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illiam Faulkner’s work as a cultural ambassador in the early Cold War is one of the more unlikely 
chapters in the history of American cultural diplomacy. Faulkner, generally seen as interested 
exclusively in whiskey, writing, and hunting—largely in that order—made numerous State 

Department and United States Information Agency (USIA)-sponsored trips abroad during the 1950s and 
early 1960s. And unlike many of the other American writers and artists and musicians trotted out for foreign 
audiences, Faulkner did not just talk about his art but directly addressed and endorsed U.S. geopolitical 
objectives. He was an important and surprisingly influential emissary, but diplomatic historians and even 
many Faulkner scholars are only vaguely aware of this. 

In her article “‘In between propaganda and escapism’: William Faulkner as Cold War Ambassador,” Deborah 
Cohn provides a rich and detailed account of Faulkner’s work as a cultural diplomat. Cohn, who teaches in 
the American Studies and Spanish and Portuguese departments at Indiana University, has published widely 
on Faulkner and his literary influence on Latin American writers (it was and remains enormous).1 Her article 
is not just a recounting of what Faulkner did; it deeply and incisively unpacks the “conflicting aspects of the 
writer on his official tours” and contextualizes Faulkner’s tours and speeches within larger political 
developments, particularly “U.S. desegregation struggles and Cold War internationalism” (396). 

Choosing Faulkner to represent America, particularly in Latin America, seemed at best counterintuitive and 
potentially disastrous. First of all, he did not like to travel. It took two personal calls from the Swedish 

                                                       
1 Among her publications are “Faulkner and Spanish America:  Then and Now,” in Faulkner and the Twenty-

First Century: Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha, 2000, ed. Robert Hamblin and Ann Abadie (Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2003); “Faulkner, Latin America, and the Caribbean:  Influence, Politics, and Academic Disciplines,” in A 
Companion to William Faulkner, ed. Richard Moreland (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006); “Combating Anti-Americanism 
during the Cold War: Faulkner, the State Department, and Latin America,” Mississippi Quarterly 59:3/4 (Summer-Fall 
2006): 395-413; “William Faulkner’s Ibero-American Novel Project: The Politics of Translation and the Cold War.” 
The Southern Quarterly (Winter 2004). 
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ambassador to the U.S., and a direct appeal from State Department staffer Muna Lee (who shared Mississippi 
roots with the writer), to persuade him to travel to Stockholm to accept his Nobel Prize for Literature in 
December 1950. Second, although his literary reputation improved enormously after the Nobel, he was still 
known among many American readers as a writer of trashy potboilers such as 1931’s Sanctuary or 
incomprehensible experiments like 1936’s Absalom, Absalom! His books were seen as grotesque, lurid, grim, 
and exploitive. Faulkner was also a serious alcoholic, and could be unpredictable when on a bender—as many 
of his diplomatic hosts learned, to their chagrin. Finally, and most problematically, Faulkner was from 
Mississippi, the most notorious state in the union, known throughout the world for its ironclad Jim Crow 
system. Faulkner’s works were all saturated with the one issue that American cultural diplomats of the 1950s 
sought desperately to avoid talking about: the racial situation in America. 

The bulk of Cohn’s article recounts, in greater detail than has been previously available, Faulkner’s tours 
abroad: where he went, whom he met, what he said, how his words were received. A few other scholars—
Joseph Blotner, in his two-volume 1974 biography of the writer, and myself, to name two—have given an 
overview of these trips, but Cohn has effectively synthesized the previous scholarship and added even more 
archival research (largely from the National Archives and the Faulkner collections at the University of 
Virginia).2  

Faulkner made his first trip in August 1954 as a delegate to the International Congress of Writers in São 
Paulo, Brazil, an eight-day conference where he failed to capitalize upon his great following in Latin America 
and interact much with other writers and intellectuals. But a stop in Caracas, Venezuela on the way home 
“generated tremendous positive publicity” (400) in the local press and showed Washington how Faulkner 
could be of use to the cultural-diplomatic program. The next year, Faulkner was the featured attendee at a 
United States Information Service (USIS) seminar on American literature in Nagano, Japan. He greatly 
impressed the small group of Japanese attendees, not least because he obliquely related the common 
experience of Japan and the South as defeated powers learning to recover from their war experiences. USIS 
was so pleased by his performance that it produced a book and a fifteen-minute film about Faulkner in Japan. 

In Japan, also, Faulkner hit upon the rhetorical touchstone that he would use in the remainder of his tours: 
the notion of freedom, its universality, and its connection with his work as a writer. He had touched upon 
this in the famous Nobel address, which he often recited during these tours, but in Japan and later trips he 
more explicitly linked these ideas to the struggle between Communism and the ‘free world.’ He was 
uncompromising in his condemnations of Communism and the Soviets, and in fact one of the few invitations 
he turned down was for a 1958 cultural exchange with the USSR—he would be “betray[ing]” great writers 
such as Leo Tolstoy and Fyodor Dostoyevsky by lending legitimacy to the Soviet state. 

His 1955 trip home from Japan took him to Manila and then through Europe, where he visited Rome, 
Munich, Paris, and London, and even recorded a radio broadcast for transmission over Radio Free Europe 
and Radio Liberty. This leg of the trip also highlighted the fraught nature of having Faulkner as a cultural 
ambassador, for news of the brutal Emmett Till murder—which took place only seventy-five miles from 
Faulkner’s beloved hometown of Oxford, Mississippi—reached Europe while Faulkner was in Rome. To 
USIA’s relief, Faulkner condemned the murder and racism in a press conference. Pointing out the hypocrisy 

                                                       
2 Joseph Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography (New York: Random House, 1974); Greg Barnhisel, Cold War 

Modernists: Art, Literature, and American Cultural Diplomacy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015). 
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of American claims to be a beacon of freedom while it maintained a system of segregation and terror in the 
South was a central strategy of Communist propaganda in the 1950s. In response, USIA could only point 
weakly to the purportedly improving situation in the South and the federal government’s role in it. 

Race wasn’t the only fault line that destabilized Faulkner’s work as a cultural ambassador. His own fiction 
(such as 1955’s A Fable) had grown notably more pessimistic in this period. In these later novels, Faulkner is 
pessimistic about democracy, about capitalism (although that had always been a theme in his work), and 
about the perils of colonial power. But, Cohn points out, this ironically made Faulkner a better ambassador, 
particularly to Latin America and Asia, where his audiences “warmed to the southerner who spoke about a 
region that was troubled by racism, poverty, underdevelopment, and an imperial North… Faulkner’s 
identification of parallels between the U.S. South’s past and the histories of the countries he visited,” she 
concludes, “as well as his open critique of the region’s, and nation’s, racial problems thus served to heighten 
both his popularity and the reputation of the United States abroad” (420). 

Cohn’s article will certainly prove to be the definitive account of Faulkner’s work on behalf of his nation, as 
well as an excellent example of the “new Cold War studies” that delve into the complicated and compromised 
ideological welter underlying what for a long time seemed to be a seamless cultural-diplomatic (or, for the 
cynic, propaganda) operation. 
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