while another enterprise, Wall Snopes grocery store, figures as the best example of the second and might be said to capture the spirit of De Spain’s automobile agency in practice. 

As Faulkner sees it, the ideal type of business organization is one which is at once both socially conservative (in that it preserves a regional Southern identity) and economically modern. This is less of a paradox than it might initially appear. Beginning in the interwar period and growing in popularity after WWII, the school of sociology known as Southern Regionalism, whose adherents included Rupert Vance of the University of North Carolina, advanced a position that would attempt to bridge the gap in wealth in the South by making the region economically modern, while still upholding aspects of the South’s “peculiar” psychology.
 The historian Daniel Joseph Singal describes Southern Regionalism as a philosophy under which “the South would become organically interconnected with the rest of the country to form a coherent ‘integrated whole while still retaining a part of its identity’”
 The main idea expressed in the doctrine of the Southern Regionalists finds its negative example in the behavior of Faulkner’s Mayor De Spain and Flem Snopes in The Town. The former shirks Southern social norms in favor of an unwieldy cosmopolitan ethos, which gives him free license to cuckold Flem. The latter, for his part, tacitly accepts De Spain’s infraction in exchange for monetary compensation: first with a position as the superintendent of Jefferson’s power plant, and then as vice president of the bank. Money motivates Flem to ignore the moral encroachments of De Spain, until the moment he realizes, far too late in the day, that his position at the bank depends on his respectability in the eyes of other Jefferson residents. The problem is not simply that Flem has an occupational reputation as vice president of a bank that requires his social reputation to be greater than it is, but rather that business/organizational norms are shown in the novel to be the same as social norms. Faulkner writes that Flem’s “association with banks had been too brief and humble for the idea even to have occurred to him that there was a morality to banking, an inevitable ethics in it, else not only individual banks but banking as an institution, a form of social behavior, could not endure” (230). One way to make sense of what Faulkner is getting at here is to focus on his distinction between “individual banks” and “banking as an institution.” Properly conceived, the organization is more than one individual firm: it is an institution whose norms and protocols are shared with other organizations of a similar type. What matters most for banks, according to Faulkner, is not that it makes a profit—or, to use one of his favorite terms, remain “solvent.” Rather for banks, or for that matter any business organization, the crucial thing is that it depends upon social relationships (that it is in fact nothing more than the sum of its social relationships), which in turns means that the morality of the community where it is situated matters a great deal in its success.

Postwar writing on the American economy and business organization abound with examples that lend credibility to Faulkner’s argument. Several works could serve as contextual sources: the management guru Peter Drucker’s books, particularly those which demonstrate his interest in the corporation from the standpoint of its “human interactions”
 through William Whyte’s concern with the group ethos of organizations and non-economic incentives
 to the economist John Kenneth Galbraith’s prediction of the end of private market power.
 It was the political theorist James Burnham though, who (perhaps along with Drucker
) first tried to articulate what an economy without the private market and based on social interactions might be. Many things stand out about Burnham’s 1941 book The Managerial Economy, but there are two points in particular that deserve attention in regard to Faulkner’s Snopes trilogy. The first is that while the immediate association perhaps made when Burnham claims this economy is “state-owned” is of an entrenched political power, for Burnham the rise of managerial class occurs outside of politics proper. The rise of an elite managerial class in America in Burnham and others was a legacy of the New Deal administration, which some thought circumnavigated traditional democratic institutions by giving the actual power to individuals appointed to Roosevelt’s various bureaus, thus granting authority to those who didn’t have to run for election. Therefore, Burnham often finds it difficult to say exactly who the figures that comprise the managerial elite are, and more importantly, where they hold power. Reading The Managerial Economy, it is reasonable to assume that these managers may be involved in politics to some extent, but they are not, in essence, politicians. This will be an important point when it comes to understanding how Faulkner represents Jefferson’s “managerial elite.” Faulkner’s cynicism about politics, which is not a special feature of his postwar writing (his general contempt for politicians can be seen throughout his literary corpus), in no way precludes his desire to see a thriving strata of elites at the top of Jefferson’s social and economic hierarchy.

The second aspect of Burnham’s book that needs to be highlighted is the way that it understands the managerial economy more broadly. Due to the fact that the managerial economy is essentially a social economy
, this means that the individuals who comprise it respond to and receive social incentives, such as status and prestige, rather than money. Burnham hypothesizes the obsolescence of money in the coming global economy that will emerge after WWII, regardless of whether the winners are the Axis or Allies. The difference between Russia, Germany and United States is merely how far they have advanced toward the realization of a moneyless, managerial system. Burnham characterizes how this system operates in the following way:


In the managerial economy goods and services do not to


such an extent or as fully as in the capitalist market function


as commodities. Barter exchange, the allotment of consumer goods 

and services without monetary intervention, both mean that the


objects concerned are not treated simply as commodities—that


is, as abstracted embodiments of so many units of exchange


value—but as specific, qualitative entities fitted to serve certain


needs and not others, independent, or partly independent of 


exchange value.









(131)

To put it simply, consumer goods and services in the managerial economy are supplied and exchanged outside of the channels, and without depending on, a private capitalist market. It should be observed, however, that the “revolution” Burnham predicts following from the disappearance of the private market is not radical. It is not Marxist or socialist in that it does not involve a complete redistribution of wealth and does not emerge from on bottom with the proletariat. Of course, the liberal managers of the Roosevelt administration, who essentially advocated for what the (conservative) Burnham found somewhat troubling, would argue that such a system increased equality (not to mention prevented people from starving), which might be the next best thing for even the most strident Marxist. American liberalism of the New Deal 1930s and after
, however, could not claim—although it might do so anyway in bad faith—that its approach to politics included granting agency to the underprivileged. Burnham is right to insist that the New Dealers, along with those who inherited their philosophy, had “no faith in the masses” (255). The charge that Burnham, and later more leftist liberals like Louis Hartz
, leveled at the New Deal was that it practiced a “squeamish” pragmatism and did not possess an overarching, ideological vision of what society should be. Whereas New Dealers like Thurman Arnold considered this ideological deficit a virtue when it came to getting done what needed to be done
, from the standpoint of several later thinkers, both more leftward and rightward of center, it looked like a capitulation and the sacrifice of certain necessary political ideals.

In contrast to Burnham and theorists such as Hartz, Faulkner’s postwar novels represent the virtue of the managerial center in American politics and economic life. Up until this point, literary critiques of the Snopes trilogy have argued that Flem’s bad capitalism is the antagonist working against all that Faulkner finds good, whether this be Jefferson’s community morals, vague notions of religious sentiment, or class justice. What has been ignored is that Flem’s financial capitalism represents merely one economic configuration among two. Toward the end of the trilogy, at the scene of Flem’s funeral, Faulkner shows his hand and articulates in a direct manner what has been the situation between Flem and Jefferson throughout the second two Snopes novels. “The deceased,” Faulkner writes of Flem, “had no auspices either: fraternal, civic, nor military: only finance; not an economy—cotton or cattle or anything else which Yoknapatawpha County and Mississippi were established on and kept running by, but belonging simply to Money” (706). Faulkner makes a distinction here between being part of an economy and belonging only to money. In order to understand their difference, one must first grant that controlling large amounts of money, which Flem does throughout the novels, does not guarantee that one is participating in an economy. It could be argued, however, that money being an insufficient condition of an economy does not mean that it is superfluous to economies. Flem’s problem might merely be one of improper investment. As the omniscient narrator scans the attendees at Flem’s funeral though, one dignified presence, Wall Snopes, returns us back to a comparison made much earlier in The Town between two enterprises, each representing wholly divergent business philosophies. This comparison, in turn, goes a long way in helping to explain what Faulkner wants to distinguish as the difference between economies and finance. 

Wall Snopes, who is born Wall Street Panic Snopes but eventually drops his second and third name, functions in the novels as a counter to Flem; likewise, the industry he creates, a local grocery store that eventually expands to become a chain, is the exact opposite of the typical Snopes industry. “To call [Wall’s grocery store] another Snopes industry” Charles Mallison relates:


wouldn’t be the right word for this one, because there


wasn’t any profit in it. No, that’s wrong; we worked too


hard and Uncle Gavin says that anything people work at


as hard as all of us did at this, has a profit, is for profit 


whether you can convert that profit into dollars and cents


or not or even want to.









(113)  

This philosophy would undoubtedly be an anathema to Flem, whose business practices are those of constant financial speculation, regardless of what profession he finds himself occupying.
 Wall Snopes, on the other hand, founds an organization that does not operate on the basis of its capital and bypasses the need for both money and banks. As Ratliff explains to Gavin Stevens, “Wall’s credit is too good with big wholesalers and brokers” for him to be forced to depend on the credit offered by Flem’s bank (132). If Wall did have to rely on the bank for financing, this would surely to the usurious advantage of Flem and would undoubtedly drive Wall out of business. The wholesalers who supply Wall’s grocery store, Ratliff continues, realize that Wall “ain’t cutting into nobody’s private business,” but is rather “helping all business” (Ibid). Wall’s success, therefore, is contingent on his building bridges between his “homemade” grocery business and other organizational enterprises (the big wholesalers), outside of the immediate vicinity of Yoknapatawpha County. In order to accomplish this feat, he creates a business model that relies on the long-term goal for the efficient distribution of commodities to Jefferson residents, rather than one that increases the short-term gains of a financial profiteer. Wall’s grocery store is the first in Jefferson to offer “self-service.” According to Faulkner, this not only makes it especially modern in its anticipation of what will become the model for grocery stores nationwide, but it also ‘teaches’ Jefferson housewives the crucial lesson of being savvy, bargain seekers; Wall offers his customers a kind of agency that they haven’t enjoyed before (131). Perhaps Wall’s greatest innovation, however, is that he figures out a way to “purvey” foodstuffs to Jefferson residents by setting up a wholesale warehouse next door to the grocery store, which allows him to keep a constant supply of commodities in stock and avoid running into shortages. In short, Wall creates what Faulkner would call an “economy:” an organization whose essential features are that it is able to maintain and distribute a constant supply of quality commodities; that it part of a larger (nation-wide) economic network of similar organizations; and that it is unconcerned with making money and grants an especially prominent role to the consumer (although not really a purchaser per se). In The Town, the kind of organization that Wall’s grocery store represents is crucial in order to understand how Faulkner thinks about the economy of the South in the postwar period. As it has been shown, the notion that the South can maintain its social identity and also become a part of the national economy is not an idea that is in anyway exclusive to Faulkner. Faulkner, however, goes one step further by suggesting that the communal identity of Jefferson, Mississippi depends on the organization that Wall erects. Dissimilar to other points in the novel when what constitutes Southern identity is offered only to be quickly undermined
, gaining admittance into the Wall’s enterprise, through the acquisition and purchase of stock, gives characters like V.K. Ratliff a social purpose (132). Anyone it seems can own a piece of Wall’s company and thus discover a sense of communal belonging, provided of course that they’re from denizens of Jefferson and their name is not Snopes. For Faulkner, possessing an organizational identity as a shareholder in a business enterprise is a good way to become part of the group. 


That Faulkner thinks corporate organizations are the key to a successful South does not mean that he is uninterested in economic and social injustice. Just the opposite: as a liberal, Faulkner imagines that the centralization of economic decisions and processes—which is the result of the coordination achieved by Wall Snopes’ business—in a few organizational entities can solve pressing problems like poverty and rising prices (inflation). Left alone, the competitive model of the private marketplace will create a situation like that which occurs at Flem Snopes’ banks, where money begets more money ad infinitum. As the economist John Galbraith recognized in 1952, the move toward the regulation and concentration of the American economy was necessitated by the need to check inflation, which was a natural consequence of a decentralized market left in the hands of private persons.
 The fact that Galbraith argues that the only institutional entity capable of regulating the market is the federal government, whereas Faulkner insists on private industry solutions to economic problems, makes no difference. This surface variance between Faulkner and Galbraith ignores their agreement on a much more fundamental point: namely, that in the American marketplace the problem is the price system. While thinkers like F.A. Hayek, and to a lesser degree James Burnham, find money and the price system valuable as a guarantee of private freedom, Faulkner and Galbraith see its destructive elements, and the potential for what the latter characterizes as a vicious “wage-price spiral” (197). For Galbraith, the hope that the postwar economy can move beyond the price and wage system, expresses faith in the belief that the best market is one which performs an essentially distributive function, without regard for pecuniary motives. Furthermore, there is no reason to hold that while the government performs a regulatory, distributive function vis-à-vis the economy, private industry and corporate entities cannot do the same thing. In his later work, Galbraith would in fact make the connection that large corporations were in essence the same as governmental bodies, insofar as they both planned for an economic future.
 In turn, Faulkner’s point about corporate organizations in The Town and The Mansion—such enterprises as Wall Snopes’ chain of grocery stores, but also later the Coca-Cola Company and Nabisco—is that they work mainly as entities for distributing commodities, and thus act more like governments. The financial component of these operations is added after fact, and can be thought of as an unnecessary addition to their primary function.
The worst individuals in Faulkner’s Snopes trilogy are the agents of finance (the bankers) and small, independent storeowners, not the corporate entrepreneurs or those who have large capital holdings, such as Wall Snopes and Gavin Stevens. It is the former category of individuals that manipulate the poor in order to bilk money out of them. Flem Snopes is not the only character who plays this part in the novels: Yoknapatawpha County is chalked full of persons who exploit their fellow man out of greed. Mink Snopes—an impoverished sharecropper who serves thirty-eight years in prison for the murder of a farmer named Zack Houston and spends the final third of The Mansion traveling from a prison labor camp in Parchman, Mississippi back to Jefferson to murder Flem for initially failing to protect him from the law—is beset constantly by unscrupulous men who attempt to rob and finagle him. In the beginning of his journey, the proprietor of the gas station, where Mink stops to eat, takes advantage of his ignorance of what things cost by charging him twice for a bottle of Coca-Cola. At first, Mink’s desire for the Coca-Cola is so strong that he doesn’t consider its price. (He otherwise tries to keep a strict budget along the way, given that he only has $13.85 and needs to purchase a gun in Memphis at some point). As soon as Mink sees the soft drink cases stacked against the wall of the gas station “something terrible happened inside his mouth and throat—a leap, a spring of a thin liquid like fire or the myriad stinging of ants all the way down to his stomach” (564). The “terrible thing” that occurs to Mink is his hysterical need for a Coca-Cola: once he picks up the bottle, he does not even pause to allow himself to enjoy the soda, drinking it “too fast to taste” and just “until he could restrain the urgency and passion so he could taste and affirm that he had not forgot the taste at all in the thirty-eight years” (Ibid). This passage confirms that while nearly everything else has changed around Mink, the taste of Coca-Cola has remained a steady constant. What Mink consumes then when he drinks the Coke is nostalgia: he is able to connect the world he currently inhabits (post-WWII) with the one he has never left (the first decade of the twentieth century) because the soft drink is the same soft drink.
 Whether one thinks Faulkner’s perception of Coca-Cola here is good or bad—it is probably mostly neutral in this scene—there is little point in arguing about the company’s resilience. Coke has been around with the same formula and an identical brand for decades: in the future, it will be no different. The variable in this scene is not the commodity that the corporate entity provides, but rather the cost factor, which seems capricious, and is quite bothersome to Mink.


Mink believes that if asks the price of the Coke, he will not be allowed to touch it because it will cost more than he can afford (564). He drinks the soft drink without inquiring its price, and afterwards becomes concerned that the gas station owner forgot to deduct it from the change he receives. For his part, the proprietor is only too happy to charge a hapless ex-convict for four Cokes when he only drank two. The proprietor even makes a short political speech as he steals Mink’s money: “Damn labor unions” he says, “have even run coca cola up out of sight like everything else….I don’t know what folks are going to do unless somebody stops them somewhere. Looks like we’re going to have to get shut of these damn Democrats to keep out of the poorhouse” (565). The irony about the gas station owner’s claim is that it’s not really the labor unions or the Democrats, but rather he himself, who is driving up the price of Coca-Cola. Small proprietors are more of a problem than unionization or the political programs of the New Deal—or by this time in the novel, Fair Deal—Democrats. It is not, however, the case that Faulkner is making an argument that favors the public control of the economy, although relying on small, private economic operators is clearly being presented here as a worse option. The individuals that Mink must be cautious about throughout the final section are both those who run gas stations and pawn shops and certain public servants like police officers—some of whom give him money, whereas others simply harass him. Faulkner has perhaps less disdain for liberal bureaucratic solutions for correcting inequality than he does for the free market, but it is disdain nonetheless that raises his ire toward a “government that wouldn’t let you raise cotton on your own land [but] would turn around and give you cash money” (589). However, what is interesting about Faulkner’s logic here is the government is actually not concerned in solving inequality because they are focused on the wrong goal (increasing “cash money”), rather than building sustaining economies that produce and distribute commodities (cotton). For Faulkner, the institutions that do care about goods qua goods and are uninterested in the financial aspect of things are rather corporations, which make them different from the government in an important way.

 The portion of The Town that begins with Mink drinking Coca-Cola, ends with him eating another corporate foodstuff. Walking into a store in Memphis run by a black merchant, Faulkner writes the Mink remembers “something else from thirty-eight years back”: Animal Crackers (591). Looking at the “small cardboard box colored like a circus wagon…and blazoned with beasts like heraldry,” Mink feels “safe, immune and invulnerable” (Ibid). When the shopkeeper tells Mink that the price of the crackers is ten cents a box, Mink replies dubiously “[t]en cents more than what?” (Ibid). The question that Mink asks—“ten cents more than what?”—is an interesting one from the standpoint of this reading. What Mink is inquiring about, it seems, is the charge for the Animal Crackers (the financial component) that accrues in addition to their price (what it costs Nabisco to distribute the food). As it turns out though, the price of Animal Crackers is only ten cents and has not risen much at all in the last thirty-eight years.
 Mink gladly buys two boxes and proceeds to walk through the sunlit Memphis streets, enjoying his “minute vanilla menagerie” and wrapped in an oblivious and joyful safety. Again, it seems that a food product with a recognizable brand name and a taste that never changes, redeems (we might even say saves) Mink Snopes. If only for a little while Mink is free to consume goods without the fear that they will drive him into destitution and poverty. 


For Faulkner, solving the problem of social inequality and poverty in the South depends on a healthy economy, which is characterized as having a large, corporatist structure that contributes both to a distribution and consumption of a certain type. In Faulkner’s postwar South, there is no point in refusing consumption and it’s a losing cause to possess ideologies that deny consumption. Linda Kohl Snopes, who comes back from fighting in the Spain Civil War as a disciple of communism, discovers that after WWII there is “nothing for [her] to tilt against…in Jefferson” (645). Even the “Negroes,” who would be her most likely converts, all own an “installment plan automobile and radio and refrigerator full of canned beer down-paid with the blood money which at least drew no color-line,” which definitely weakens their commitment to fighting for a classless society (644). If Faulkner appears at times, as he does here, sneeringly opposed to the values of American commercial culture, he is only able to do so because he imagines that a better system would be all consumption and no capitalism, which is not classless so much as it is distributive. The difference between the consumption that Faulkner’s nameless “Negroes” participate in and the kind Wall Snopes’ business encourages has less to do with egalitarianism than with the plain fact of money itself, with paying (usually more) for something that needn’t have a price. 


It makes no difference for Faulkner whether the commodity in question is food or automobiles—as the above passage makes clear even beer can be bought on an installment plan. The argument instead is that nothing in this era is more destructive than buying and selling. When Gavin Stevens receives a new Cadillac from his wife he does not sell it, but rather “converts” its value into “war-bonds for the duration of” WWII (657). Even the character Ratliff, who is after all a sewing machine and radio salesman, doesn’t engage much after The Hamlet in what could be considered actual commerce. Ratliff is an interesting case in this regard because what he sells and purchases, although it would be better to say rather what Ratliff exchanges, is information. In the postwar period, given that competition no longer holds much sway in directing corporate entities, as most are not competing with each other in the sense that traditional theories of capitalism mean it, information and other kinds of social capital (human capital, company reputation, etc.) take on a premium value. As Ratliff evolves over the course of the trilogy, he moves further away from his role as a merchant and toward a position as Jefferson’s best “organization man,” dealing largely in abstract rather than tangible kinds of capital. This is not to say, however, that what corporations produce in the postwar period are abstract forms of capital: at least not from the standpoint of Faulkner. Instead corporations, which are manifestly social rather than financial organizations, deal in a non-pecuniary kind of capital that allows them to distribute only tangible commodities without the incentive of profit. For Faulkner, this is (or rather should be) the function of the postwar economy. 

For Flem Snopes, all this means that the economy and the world as he has known it, in the only way he can conceivably know it, have become obsolete. Money is the only thing that Flem understands, and thus he doesn’t really understand the post-WWII economy at all. Snopes, Faulkner writes, “was under the…idea, illusion, dream that mere money could move a man” (631).  Those who attend Flem’s funeral come out of a sense of either obligation—the deceased is after all an extremely rich man by Jefferson standards—or the hope that the debts they owe him might be forgotten (707). Unlike his cousin Wall, however, who now owns “grocery establishments blanketing half of Mississippi and Tennessee and Arkansas,” there is no sense that Flem has built an organization of any actual worth. The wolf-like Snopes kin that Gavin Stevens notices finally among the funeral attendees, whom he describes as “simply identical” and seemingly purposeless—much like the money on which Flem relies—may still constitute a threat to the citizens of Yoknapatawpha County, but it is unclear why they should. At the end of The Mansion, Linda Snopes returns her father’s house to the De Spains, which Flem took many years ago as payment for the affair Manfred had with his late wife, and moves back to New York: the banker’s financial capital fleeing the South with her for greener pastures. Gavin Stevens’ final task has him delivering a thousand dollars to Mink Snopes, who has gone into hiding following his murder of Flem. The money that Linda gives to Mink is payment for his killing the father that she despised. In the final pages, Mink hunches down silently in an underground cave on the outskirts of Jefferson, the thousand dollars pinned in the bib pocket of his overalls, and imagines that he might begin heading west: for what reason exactly and with what plan the reader is never told. The ending of the novel is vague, a tour de force of theological allusions and metaphors, but Faulkner at least hints that Mink might have simply laid down and died after Gavin and Ratliff gave him Linda’s money. This reading of the last pages of the trilogy has the virtue of fulfilling Gavin’s prediction that “a thousand dollars would destroy [Mink]…as surely as that many bullets” (712). 

In any case though, it is clear by the end of Snopes trilogy that while money can belong to the poor, the control of organizations is actually what makes people rich. Faulkner’s The Town and The Mansion are interested in the ways in which one economic system, based on competition and relying on pecuniary motivations, has been replaced by another that is contingent upon social relationships and primarily concerned with the distribution of goods by means of planning. The seeming loss of power in the postwar period that the moneyed interests America experienced was a fact registered by many political and economic theorists. In the decade-and-a-half following WWII, what ostensibly occurred was the usurpation of the old aristocratic order, the Rockefeller rich, by a new organizational elite: Burnham’s managers. These individuals, like Faulkner’s Wall Snopes, were not interested in building financial empires and banks in the way J.P. Morgan did, but rather focused their energies on dominating the organizational entities that had become mainstays of American life, following the reformation of the old order during the New Deal. As the management of economic affairs was gradually consolidated by a class of managers throughout the 1930s and on into the postwar period, the support these managers gave to corporate entities
 presented something of a problem for the political Left in America in the late 1940s and 50s. Thinkers such as C. Wright Mills and Louis Hartz decried the lack of alternative ideologies in America’s economic system and politics.
 Populist responses such as these accused the organizational elite of being just as power driven and anti-egalitarian as their robber baron predecessors and capitulating too far and too often to large corporations. 

For his part, Faulkner offers a sober response to academics like Mills and Hartz who claim that managerial culture and its economy are not beneficial to the American public at large. The virtues of the managerial system seem clear enough in Faulkner’s later fiction: to repeat, corporations, which are the institutions that perform the management function in The Town and The Mansion, are necessary because they have found a way to circumnavigate the price system. The Coca-Cola Corporation is the paragon of what a corporation should strive to be, according to Faulkner, because it has managed to distribute the same product at the same price for seventy years, thus denying inflation. (Not to mention the fact that Coca-Cola was established by a native Southerner: the Georgia-born, Confederate veteran Dr. John Stith Pemberton.) In the postwar period, the major problem from the standpoint of economists such as John Galbraith was inflation. Transitioning out of the war economy, it was not unexpected that America would experience some inflation: this seems to have been the natural economic consequence of all modern wars. Indeed, between the year 1945 and 1953 (when Galbraith published American Capitalism) the Consumer Price Index (CPI) rose by nearly 50%, while between the years 1953 and 1959 it rose by only about 10%.
 This is to say that when Faulkner wrote the second two novels of the Snopes trilogy, price inflation had tapered off slightly from its dramatic postwar ascent. But one must consider that the 10% rise in inflation was part of an increase in the CPI of 62% between the years 1945 and 1959. America had not experienced such a rise in quite a long time: prices rose considerably between the years 1910 and 1920 (more considerably in fact than the period in question), but even before the Great Depression, during which, of course, deflation ensued, prices had actually deceased between 1920 and 1927. The only year during this period that consumer prices rose was 1923 and were back down by the next year. 


Historical data such as this allows us to make sense of why Faulkner was concerned with prices and why money plays such a crucial role in his postwar fiction. Rather than dismissing the Snopes trilogy as merely an anti-captialist screed that triumphs cultural and social norms, these novels must be read as, in essence, economic texts. It is impossible, however, to understand how they are interested in economic questions unless we know what people thought about the economy during the period in question. Faulkner’s contribution to our understanding of economic discourse in the 1950s is important and provides a necessary rejoinder to the pathos expressed by other authors and theorists regarding the corporate, institutionalized “organization man” in his “lonely crowd.”
 For Faulkner, the corporation is a positive good for the way in which it functions as a mechanism for distributing goods to an economically and socially diverse public, while at the same time allowing those within the corporation to be part of group, and thus lay claim to a certain kind of identity. All this is to say that Faulkner views corporations as essentially progressive institutions, dedicated to improving people’s lives by keeping the price of commodities and goods low enough for everyone to afford and giving those who belong to them a social life. Faulkner’s main enemy target then in the second two volumes of the Snopes trilogy, as it turns out, is not to Capitalism writ large or consumerism per se, but to those who construct empires doomed to fail because of their obstinate obsession with the anachronistic dollar. 
� Moving forward, the concept of the managerial economy, as it appears in the intellectual history of the 1940s and 50s, will become clearer. James Burnham, the popular political theorist, is one of the first to conceive the transition in the American economy and its government from a capitalist to a managerial system in his 1941 work The Managerial Revolution: What is Happening in the World. Burnham is foundational for later social critics, political thinkers and economists in the postwar era, including John Kenneth Galbraith, C. Wright Mills, William Whyte and Louis Hartz. 
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