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Abstract This article reveals the emergence of the idea of development in the
sociological study of Latin America in the United States as a specific product of
history. We show how in the 1960s, it was the result of interaction between the
economic, political, military, and scientific fields generated by the mobilization of
resources based on their respective rules. We criticize the idea that sociology had
clearly-defined goals during this period. Our research demonstrates, for instance, how
the research conducted on Latin America during that period was rooted in “topical
tropism”. Our investigation is based on the analysis of empirical data including
institutional information, journal articles and historical archives.
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Context

The post-World War II period is generally regarded as a transformational moment for
social sciences in their understanding of so-called less-developed countries. As stated
by Chilean-Americans Julio and Arturo Valenzuela, respectively sociologist and
political scientist, “in the pursuit of knowledge, as well as the desire to influence
government policy, [U.S. scholars] began to produce a vast literature on the ‘devel-
oping’ nations” (Valenzuela and Valenzuela 1978, 535). What it is known today as
the “idea of development” emerged after 1945, and it is the work produced by U.S.
social scientists and sociologists that has perhaps made the most significant contri-
bution of all fields of inquiry to this emergence (Escobar 1995; Leys 1996; Rist
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1997). The “idea of development” was institutionalized during the period in question
under the aegis of Modernization theory,1 sustained largely by social and economic
theories produced in the United States (Frank 1966; Gilman 2003). Within the
postwar period, the 1960s especially marked the way U.S. social scientists
problematized society. We can even affirm that “nowhere in the social sciences did
the intellectual tumult of the sixties have more profound effects than in the study of
development” (Evans and Stephens 1988, 713). Latin America became a focus of
study for many U.S. social scientists during the eventful 1960s. The organization of
research during that decade left an important imprint. Given the seminal role of this
decade in the dynamics which remain active today in development studies
(Schuurman 2000; Sumner 2006), Area studies (Hall and Tarrow 2001) and Latin
American studies (Drake and Hilbink 2004), the examination of how disciplinary or
research positions were shaped during this period allows for a better understanding of
U.S. development, Area and Latin American studies.

In this article, we are interested in ascertaining how sociological research about
Latin America was made possible and how research was conducted in a given
institutional and organizational context. This article focuses on the expanding col-
laborations in university research during this period and on the study of new players
who made sociological research on Latin America possible. In the 1960s, these key
players were both private organizations that provided funding, such as private
foundations, and public organizations, such as research councils and State or
Defense departments (Atkinson and Blanpied 2008; Graham and Diamond 1997;
Simpson 1998).2 It must be specified that in the research presented in this particular
article, we focus on neither the theoretical contributions of U.S. sociology to the “idea
of development”, nor the history of sociological theory itself.3 This article argues that
the influence of the theoretical contributions by U.S. sociologists to the understanding
and transformation of Latin America and the so-called less-developed world does not
reflect the state and level of the institutionalization of research in the 1960s. The
influence of famous U.S. scholars on the emergence of the “idea of development” and
on policy-making about Latin America obscures the fact that the postwar period for
sociology of Latin America in the U.S. was not smooth sailing. Indeed, research on
social change and development in Latin America features important institutional
variations; it was not a well-organized field unified by very influential scholars. As
presented in this article, U.S. studies on Latin America during the 1960s, and in

1 In sociology, Modernization theory emerged from diversified theoretical currents that attempt to explain
the inequalities between nations by looking at systemic social factors. Modernization theory views cultural
referents as delays in the transformation of societies that are anchored in their traditions. Very popular
among policy makers until the end of the 1960s, this evolutionary theoretical framework significantly
marked the relations between the United States and Latin America. During these years, functionalism and
Weberian sociology contributed to thinking about the reduction of inequalities between nations as well as
topics within Modernization theory. The fields associated with Modernization theory are: means of
communication, cultural reception of technology, the fight against corruption, and state reform, in addition
to more micro-sociological subjects such as attitudes toward human reproduction.
2 Hereafter, these organizations viewed as a whole are referred to as ‘funding institutions.’
3 An investigation of the history of sociological theories and concepts would ideally complement our work,
but for practical reasons, this paper is limited to the topography that made the idea possible. Should the
reader be interested in reading a critical assessment of 1960s-era theories about Latin America, we suggest
Cardoso and Faletto 1978, and Frank 1966.
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particular the sociology of this cultural area, transitioned from a phase of limited
research financing to a more prosperous period. From the mid-1960s, research centers
and institutes dedicated to the study of Latin America increased significantly in both
number and importance. By the 1970s, the situation had reverted to leaner years.

We propose to evaluate the idea that U.S. sociology on Latin America in the 1960s
was, as a whole, a field under the influence of the somewhat hegemonic position
occupied by the proponents of Structural-Functionalism and its closely allied mod-
ernization theoreticians (Evans and Stephens 1988, 715; Gilman 2003, 84; So 1990,
18–19). This article contends that any understanding of the state of U.S. social studies
about Latin America in the 1960s is erroneous if attention is only focused on heated
debates involving famous scholars, many of whom contributed to or are known
opponents of Structural-Functionalism and Modernization theory. This article pro-
poses another focus on the period, an empirical analysis of American sociological
knowledge of Latin America in the general context of institutional and theoretical
transformations in the 1960s. By proposing an examination of the mass of sociolog-
ical studies about Latin America, the bulk of research centers and the vast majority of
institutes, it seeks to contribute to the little-studied history of U.S. sociology in the
1960s through a rigorous empirical approach.

Analysis Focus and Objectives

Anyone studying US sociology in the 1960s might be struck by how much sociol-
ogists, regardless of their political or ethical inclinations, were motivated by the will
to change society. Accounts of the role played by sociologists in these changes have
been based on two opposing visions. For some sociologists, the study of the so-called
underdeveloped world was expected to yield a better understanding of social prob-
lems and ideally provide accurate and efficient tools for social change. This vision
advocates for positivist research programs, complex theoretical thinking and ulti-
mately, support for political decision-making. In the 1960s, this position was
defended by the likes of Jessie Bernard (Bernard 1965, 1967), Lewis A. Coser
(Coser 1966, 1969) and Shmuel N. Eisenstadt (Eisenstadt 1964a, b). We will call
this the “optimistic social-liberal vision”.

Other sociologists espoused the opposing vision that sociologists studying so-called
underdeveloped societies served only US politics, and not Latin American populations.
Grouped under what we will call the “Marxist instrumentalization vision,” authors such
as André Gunder Frank (Frank 1966), Irving L. Horowitz (Horowitz 1966, 1967) and
Johan Galtung (Galtung 1967, 1971) criticized US sociologists in the 1960s for being at
best instruments, or at worst, heralds of US imperialism. Instrumentalization, here, is
understood as the process by which a given social activity is submitted to the logics of
another; in this case, sociology to the logics of warfare. These two radically opposed
visions have contributed to shaping our understanding of US sociological knowledge
about Latin America and the so-called less-developed world.

This paper adopts a different stand and focus of analysis from these two visions.
We draw the interest for our object, the focus and the framework of our analysis from
a field of study that has grown in significance since the mid-1990s. This field of study
has examined the production of scientific knowledge in the context of the emergence of
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the United States as a global power in the immediate post-WWII period. It is loosely
organized around a general theoretical framework consisting of critical Marxist or
Marxian, post-structural, and post-colonial literature. Holding few formal connections
with each other beyond their interest for the work of radical thinkers such as Antonio
Gramsci and Michel Foucault, scholars in this field of study have been particularly
interested in criticizing the production of knowledge by social sciences and the contri-
bution of this knowledge to the hegemony of the United States over the Americas.

Studies about Latin America can be divided into three loosely-connected domains.
Firstly, authors such as US political scientist Mark T. Berger have analyzed the
concurrence of knowledge production and US imperialism in Latin America.
Berger has shown how strategies adopted by the United States to maintain their
influence and presence in Central America were intimately linked with the production
of knowledge from social sciences and humanities (Berger 1995, 1997). While not
working specifically within the social sciences, Argentinean historian Ricardo D.
Salvatore has used a similar theoretical framework of imperialism to analyze a
heterogeneous ensemble of documents, travel diaries, commercial pamphlets, and
scientific production (Salvatore 2003). Secondly, we find studies within an intellec-
tual history tradition featuring prominent contributions by US historian Nils Gilman,
particularly with his work on the configuration of research influenced by
Modernization theory (Gilman 2003). In his book Mandarins of the Future, Gilman
explores the interactions between researchers and private and public institutes found
within networks established by students and followers of famous social scientists
such as Talcott Parsons. Thirdly, using a post-structural perspective, authors such as
Enrique Dussel, Arturo Escobar, and Edgardo Lander have shown how Latin
American development studies emerged as a tool for social control. US-Colombian
anthropologist Arturo Escobar has contributed significantly to debates within this
field of study with his seminal book Encountering Development, in which he de-
constructs key elements leading industrial nations to conceptualize Latin America as
an underdeveloped region (Escobar 1995). On the role of social scientists, this
contemporary literature wholly diverges from the optimistic social-liberal vision
while agreeing on the ideological nature of social sciences as portrayed by the
Marxist instrumentalization vision. However, its view of the link between ideology
and social sciences conceives of the latter in the context of social fabric, and not
simply as repressive political tools. This body of work criticizes the Marxist
instrumentalization vision for its use of a restrictive interpretation of the concept of
ideology as a veiled truth. Although the literature on which we draw does not entirely
agree with the critical vision of US sociologists in the 1960s, we are fully aware of the
role that some US social scientists played in Latin America.

This article seeks to describe the US-led sociological knowledge of Latin America
accumulated during a period of growth in the importance of social science research on
developed countries, as well as a concurrent interest in Latin America within acade-
mia. This article is therefore comprised of two distinct objectives. The first objective
is to communicate and highlight the results of empirical research stemming mainly
from the analysis of data from scientific journals and archives published by research
foundations of that era. The second objective is to critically assess and discuss the
participation of sociology in Latin American studies. This paper employs an analysis
of institutions set up to support research (centers, institutes, departments, research
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councils, professional associations, foundations, etc.) in an attempt to assess the
organizational logic framing sociological knowledge. Most of the originality of our
analysis lies in its empirical roots, unlike most thinking on the subject, which tends to
stem from reflections based on personal experiences.4

For this research, we have adopted an implicit theoretical framework. We are not
looking to reveal individual initiatives, but rather to emphasize general trends and
conjunctures within variations or continuity over time of forms of collaborations
occurring in a competitive milieu. In what we call the “institutional environment”,
actors who each hold their own particular and varied objectives engage in a compe-
tition for influence, access to economic resources, and prestige. As a unit of analysis,
our work utilizes interactions between agents within the institutional fields of soci-
ology and their relationships with its political, economic, and military environments.
For this research, we concentrate not on the influence of some of the most important
sociological literature, but rather, on the contextual framework of a particular insti-
tutional environment. To do so, we have attempted to describe sociology as it was
largely practiced on a basic, even mundane, level. In this endeavor, we are interested
in underlying sociology as it was practiced by the majority of its actors and not by the
rising stars of the genre. For this reason, our research has attempted to embrace
various levels and dynamics at work in the production of knowledge. We have
specifically attempted to utilize a broad variety of material.

Although this article stems mainly from our own original research results, the work
of other researchers is utilized on several occasions throughout the text. We compare
our results with other analyses of social sciences that played a role within cultural
area studies during the 1960s. We use the works of political scientist Ralph Braibanti,
specialist in Middle Eastern studies; Lewis Hanke, Latin America historian and
contributor to the institutionalization of Latin American studies in the United
States; sociologist Sugiyama Iutaka, specialist on Brazil; historian David Ludden,
specialist on Southeast Asia; political commentator John D. Martz, specialist on
South America; political scientists Martin C. Needler and Thomas W. Walker;
anthropologist David Price; historian Mary Jeanne Reid Martz; and finally, the work
of sociologist Glaucio Ary Dillon Soares, also a renowned specialist on Brazil. Given
the extensive diversity of material used in this paper, we have chosen to use footnotes
to offer more information on data and methodology where relevant.

Each of this article’s sections is an analysis focused on one specific element. The
paper examines sociology as if it were a multi-layered ensemble. The article begins
with a brief assessment of the importance or role of sociological work within Latin
American studies in the 1960s. Through a focus on its relationship with Latin
American studies, we aim to measure its significance in the study of the cultural
area. We then describe the general format of research initiatives before linking the
configuration of sociological work with its funding. Our goal is to characterize the
configuration of the research by focusing on its typology. From an analysis of its
funding, its relationship with public and private funding sources will hopefully
emerge. Then we highlight the specificities of the research in geographical and topical
matters. An examination of the geographical breakdown of the research should yield
more insight into its focuses and interests. An assessment of its relationship with US

4 See for example Hanke 1967, or Martz 1971.

Am Soc (2013) 44:155–176 159



foreign policies and business interests will be conducted based on an analysis of
the main topics. Before critically assessing the state of sociological research on
Latin America during the 1960s, we show several of its failings, or so-called
“blind spots”. Our hope is that this critical study of what was missing in the
sociological study of Latin America has yielded a portrait of its research orien-
tations. This article ends with a critical discussion about this multi-layered
ensemble, which we contend is more a muddled hodgepodge than an enlightened
weapon of foreign policy.

The Role of Sociology in Latin American Studies

In order to better understand the relationship between sociology and Latin
American studies, we must evaluate the importance of their connection. This
task has been accomplished by studying the part played by this discipline vis-à-
vis the other humanities and social sciences in a larger field of activities unified
around an object or a perspective. An analysis of various primary and second-
ary data gleaned from multidisciplinary journals specialized in Latin American
studies as well as a closer look at the largest Latin American studies association
in the United States has allowed us to evaluate the proportion of sociologists’
contribution to knowledge about Latin America during the years following the
Second World War.

An examination of the role of contemporary sociology in Latin American studies
reveals that sociology in the United States has played a secondary role in the study of
Latin America.5 Our research indicates that this was also the case in the 1960s. Our
analysis yielded the impression of a sociology that contributed only slightly to Latin
American studies in the United States. Indeed, sociology accounts for only approx-
imately 10 % of Latin American studies in the mid-1960s.6 Only 5 % of the members
of the major US association of Latin American studies (Latin American Studies
Association–LASA) were sociologists (Martz 1971, 90), and fewer than 1 % of the
members of American Sociological Association (ASA) were also members of LASA
(Braibanti 1968, 56–58). In 1970, no director of any of the Latin American studies
associations in the United States was on the faculty of a sociology department.
Sociology grew significantly during the 1960s, yet it still remained very marginal.
Needler and Walker note that of all the social science fields, sociology of Latin
America is the discipline in which teaching increased the most between 1958 and
1969. However, sociology remained a marginal field in Latin American studies

5 We gathered information from the lists of various centers, research institutes, and Latin American studies
programs on the history of approximately 30 organizational units devoted to Latin American knowledge.
The information obtained from the organizations’ websites allowed us to create profiles based on historical
information, disciplinary orientations, and working objectives.
6 We analyzed the most extensive list of research conducted on Latin America available, sampling the
listings published in the “Current Research Inventory” section of the Latin American Research Review
(LARR) journal between 1965 and 1967. Established in 1965, LARR became the official journal for of the
Latin American Studies Association (LASA) at its creation in 1966. LARR is dedicated to the study of
Latin America from the diverse perspectives of human sciences, including political science, sociology, and
history. The study of this sample allowed us to establish the quantity, importance, and origin of the funding
of work on Latin America at the end of the 1960s.
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(Needler and Walker 1971, 133). Of the sciences that study social relations, anthro-
pology held a de facto monopoly over the analysis of Latin America until the 1950s.
In fact, the funding institutions considered this area of study the anthropologists’
reserved territory (Iutaka 1965, 9).

Research Configuration

Our research included an attempt to typify the configuration of the work of American
sociologists focusing on Latin America. We were interested in the configuration of
their research projects. We call this combination of the resources and infrastructures
utilized to make research possible the research configuration.

Our analysis of the research listed by the Latin American Research Review
between 1965 and 1967 reveals 100 sociological projects and approximately 20
multidisciplinary projects with a mainly sociological perspective. We classified these
sociological works according to a typology based on the funds obtained, the size of
the research teams, and the duration of the projects listed. We distinguish four types
of frameworks of sociological projects as presented in Table 1. This table shows that
of all LARR’s sociology projects listed between 1965 and 1967, more than half are
limited in the extent of their budget and duration. One can therefore conclude that,
during the mid-1960s, sociological research on Latin America was, above all, a series
of individual or semi-individual research projects.

Table 1 Typology of research projects dealing with Latin America during the mid-1960s

Size Characteristics Number

“Large” Substantial funding, large team, research over many years 16/128

“Medium” Substantial funding, medium team, limited length 31/128

“Small” Funding (<$100 000 US) for a single researcher, limited length 70/128

Book One or two researchers collaborating on a volume 11/128

Based on the listings from the Latin American Research Review (1965–1967)

Table 2 Distribution of projects by university and typology

University Large Medium Small Book

University of Wisconsin-Madison 2/13 4/13 6/13 1/13

Cornell University 2/9 2/9 5/9 0/9

University of California-Berkeley 0/9 3/9 6/9 0/9

University of Texas 0/8 0/8 4/8 4/8

American University 7/8 0/8 1/8 0/8

Harvard University 0/6 2/6 3/6 1/6

Yale University 1/5 1/5 3/5 0/5

University of Pittsburgh 0/5 3/5 2/5 0/5

Based on listings from the Latin American Research Review (1965–1967)
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We measured the configuration patterns of sociological research dealing with Latin
America based on the universities from which research originated. Of the 50 univer-
sities that produced research projects, eight were responsible for half of the 128
projects identified. The breakdown by project for these eight universities is illustrated
in Table 2. The universities that produced the greatest number of research projects
were also those where nearly all of the “large” research projects originated. For
example, seven of the 16 large projects are joint initiatives of the United States
Department of Defense and the American University in Washington, DC. But the
mass of research was not done by more prominent universities. In fact, more than half
of the small- and medium-sized projects were conducted by about 40 universities. We
also noticed other patterns in the distribution of projects. For example, Columbia
University and the University of Florida were devoted mainly to small research
projects, whereas the University of Michigan carried out only medium projects.

Our analysis of the Journal of Inter-American Studies shows that as of the early
1960s, there were growing numbers of academics affiliated with the army, the state,
or the US Department of Defense. Sociologists sharing these affiliations con-
tributed to the production of knowledge and debates on Latin America.7

However, none of these sociologists came solely from institutions external to
academia. Our analysis of the research projects listed by the Latin American
Research Review also shows that sociological research on Latin America came
almost exclusively from the academic sector. The research projects of semi-
public or private centers such as the RAND Institute were not sociological in
nature; rather, their research centered on other disciplines, namely psychology,
political science, or anthropology. These projects were marginal in numbers in
both the journals and research centers.

Research Funding

Having characterized the configuration of sociological work dealing with Latin
America, let us consider its financing. Between 1965 and 1967, half of all the projects
listed in the Journal of Inter-American Studies received funds from either a government
program or a public or private foundation. All other projects were financed by the
researchers’ personal funds or by non-specified funds available through research centers
or university departments. Only 27 of the small research projects were funded by public
or private organizations. This is also the case for a large majority of the medium-sized
projects and all of the large projects. The organizations which funded the majority of the
sociological projects on Latin America are (in order of highest to lowest funding): the
Ford Foundation, the National Institute for Mental Health (NIMH), the US Department
of Defense, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the
Carnegie Foundation, and the Social Science Research Council (SSRC).

7 We examined the disciplinary affiliations, departmental and national origin of all the authors of published
articles in the Journal of Inter-American Studies (IAS) between 1959 and 1969. To this end, we concen-
trated our study on the contributors’ biographies in the journal’s quarterly periodicals. The journal
published scientific articles from a broad variety of American and international researchers writing from
political science, humanities, social science, geography, legal and journalism perspectives. The journal is
now known as Latin American Politics and Society.
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The projects presented in Table 3 represent approximately half of the total research
listed. The other half, composed mostly of books and small projects, was funded by
internal departmental funds, universities, or by operational funds from research units.
The budgets of American universities after the Second World War were substantially
increased, thanks to funding programs such as the National Defense Education Act
(NDEA) of 1958. Latin American studies budgets appear to have increased accordingly,
but this impact was only noticeable a few years later. It was in 1965, when President
Lyndon Johnson signed the Higher Education Act, that Area studies saw increased
financing (Ludden 2000, 2). The NDEA, which funded the promotion of the study of
languages and foreign cultures, constituted one of the first important government
investment plans for higher education (Lockman 2004, 126). Between 1958 and
1965, its funds served primarily to consolidate language teaching programs in Spanish
and Portuguese.8 But as of the mid-1960s, this funding served specifically to implement
research and study programs, many of which stemmed from the language programs.

We looked at not only the role of educational funding of Latin American research, but
also financing from various private foundations. While research was not exclusively
funded by either the private or public sector, it is agreed that they each played an
important role in establishing and structuring sociological research dealing with Latin
America. Our study of the funding sources of Latin American sociological research
projects shows considerable variation in funding sources between 1945 and 1970. The
private sector funds, which were crucial to the social and cultural development of some
countries, could conversely be used as a means of US government pressure on those
same countries. This effect was achieved effortlessly with the imposition of restrictive

8 It is important to note that the NDEA program is only partially aimed at Latin American studies. LARR
notes that in 1968, only one-eighth of the 240 grants from the NDEA program to students in higher studies
were attributed to Latin American studies.

Table 3 Principal private and public organizations responsible for funding sociological research dealing
with Latin America (breakdown by project typology)

Organizations Project typology Total (/117)

Small (/70) Medium (/31) Large (/16)

Ford Foundation 4 6 6 16

NIMH 3 6 1 12

Defense Department 0 4 6 10

Carnegie Foundation 2 1 4 7

US AID 3 2 2 7

SSRC 4 3 0 7

National Science Foundation 0 2 2 4

Fulbright Program 1 3 0 4

Rockefeller Foundation 2 1 0 3

Based on the listings from the Latin American Research Review (1965–1967)

Numbers are not cumulative, since numbers of projects receive funding from more than one source
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conditions. The fluctuation of funding can be explained by the changes in US foreign
policies. However, unlike the US government and National Defense department, private
foundations showed a certain restraint with respect to suggested urgency of alleged
“threats”, and demonstrated a will to diversify views and approaches. Thus, specializa-
tions and variations in funding distribution may also be attributable to the influence of
foundation presidents.9 A thorough study of the historical relationship between founda-
tions and Latin American research shows that there is a partial correlation between the
variations in research orientation and the far-reaching objectives of US foreign policies.
This is what we have called “topical tropism”.

In our inventory of research programs from the Latin American Research Review,
we highlighted preferred relations between certain granting organizations and uni-
versities. The Ford Foundation, SSRC, and the US Department of Defense are the
granting organizations with the most exclusive relationships with academic institu-
tions. In other words, the majority of the projects financed by these funding sources
repeatedly went to the same universities, which often tended to depend on these
sources for financing. In contrast, the National Science Foundation (NSF), USAID,
and the Rockefeller Foundation were less exclusive. Researchers and universities that
received funding for a large proportion of their projects tended to maintain an
exclusive relationship with their granting organizations.

A former employee of the State Department describes a state of confusion and
disorder during this period that was close to complete chaos.10 The presence of two
dozen federal agencies and many teaching institutions, organizations, foundations,
and private sector individuals involved with international programs resulted in a
disordered body of research. Sociological research on Latin America, which grew
so significantly during the 1960s, was funded by a significant number of internal
sources that were not overseen by granting organizations. This money trickled down
from various budgetary sources earmarked for teaching and organizational structures,
rather than specific research funding. Sociology benefitted from the growing funding
for education in foreign languages and cultures. Funding from private foundations
was not only significant, but growing. State and Defense department funding, while
present, did not constitute a privileged and dominant form of funding for sociological
research on Latin America in the 1960s.

Geographical Distribution of Interest

Now that the framework of sociological work dealing with Latin America has been
delineated, let us examine its geographical interest. An account of both funded and
non-funded projects listed by the Latin American Research Review creates the
impression that Latin America was being unequally processed or evaluated. The

9 In the case of the Carnegie Foundation, these changes imply variation in the definition of scientific
priorities between each presidential mandate. For instance, Charles Dollard, president of the Carnegie
Foundation between 1948 and 1955, preferred quantitative and objective social sciences, while John W.
Gardner, president between 1955 and 1967, was more interested in human behaviour. Thus, it is difficult to
conclude that the Carnegie Foundation’s agenda for social sciences was oriented primarily by the re-
quirements of foreign policies (Ludden 2000).
10 See Hispania, Vol. 44, No 1.1
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studies of Guatemala, Central America, and Cuba were a majority of the large
projects funded; those relating to Puerto Rico, Chile, Peru, and Brazil were the
majority of medium-sized projects; and those that concentrated on Argentina,
Mexico, and Colombia constituted the majority of “small” projects. Despite the high
proportion of proposed projects relating to the Caribbean, these resulted in mainly
books or volumes. The projects of this era concentrating mainly on Cuba are
unexpectedly very few, but they were all funded.11 Our research shows that Brazil,
Argentina, Colombia, and Mexico were, in descending order, the most studied
countries. Chile, Jamaica, and Peru were also well-represented. In addition, 21 pro-
jects offered a horizontal perspective on Latin America; ten dealt with the Caribbean,
and four with Central America.

Our study of some private foundations showed that they also had geograph-
ical preferences. An analysis of the funds granted by the Carnegie Foundation
shows a close relation between this foundation and projects relating to the
Caribbean.12 Projects concerning Caribbean islands and the British West
Indies such as Jamaica, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, and the adjacent area
(Belize and Guyana, for example) are dominant. Research on Brazil was largely
financed by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID)
which also favored research on Peru and Colombia. Research on Peru was
financed by many organizations, but the National Science Foundation focused
on this country more than any other foundation. The Ford Foundation funded
more comparative research on Latin America as a whole than any other
organization. Other organizations like the Guggenheim Foundation, the Peace
Corps, and the US Department of Defense did not operate by strict geograph-
ical specializations. As we indicated, only partial research funding came from
private and public foundations. Therefore, one can only partly conclude that the
geographical specialization of American sociological work is the result of
gearing work to funding sources.

This geographical focus of sociological work in the 1960s can be better
grasped through a triple typology (see Table 4). In the first group, the “obvi-
ous” countries to study, one finds research on the most populous countries of
Latin America with highly developed urban centers, such as Argentina, Brazil,
and Mexico. These countries were analyzed traditionally by Latin American
studies, and sociology was not an exception to this rule. In the second group,
the “suspect,” we find studies relating to countries with important stakes for US
foreign policy. These countries include Colombia, Cuba, Guatemala, and Peru,
whose contemporary manifestations of “totalitarian social movements” gave
added legitimacy to favorable funding decisions. In the last group, the “friend-
ly” countries, one finds research on countries or regions with consistent

11 Although Cuba’s radicalization originally signalled a certain rebirth for Latin American studies, the
country is in fact minimally studied. This could be explained by the researchers’ lack of access to the island.
12 We consulted the archives of the Carnegie Corporation of New York located in the Columbia University
library. From these archives, we established a list of projects on Latin America funded by this foundation
during the 1945–1970 period. This information covers the foundations’ funding recipients, project partic-
ipants, as well as project duration and countries studied. These documented sources are valuable signposts
that enabled us to carefully calibrate the transformation in Latin American studies during the Cold War in
the United States of America, with emphasis on the place occupied by sociology.
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political and economic relationships with the United States. Enhanced knowl-
edge of these countries provided better understanding of US allies. Included in
this group are Chile and Puerto Rico. Consequently, despite research interests in
following potential radical changes and hostility to the United States, the
traditionally-studied countries continue to be studied during the 1960s.

Knowledge was therefore partly determined by US foreign strategies: not only
against countries and “zones at risk” or “suspect countries,” but also with respect to
the traditional allies of the United States. Thus, the geographic distribution of
sociological research on Latin America can be explained both in terms consistent
with the Marxist instrumentalization vision (i.e. strategic requirements related to the
Cold War) and by the need to both explain changes occurring and pursue traditional
research.

Topical Distribution of Research

In addition to geographical specializations as relevant determinants of sociolog-
ical research on Latin America, the topical distribution of the work of American
sociologists is also worthy of examination. Our study of the journal Hispania
revealed the emergence of social and political themes in Latin American
studies, particularly between 1963 and 1965.13 During this time frame, the
appearance of themes more appropriate to sociology in a journal featuring
analyses of the literature, languages, and history of Latin American countries
suggests that the sudden relevance of left and right wing “totalitarianisms” in
the Americas was paralleled by new disciplinary references. Indeed, prior to
this era, Latin America was studied through the lens of the past (traditional
literature, history, and archaeology). As Hanke points out, the historians who
studied Latin America had no interest in analyzing contemporary history
(Hanke 1967, 54). The new era of Latin American studies, however, concen-
trated on the examination of contemporary social relations.

13 We thoroughly studied the data in the Notes and News section of the quarterly journal Hispania from
1951 to 1969. Established in 1917, Hispania is the official journal of the Association for American Teachers
of Spanish and Portuguese Language (AATSP).

Table 4 Typology of Latin American countries of interest to American sociologists during the 1960s

Typology Characteristics Example countries

The “obvious” Highly populated countries with developed
urban centers

Argentina, Brazil & Mexico

The “suspect” Important stakes in United States foreign
policy

Columbia, Cuba, Guatemala & Peru

The “friendly” Countries with sustained political and
economical relationships with
the United States

Chile & Puerto Rico
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A close examination of LARR reveals that the very diverse research topics
gravitated around two general fields of investigation. The politicization and industri-
alization of Latin America were analyzed under the following diverse topics: social
and economic development, the impact of internal migrations on agriculture and
urban development, the transformation of the family and the ensuing demographic
consequences, as well as the role of young people in society and their connection with
the education system. Figures 1 and 2 below synthesize the interplay between the
various topics and these two overarching fields of research. Bold lines indicate strong
connections, while dotted lines indicate a less significant, but still noticeable
relationship.

The issue of development, whether social, rural, or economic, was investigated in
more than one out of every ten research projects. Social and economic development
was associated with the industrialization and politicization of Latin America. Titles of
research papers on development such as “Social Development and Political
Legitimation Crisis” (the Horowitz research project), “Socio-farming Aspects of
Development” (Inkeles, Schuman, and Ryan), or “Values and Political
Development” (Silvert and Bonilla) testify to the broad range of these projects.
However, we noted that the duration, number of collaborators, and budgets of these
ambitious projects were rather limited.

The introduction of technological change to agricultural methods, together with
the social impact of rural area migration towards the city constitutes another topic of
importance. The projects devoted to social change and the rural world mostly involve
Mexico, Brazil, Guatemala, and Colombia. The agriculture of Latin American

Industrialization

Social 
and 

Economic 
Development

Agriculture 
and

Rural 
Depopulation

Women,
Families

and 
Human
Fertility

Fig. 1 Topical map of research related to the field “Industrialization”. Source: Based on the listings from
the Latin American Research Review (1965–1967)
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countries was considered a social dimension undergoing change precipitated by
internal migrations. The topic can be summarized as follows: social change weakens
agriculture, since farmers lose labor due to human migrations towards cities. These
farmers also face changes in their working methods as a result of technologies. Some
studies tried to evaluate the openness of farmers to modernized techniques, mainly
because of preoccupations concerning the politicization of small farmers and their
radicalization with regards to landowners, as well as their cultural assimilation into
dominant social groups. With the noticeable exception of the Land Tenure Center
(LTC) at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, these agricultural projects were
among the less funded. However, the importance of agricultural research reflected
concerns about the collectivization or nationalization of those aspects of agricultural
production affecting US companies and Latin American trade agreements with the
United States. Research that included consideration of the origins of technological
delays, their links to cultural attitudes and their economic and social impacts were
notably influenced by Modernization theory.

The family, human fertility, and the place of women in Latin American companies
constituted a third category of research projects. The role of women and the family
structure were frequently associated with fertility, as evidenced by projects such as
“Fertility and Family Structure in Argentina” (Cicourel research project), and
“Family Structure and Fertility in Brazil” (Gendell and Burch). The family structure
appeared to be a social institution potentially endangered by the changing role of
women, but it was also an impediment, slowing down the changes necessary for
development. The family structure itself was called into question by the increas-
ing urbanization of families and the industrialization of work. Fertility, a central
theme of Modernization theory, evidently posed such a problem for American
sociology that the theme occupied an important place within research projects.
According to the theory of modernization, a willingness to control human

Politicization

Women,
Families

and 
Human
Fertility

Youth,
Education

and
Student 

Movements

Social 
and 

Economic 
Development

Agriculture 
and

Rural 
Depopulation

Fig. 2 Topical map of the research related to the polarizing field “Politicization”. Source: Based on the
listings from the Latin American Research Review (1965–1967)
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fertility through effective transition from traditional family structures and “im-
proved” roles for women (Cutright et al. 1976) indicates a potential transition
from a traditional to a modern mind.

The last topic occupying an important place within research projects on Latin
America was the role of young people in Latin American companies, as well as the
role of the education system in identity construction and social mobilization. Whether
the projects studied children, teenagers, or young adults, in Argentina, Chile, Mexico,
or Puerto Rico, their principal stake was the process of internalization of social roles.
Research focused on role representation in society, as well as the aspirations of young
people in Latin American countries. Other studies questioned the role and scale of
social mobilization in university students.

Blind Spots

Our study of sociological research on Latin America reveals generally recurring topics,
but also many “blind spots.” For example, the connections between populations of
European origin and aboriginal populations were not subjected to any analysis whatso-
ever. Relations between large landowners, industry moguls, and workers are under-
examined. According to Price, foundations did not grant funds for the study of power
relations (Price 2003, 394). Certain minor projects tackled the question, but they were
largely under-financed, particularly when placed against the backdrop of their potential
contribution to knowledge of Latin American social dynamics and power configura-
tions. Other projects studied industrialists and landowners, but this category of players
was also largely under-represented, if one takes into account their important social
responsibilities. In addition—and this is one of the most common criticisms of
Modernization theory—studies of Latin America’s underdevelopment only briefly
touched upon international interdependence. The impact of US foreign policy on
Latin America is very seldom examined, and even then, only descriptively.

Price maintains that, during the 1960s, studies on Latin America tended to confuse
peace with war (Ibid). The ideological objective behind most studies of Latin
America was to pacify the area. But most researchers seemed to consider that only
transformations, and sometimes rapid ones, could ensure peace. The nature of these
transformations conformed to the general ideas of the countries where Latin America
was studied. As Hanke notes, Latin American studies tended to focus on crises and
discontinuities, rather than stability and continuity in the region (Hanke 1967, 62).
Our study has revealed the prime importance of topics related to social change,
particularly as they relate to industrialization and politicization processes. Social
change is desirable when it allows improvements to social and economic conditions:
nevertheless, it does have an effect on the fabric of society. Sociologists, through their
consistently negative view of Latin America as either underdeveloped or unstable,
practiced normative sociology. In approaching Latin America with the general dis-
course of its so-called underdevelopment, they ensured that social dynamics were cast
in a negative light when they were deemed to be disintegrating or responsible for
radicalism, uncontrolled fertility, or the dismantling of social bonds. They decoded
traditionalism and the refusal of technological progress as opposition to social
change, and felt it was important to show the social consequences of this refusal.
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Reid Martz suggests that knowledge about Latin America suffered from too much
abstraction and conceptualization (Reid Martz 1980, 143). Our research shows that
numerous project titles had very broad objectives, and the limited resources and short
duration of these studies suggest a risk of abstraction. Nevertheless, this type of
project, although highly visible, was actually rather rare. To view sociological
research on Latin America only from the perspective of large and well-known pro-
jects would mean ignoring the vast majority of research. This majority is comprised
of the more timely and flexible projects with more limited objectives. The large
visible projects did not constitute an important proportion of the sociological knowl-
edge on Latin America during the 1960s. As we have shown, when the projects are
evaluated as a whole, the small and medium-sized projects were nonetheless carriers
of the theoretical failings of Modernization theory.14

Some sociologists of this era did view the dependence of their discipline on the
positions of the US government with a critical eye, but by perpetuating the view of
Latin America as a region in constant crisis, the majority of them helped further the
broader objectives of the United States in Latin America, notably through their
discourse on development, modernization, or the control of “totalitarianisms.” With
all probability, these objectives were furthered by the social theories that US sociol-
ogists partially reinforced in supporting the research projects that went hand-in-hand
with their interests. However, only certain projects veered towards the US govern-
ment’s direct interests. The other projects formed a set of fragmented themes, or a
puzzle that once put together resembled the interests at stake in current events. If this
is the case, is it reasonable to conclude that sociology translates contemporary
concerns into sociological terms? Can we presume that these similarities are in fact
more of a topical tropism, or an indicator of the reaction of this social science to
current events, rather than a determination of knowledge by the political interests of
the United States?

Sociology of Latin America After 1965

After 1965, funding for the study of Latin American societies from both public and
private sources enabled many students to go to Latin American countries. This trend
influenced the institutional world of sociology. However, these students returned in
the late 1960s and 1970s with a very critical view of US policy in Latin America
(Petras 2000). Since 1965, the field of Latin American studies has drawn significantly
on the social sciences. However, sociology was not a favored discipline of Latin
American studies during the 1960s. But because of its disciplinary proximity and
organizational similarity with anthropology, history, economy, and psychology, it
benefited from the availability of funds earmarked for particular objectives.
Sociologists knew how to ensure sustained research financing by adapting to chang-
ing trends on their own terms (Price 2003, 393). Any examination of the birth of Area
studies and their particular relationship to US strategic international objectives may
obscure the option that sociologists may have simply translated funders’ intentions
into terms appropriate for their own objectives (Ludden 2000, 19). Beyond every

14 For further reading on the theoretical failings of Modernization theory, consult Frank 1966.
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possible strategy, such significant disparities in ways of conducting and funding
research contributed significantly to the fragmentation of research by shortening the
lifespan of some institutions and jeopardizing the funding of long-term projects.

In 1976, Dillon Soares published an extremely critical assessment of Latin
American studies (Dillon Soares 1976, 55). The quantity of individual projects, the
disarticulation and non-cumulative nature of research on Latin America were the
symptoms of an “obvious lack of research coordination” and “refusal of collaborative
work between research centers.” This lack of coordination, combined with over-
abstraction and inadequate context setting, has created the effect of a general deteri-
oration in academic standards since the mid-1960s (Dillon Soares 1976, 53–59).
Iutaka attributes the non-cumulative nature of the research and its incapacity to
outline explanatory patterns to the obvious lack of dialogue between researchers of
North and South America (Iutaka 1965, 12). The researchers who knew the Latin
American literature well were originally from Latin America, but according to Dillon
Soares, they generally knew nothing about the existing literature on countries other
than their own (Dillon Soares 1976, 68). According to Martz, academic standards in
Latin American studies were often viewed as the lowest among Area studies (Martz
1971, 73). Martz attributed this poor reputation to the refusal of certain researchers to
integrate contemporary methodologies and conceptualization problems into their
research. However, Martz felt that this period clearly ended with the increase in
research funding for the region. Nevertheless, in 1977, the US historian Lawrence A.
Clayton publicly shared the grievances he had received from researchers funded by
Latin American institutions (Clayton 1977, 247). These researchers contended that
young researchers from the United States who were sent to work in Latin America
had neither command of local language(s), nor any knowledge of local history; they
were, rather, simply interested in working in a warm and sunny locale.

Beyond these factors relating to personal intentions, ad hominem explanations and
ethnocentrism, the poor reputation of research on Latin America can be explained by
the considerable challenges of managing important variables such as fluctuations in
both funding for and interest in the region in general, and Latin American countries in
particular. While funds were allotted generously in the 1960s, Latin American studies
had just endured two decades of obscurity. Levels of interest in Latin American
studies have been somewhat erratic since World War II.

Beginning in 1939, the fight against fascism incited the US Army and some
foundations to finance research on Latin America. This funding essentially benefitted
the fields of anthropology, history, and literary studies (Hanke 1967, 32). However,
shortly after World War II, these resources dwindled, and Latin American studies had
to reorganize (Hanke 1967, 45). Certain research centers closed their doors, and many
teaching positions were not renewed. In 1958, there were practically no programs
offering Latin American studies in the United States (Cline 1966, 60). Knowledge on
Latin America endured during these periods of scarce funding thanks to the skill of
administrators who managed to allocate operational funds to teaching and research
(Ludden 2000, 3). This dearth of funding between 1945 and the mid-1960s returned
to the field of Latin American studies between 1970 and 1990 (Reid Martz 1980, 159;
Woodford Bray 2004, 23). And yet, certain contemporary political and social crises
have revived the interests of funding institutions in Latin American studies. Political
events implicating leftist governments, such as the 1970 election of Salvador Allende
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in Chile, in addition to the weight of Latin American foreign debt during the 1980s,
have once again opened the coffers of foundations and governments to Latin
American studies (Woodford Bray 2004, 27). Consequently, even as the National
Science Foundation and Social Science Research Council profess their mission of
independent funding for the social sciences, Latin American studies in the United
States are largely dependent on political current events and the economy of Latin
American countries.

From the Study of Political Instability to the Study of Underdevelopment

In this article, we have outlined the broad dynamics at play in the configuration of
sociological knowledge during the nascent period of the idea of development. This
concept emerged in a particular context; it is a specific product of history. As stated
before, Latin America studies have contributed heavily to the emergence of
“developmentalism.” We have shown that this emergence is related to certain
methods of structuring knowledge which somewhat reflect the interests of US foreign
policies and private businesses.

Under the influence of the Truman Doctrine,15 a general set of ideas and technol-
ogies led to a particular way of framing knowledge between 1955 and 1970. This
method first sought to explain the components of political stability or instability in
Latin American countries. Surprisingly, both economics and psychology profited the
most from this revived American interest in the social sciences (Reid Martz 1980,
141). During the 1960s, the focus of research shifted, now using terms suitable for
“development” rather than “political stability”, and thereby creating a new dynamic
allowing for collaboration between the social sciences and the objectives of the US
government (Price 2003, 383–385), and providing fertile ground for sociologists to
enter the picture. Hitherto, the United States government had favored military action
—not a popular option within sociological circles. But as the broader and longer-term
objective of the Truman Doctrine, development found more favor with the social
sciences, which translated the idea of development into their own themes, namely
rural and agricultural studies, social stratification, human fertility, and public health.

This new dynamic emerged from the formation of critical fora which unexpectedly
enabled a number of former skeptics to become involved in normative policy-making
and debates on social change. The objective of the Latin American Studies
Association at its establishment in 1996 was to offer a professional association to
American researchers who wished to assert a critical distance from American gov-
ernment policies (Ratliff 1989, 63; Sadowski-Smith and Fox 2004, 12). With the
creation of such an organization, researchers hoped to provide an institutional voice
for criticisms of official US positions on Latin America (Cuzan 1994; Ratliff 1989,
60–63). Earlier, we noted that public and private funding sources allowed many
sociology students to visit Latin American countries for the first time. In the 1960s

15 The Truman Doctrine was created in 1947 by then-President of the United States Harry S. Truman. This
doctrine established the political foundation for the US position on the Communist Party and the USSR. It
attempted to limit the number of countries that adopted communism by supplying military and technical
assistance as well as financial support to ‘free countries.’
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and 1970s, these students returned with a very critical view of US policy on Latin
America (Petras 2000). Since 1965, the field of Latin American studies has drawn
abundantly from the humanities and social sciences. This new corpus of material has
yielded many critical tools.

During each period when important developments in Latin American studies have
taken place, noticeable support for one or more of the social sciences and humanities
has appeared. Our research shows that the option to view sociology as a valid tool for
comprehending Latin America emerged during the 1960s. We believe that the key to
this interest for sociological analysis lies in its use of contemporary issues to examine
Latin America. In Latin America itself, where new social problems—which cannot be
accurately explained solely by the study of the past civilizations, through history or
archaeology alone—are shaped, the expertise of sociological study holds great
appeal. The scope of sociology, unlike other disciplines, incorporates attitudes,
representations, and social stratification. This growth of interest for sociology, al-
though modest, seems to have been the result of the lack of social contexts in Latin
American economic policies.

In our study of the general infrastructure and dynamics of knowledge about Latin
America over the long term, we noted that the institutional field of research has
reacted only partially to the changing requirements of current international relations
events in the Americas. We can explain this phenomenon by observing the sustained
support of foundations for certain objectives which are not (or not very closely)
related to current events. These practices persist beyond the characteristic principles
found in private and public policies. It seems clear, then, that if sociological research
on Latin America does not duplicate the image of US foreign policies, it is precisely
because its institutional component tends to maintain its firmly-established traditions.
At times, the complexity of certain organizational changes can explain the pursuit of
conflicting programs, or more simply programs which are out of step with political
news and strategy. This principle holds true even when grant and teaching program
administrators are not necessarily opposed to government policies.

Between 1920 and 1960, the Monroe Doctrine and the Roosevelt Corollary aimed
to pacify the Latin American region and increase exchange between countries of the
Americas. The implementation of this organizing principle helps to explain why
language schools, literary studies, and the history of Latin American countries were
of primary importance. These disciplines were used to improve exchange and recip-
rocal knowledge. Under the influence of the Truman Doctrine, between 1955 and
1970, a specific framework of knowledge was established. Its first objective was to
explain the ingredients of political stability in Latin American countries. To this end,
funding institutions mainly supported political science. Prior to the advent of the
Kennedy Doctrine, the idea of development grew from the analysis of political
stability. Economy and psychology profited the most from these approaches (Reid
Martz 1980, 141). During the 1960s, the reformulation of research objectives in terms
of “development” rather than “political stability” was perhaps, according to Price, one
of the only strategies which could ensure effective social sciences collaboration with
the objectives of the US government. Over the short term, the latter advocated
military action, which was not the social sciences’ favorite objective (Price 2003,
383–385), but over the long term, the development of Latin America was the main
goal. This addition to the broader objective of the Truman Doctrine was echoed by
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the social sciences, which translated development into their own themes. With the
birth of counter-culture and the emergence of a critical perspective arising from the
creation of new organizations, a good number of researchers working on Latin
America proposed a new organizing principle.

It is in this context that the Latin American Studies Association was created. It
wanted to offer US researchers a platform critical of American government policies.
This simultaneous superposition of a variety of sometimes conflicting principles for
framing knowledge explains both the enduring and changing humanities and social
sciences modes of investigating Latin America in the 1960s. It also attests that no
single principle oriented US sociological research on Latin America during this
period.

Conclusion

To conclude, let us summarize what we have demonstrated throughout this article.
The sociology of Latin America practiced in the United States is the legacy of the
sociology and anthropology departments of university institutions as well as research
centers and institutes. Most of these studies were supported by funds granted to
projects under the direction of one researcher for a limited period. As a whole, they
are strongly fragmented. The significant number of financial sources and the weak
interaction between researchers are some of the factors explaining this fragmentation.
Although sociological research relates to a unit entitled “Latin America,” its geo-
graphic coverage is uneven. This geographical distribution can be traced to the
strategic requirements arising from current events, but also to continuities within
established institutional traditions. Indeed, the countries studied traditionally by
social sciences were Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Mexico, and this trend, which
reflects the pattern of crises in the area, continued through the eventful 1960s.
Sociology was no exception. However, sociology’s reaction to new events does not
constitute a determination of knowledge by US political interests. Sociology trans-
lates contemporary concerns into sociological terms. During the 1960s, this connec-
tion to social and political events did not necessarily result in an “instrumentalization”
of sociological knowledge, but rather in a “topical tropism,” at times opportunistic,
which falls into the category of marked disorganization and fragmentation, as well as
a major divide between “small” and “large” projects.

By choosing a focus other than renowned scholars or controversial programs, this
article has proposed another viewpoint on the period. It has focused on the mass of
sociological studies on Latin America using a rigorous empirical approach. Thank to
this particular focus we have learned that the institutions and outputs of US socio-
logical studies on Latin America during the 1960s do not embody the well-organized
rationale with strong goals advocating social change through enlightened research
that some would like to see. Nor are they a weapon of US foreign and business
policies. Rather, they represent a combination of various actors with diverging goals,
sometimes defined by improvisation, opportunism or, more simply, topical tropism.
As the research behind this article shows, if we focus on sociology as a whole
discipline represented by the myriad of scholars, centers, institutes and journals, it
is difficult to conclude that it influenced the strategy agenda, collaborated with the US
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military or became instrumentalized. In fact, our research shows that the US socio-
logical study of Latin America in the 1960s cannot be viewed as a well organized tool
advocating for social change, ruled by rational regulation and defined by cohesive
goals. It led only marginally to a better understanding of Latin America. Our research
also shows that it is inaccurate to conclude that the bulk of scholars and sociological
research are instruments of imperialist propaganda.
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