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Combating Anti-Americanism during the Cold War:  Faulkner, the State Department, and Latin America*
In 1950, Faulkner’s initial refusal to travel to Stockholm to pick up the Nobel Prize threatened the U.S. with international embarrassment.  The U.S. ambassador to Sweden sent an urgent cable to the State Department requesting its help in the situation.  Muna Lee, a Department official who was also a poet from Mississippi, took charge, and Faulkner soon accepted the invitation.  Over the next few years, the State Department persuaded him to serve as a goodwill ambassador in Japan, the Philippines, Greece, Iceland, Latin America, and elsewhere.  On his trips, he spoke about his work, taught, and met with students, writers, and intellectuals. His presence testified to American achievements in nations that were often hostile towards the U.S., and his visits were instrumental in tempering this sentiment (see Oakley “William Faulkner”).  His occasional remarks on race relations in the U.S. complemented official efforts to convey a message of racial tolerance in the U.S. in order to offset international criticism of the U.S. as a Jim Crow nation.  These efforts included the State Department and USIA’s support for international tours by jazz artists such as Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Dizzy Gillespie. Like the musicians, Faulkner was promoted abroad as an artist whose work exemplified U.S. support for artistic—and democratic—freedom and represented a unique U.S. cultural achievement even as it had universal appeal.  
My paper today will focus on an incident that reflects the  mounting interest in the Cold War U.S. in the Global South.  I’ll discuss Faulkner’s 1954 trip to Latin America, which, as I shall detail, was a strategic element in the State Department’s efforts to promote U.S. interests abroad and cultivate goodwill towards the U.S. through cultural channels.  I will also examine how Muna Lee’s interest in Latin America played a role in the State Department’s support and promotion of the author and his works throughout the Americas.

In the 1950s, Faulkner’s reputation as a nonpolitical, modernist author with widespread appeal made him extremely attractive as a cultural emissary to the Department of State.  So, too, did the fact that he had been an influential and popular literary figure abroad long before he came to enjoy a positive reputation in the U.S.  Faulkner was one of many writers, including Elizabeth Bishop, Robert Frost, Robert Lowell, Katherine Anne Porter, and others, whom the State Department sent to Latin America in the 1950s and 1960s as part of a concerted campaign to improve relations with the region.
  Following World War II, Latin America had ceased to be a strategic site for U.S. policy interests, and the attention and aid given to the region under the Good Neighbor Policy dwindled. In the 1950s, however, official interest waxed anew as leftist activism gained power in the region. The Cuban Revolution of 1959 and Fidel Castro’s subsequent engagement with the Soviet Union brought this interest to a head, making Cuba and Latin America as a whole central focuses of propaganda wars for anticommunist organizations—both public and private—in the U.S.  (These tensions played a key role behind Faulkner’s trip to Venezuela in 1961.) 
In August of 1954, just weeks after the CIA-backed coup in Guatemala, Faulkner traveled to an international writer’s conference in Brazil; he also made brief stops in Peru and Venezuela.  The visit offered the State Department a timely opportunity for some much-needed positive publicity.  As Helen Oakley writes, 

it is surely not coincidental that the visit to Brazil took place in 1954, the year in which the CIA offensive to wipe out the threat of Communism in Guatemala had reached its most intense stage.  In this sensitive climate, the importance to the U.S. government of promoting good relations with other Latin American countries would have been paramount, and the use of culture as an ideological tool was an indirect way of doing so.  Additionally, U.S.-Brazilian relations in the early 1950s had been rather strained …  The intensive drive on the part of the U.S. government to root out Communism in Latin America had the effect of risking the economic neglect and subsequent alienation of many countries. (Recontextualization 64) 
That Faulkner first visited Latin America in the aftermath of the Guatemalan coup may, after all, have been coincidental:  the conference had long been planned for 1954 as part of the year-long celebrations marking the fourth centennial of the city’s founding, and the invitation had been extended to Faulkner by the time the coup took place. However, even though U.S. officials in Brazil ultimately felt that the visit had fallen short of their goals, the publicity windfall from the trip certainly worked in favor of the State Department’s efforts to improve strained relations with Latin America.

Muna Lee entered the State Department since 1941 as part of the Good Neighbor Policy; in the early 1950s, she was cultural coordinator of the Office of Public Affairs of the Bureau of Inter-American Affairs (see Cohen).  Her Division felt proprietary pride for Faulkner’s trip to—and success in—Stockholm, and she personally was involved in recruiting Faulkner to travel to Latin America.  Lee had been active in the pan-American movement since the 1920s, and had fostered inter-American relations through her diplomatic position, her writings, and her own translations of Spanish American writers into English, which she viewed as having significant goodwill value.  A trip by Faulkner to Latin America would, she believed, make “an important contribution to inter-American cultural relations.”
 Always reluctant to travel, she persuaded him to go the first time with appeals to his patriotism. For the most part, the trip did bring positive publicity to the U.S. Lee wrote after his visit to Peru that “Here at Washington we are still a little dazed and dazzled by the extraordinary achievement of the Embassy at Lima in making a complete Public-Relations success of the brief visit of one of the world’s most illustrious, most withdrawn, and least loquacious novelists, William Faulkner.”
 She further gloated that, while the most recent issue of Newsweek (30 August 1954) lamented that the writer never gave interviews, Lima officials had had a “signal triumph … not only in leading William Faulkner to a press interview but making him speak.” She continued that “We know already, from press statements in various countries and from expressions of personal reactions, how much the Faulkner visit to South America has done to further understanding and good will.  And we know from William Faulkner that he intends to build on these foundations” (ibid.).

From Lima, Faulkner traveled to São Paulo to attend the International Writer’s Congress.  The local USIA office felt that the visit was well-timed to deflect rising hostilities and offset criticism of the U.S. in the local press.  Faulkner’s participation in the conference also had the potential to shine a positive light on U.S. cultural achievements for an audience of prominent and influential writers from around the world. The State Department also sent Robert Frost to the conference and, according to Lee, both “are making the long trip because the Department put it to them as an important contribution to inter-American cultural relations.  They are going to South America because they believe that they serve their country by doing so.  That is also the view of the Department of State.”
 One official urged the State Department to support Faulkner’s trip as a means of counterbalancing 

the flood of adverse publicity which the Department received because of alleged indifference and non-support of the U.S. exhibits in the [pre-Quadricentennial] International Exhibition of Modern Art ...  A further reason for officially sponsoring our Nobel Prize winner is the bitter criticism made of us in the Brazilian press when the Brazilian writer, Joao Lins de Rago [sic], was temporarily denied a U.S. visa because of alleged connections with political fellow travelers and favorable reviews of his work in some leftist papers.  Although hewas [sic] later given his visa, the incident [clouded] our cultural relations with Brazil to some extent.
 

This official also wrote that “the Public Affairs staff and the Brazil desk … are in complete agreement that it would definitely further the interests of the U.S. for William Faulkner to participate in the International Writers’ Congress.”
  

Faulkner arrived in São Paulo on August 8th and his heavy drinking prevented him from missing most of his planned conference activities, including speeches and press conferences. USIS Public Affairs Officer
 John Campbell stayed with Faulkner for several days, trying to keep him away from alcohol so that he might be able to attend subsequent activities. Concerned about the public relations fallout from the writer’s absences, Campbell made “constant and strong appeal to the man to get himself on his feet so that news of his state would not be taken up by the unfriendly press.”
 On the 11th, he gave “an excellent interview” at a press conference and he engaged in public relations activities such as lectures and meetings with Brazilian writers and literary critics, as well as USIS officials for the remainder of his stay.  

On the whole, Faulkner seemed to enjoy himself during the latter part of his stay, and the public record indicates that he made a positive impression on the Brazilians.  According to George Monteiro, while rumors of his drinking circulated among intellectuals, the public was less aware of the situation for “it was reported publicly that recurrence of an old war injury had so incapacitated him that he was unable to attend” of the Congress (96).  In its coverage of his first press conference, a local newspaper spoke in glowing terms of Faulkner’s genius.  It emphasized his concern for racial issues, which were also key in Brazil (see Monteiro 98-102).  Although the paper’s report on his second talk was equally favorable, USIS took a bleaker view of the visit’s success.  The official report on the visit acknowledged that although the press was aware of his indulgence in alcohol, he had received good coverage and “that for the great number of Brazilians in general who saw him at such times or read the press accounts, his visit may be said to have given some lustre to American participation in the Congress.”
 It was, however, a “discouraging and unrewarding experience” for the conference participants who had hoped to interact more with him—that is, for the writers and intellectuals who were key targets of official efforts at cultural diplomacy precisely because they could use their prestige as public figures to influence their compatriots’ attitudes towards the U.S.  And it was “an anxious week” on the whole for the USIS officers who “were with him constantly during his stay, to avoid any untold incidents and any unfavorable press coverage by the Communist newspapers.”
 Faulkner had been an official delegate to the congress and he had missed most of his efforts to participate, casting the U.S. in a negative light. Campbell’s report concluded that “maximum effect from the visit of Mr. Faulkner was not achieved,” and that “the fruits of his visit were not commensurate with the financial investment made by the U.S. Government in order to make possible his visit in São Paulo.”
 

Faulkner had one more chance to help the State Department with its public relations campaign.  His return trip home included a brief stop in Caracas, and when a USIS official learned of the stop, he set up an interview with several “trusted” local reporters (see United States Information Agency). Faulkner was on that day, and the interview was a success (see Blotner, Biography 1507). While his performance in Brazil failed to meet expectations, then, he did generate good publicity for the U.S. during his visits to Peru and Venezuela.  And on the whole, he was keenly aware of the impact of his presence on local audiences during his State Department-sponsored trips.  After returning to the U.S., he wrote to one official that “I know now something of the problems the US has to cope with in Latin America, and the problems which the State Department has to face in order to cope with them” and he promised to make himself available to the Department as needed.
  Lee, for her part, made sure that the momentum in inter-American relations stemming from his trip was kept up:  the State Department sent Harriet de Onis, Knopf’s main translator of Latin American literature in the 1950s and 1960s, to Brazil to give lectures on Faulkner, and she recommended that publicity and Faulkner’s own writings on his 1955 trip to Japan be made available to the Latin American offices.

In 1961, Faulkner made an extremely successful return trip to Venezuela. Muna Lee wrote to her ex-husband, Luis Muñoz Marín, then governor of Puerto Rico, urging him to invite Faulkner to stop in San Juan on his return trip because “Faulkner deeply interested Puerto Rican accomplishment … Visit could have massive cultural significance.”
  The visit did not take place, but Faulkner did plan to return to Venezuela, although he died before he could make the trip.  Even posthumously, the State Department continued to derive benefit from the writer’s popularity in Latin America. In September of 1962, for example, the U.S. Embassy in Mexico was able to turn “William Faulkner Week,” a series of events marking his death, into an official platform for promoting U.S. interests while at the same time deflecting criticism about racism. According to one official:  

It was the Embassy’s express purpose to demonstrate by this ‘homage’ official U.S. government interest in the accomplishments of a great American who, in the process of becoming a world-famous literary figure, never lost his identification with his country and his people.  By thus identifying itself publicly and proudly with Faulkner, the Embassy sought to avoid what often appears through lack of official attention to be a surrender of its cultural and intellectual assets to the Marxist opposition.  The Embassy feels that, in light of recent developments in Mississippi [presumably the riots surrounding the enrolment of the first black student at the University of Mississippi], a specific effort to ‘capture’ this particular asset – to turn Faulkner and his work into a leftist or anti-American symbol – might well have been made by this opposition, which has not been reluctant in the past to attempt such distortion of the work of U.S. literary figures.  Though the Mississippi situation could not have been forseen [sic], it is felt that such an attempt has in this case been fortuitously avoided, and that the principal objective sought has been successfully accomplished.

Faulkner’s visits helped to ease tensions in relations between Latin America and the U.S. by fostering good publicity and goodwill towards the U.S. and its accomplishments.  Faulkner himself seemed profoundly impressed with what he had seen.  He also sought to build upon the foundations laid during his trips:  his sympathy engaged during his 1961 trip to Venezuela by stories about the difficulties in publishing in the region, he promised writers “that when he returned to the United States one of his first projects would be to convince a foundation that it should underwrite a program for the translation of the works of Latin American authors into English.”
 Soon thereafter, the William Faulkner Foundation announced the Ibero-American Novel Project, a competition that sought to assist in the process of finding U.S. publishers and translators for Latin American novels.  Lee, who was well aware of the cache’ associated with Faulkner in Latin America, closely followed the course of the competition:  she assisted with publicity and grants and she notified USIS posts throughout the region of the prizewinning novels—information that was also broadcast on Voice of America.  By taking an active role in promoting Latin American literature, Faulkner was, in effect, carrying on his State Department mission, in his own way and with Muna Lee’s blessing.
* Sections of this essay appeared in “William Faulkner’s Ibero-American Novel Project:  The Politics of Translation and the Cold War” and “Faulkner, Latin America, and the Caribbean:  Influence, Politics, and Academic Disciplines.” I am indebted to the National Endowment for the Humanities for the fellowship that has given me time to prepare my research. I also received a Franklin Research Grant from the American Philosophical Society, as well as a grant from McGill University, to travel and conduct this research. I am grateful to the University of Virginia Library’s Special Collections Department, where I conducted research on this project, and to Regina Rush for her assistance; I also thank Sally Kuisel of the National Archives Records Administration for her assistance. 


� Harriet de Onís, one of the principal translators of Latin American literature from the 1940s through the 1960s, and, during the days of the Good Neighbor Policy, Blanche Knopf, wife of the publisher Alfred A. Knopf, also traveled to Latin America under the aegis of the State Department’s programs.


� Muna Lee, office memo to Thomas Driver, 26 July 1954, box number MSS 7258 a, Joseph Blotner-William Faulkner Collection, Special Collections, University of Virginia Library. Subsequent references to materials in this collection will be identified by the prefix MSS followed by the box number.


� Muna Lee, note to Harold H. Tittman, Jr., 2 September 1954, MSS 7258 a. I base my discussion of Faulkner’s visits to Peru and Venezuela on the material in the University of Virginia Library’s Special Collections. Unfortunately, USIS and other official reports on Faulkner’s trips to these countries have disappeared from the National Archives Records Administration files.


� Muna Lee, office memo to Thomas Driver, 26 July 1954, MSS 7258 a.


� Philip Raine, unsigned typed copy of note to Mr. Riley, no date, MSS 7258 a. 


� Memo to Mr. Riley, 22 June 1954, MSS 7258 a.


� Henceforth, “PAO.”


� John W. Campbell, PAO USIS-São Paulo, to The Department of State, Washington D.C., Sept. 17, 1954 (Campbell to The Department of State); 511.203/9-1754; Central Decimal Files, 1950-1954 (CDF 1950-1954); General Records of the Department of State, Record Group 59 (RG 59); National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD (NARA). 


� Campbell to The Department of State; 511.203/9-1754; CDF 1950-1954; RG 59; NARA.


� Campbell to The Department of State; 511.203/9-1754; CDF 1950-1954; RG 59; NARA.


� Campbell to The Department of State; 511.203/9-1754; CDF 1950-1954; RG 59; NARA.


� Letter to Mr. Howland, 15 August 1954, MSS 7258f.


� Morales Carrion to Muñoz Marín; Latin America; FSD 1954-1965; RG 306; NARA.


� Saxton Bradford, cable to unspecified recipient, 9 October 1962, MSS 7258 f.


� Harner to Department/USIA; Latin America; FSD 1954-1965; RG 306; NARA.





