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During the eight days I spent working at the Rockefeller Archive Center (RAC) prior to 

my submitting a research grant proposal, I was puzzled by a number of questions related to the 

functioning of the Social Science Research Council (SSRC) during the WW II period. How did 

its members justify their dual policy of supporting certain scholars’ research on Latin America, 

while training others to pursue “intelligence” work on the region? Were both concerns part of the 

same academic endeavor, or was the SSRC merely a government agency promoting intelligence 

work through the work of its fellows? If, however, the SSRC was essentially a research-

sponsoring institution, at what point in time did it become interested in Latin America? If this 

moment arrived while war was imminent, did the SSRC’s interest subside after WW II, and if it 

did, what form or forms did it take?  

Additional research was required to answer, albeit partially, these questions. Having been 

a RAC fellow in the past, and as such interested in these issues, I went back in time and delved 

into the origins of the SSRC. I wanted to uncover what its original goals were, and how Latin 

America fit into these goals. I also wanted to know to what extent the original aims of the 

organization were maintained, and, if changed, how this affected the development of Latin 

American Studies. 
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With the aid of additional published documents now available through the non-profit 

organization Jstor, I will present a general overview of my research findings. Then I will focus  

on the war period to show how the SSRC sought to aid government agencies, and that this 

required training people who would actually work in the Latin American field during WW II. I 

will conclude by outlining some general ideas about how the SSRC, together with other 

organizations, became a mecca for researchers who worked on Latin America and needed 

financial assistance to conduct such research. 

 

The SSRC during the 1920s 

There seems to be a general agreement regarding what influenced the creation of the 

SSRC: the existence of the National Research Council, created to develop the natural sciences. 

There also seems to be a consensus about who first presented the idea in public, and at what 

moment and in what place: William A. Dunning, in December, 1921, at the meeting of the 

American Political Science Association.
1
 As to the ideological background and needs of such an 

organization, historian Roy F. Nichols, says the following:  

At the close of the First World War the scholarly world was endeavoring to adjust to the 

new demands for scientific knowledge produced by the exigencies of that conflict. Even 

before the entrance of the United States into the war the scientific disciplines had 

organized the National Research Council. The American Council of Learned Societies 

came into being shortly after the dawn of peace. It was almost inevitable that social 

science should seek some similar organization.
2
 

 

The SSRC concerned itself with four issues during its 1923 meetings, held in April, May and 

November of that year:  

1) the conducting of “A survey of the scope and method of existing social science 

research agencies ...”  

2) the publication of “An abstract of social science literature ...  
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3) the “Publication of an annual index and digest of [state] session laws ...”, and  

4) “The study of human migration,” a study that was to be conducted together with the 

National Research Council.
3
  

Regarding the first of these points, to the organizations that formed the SSRC it was 

“urgent” to have a thorough “survey of the most important agencies of social science research 

now in operation ...” in order to “uncover” and “organize” the materials of these agencies which 

were “unknown” and “often unused or duplicated.”
4
 In this sense and following the second point 

of interest of the SSRC, it was important to publish a periodical bulletin that would provide a 

“findings list,” such as already existed in sciences such as chemistry, which would be of use to 

researchers.  

The third point was intended to satisfy the needs of political scientists: the “Students of 

all branches of social science have been without a guide in the great field of state laws,” and 

therefore the purpose of the Council was “to obtain the annual publication of an index and digest 

of state session laws through the agency of the Library of Congress.”
5
 As to the fourth point of 

the agenda, the SSRC was “asked by the National Research Council Committee to form a 

committee on Human Migration, to consider the social aspects of the problem.”
6
 

 The SSRC was comprised of twenty-one members “representing the seven national 

organizations in the United States chiefly interested in social science research.” These 

organizations, according to SSRC President, Professor Charles E. Merriam,  

were brought together by a common feeling that close cooperation in dealing with related 

or overlapping problems was eminently desirable. The policies of the Council ... are to 

bring together scattered or isolated workers upon similar social problems; to avoid 

needless duplication of effort; to foster the cooperation of research workers; to stimulate 

and encourage research in important fields not now covered; to emphasize the 

development of increasingly scientific methods of inquiry in social studies, and 

occasionally to undertake research directly through its own committees; to aid in the 
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process of developing scientific social control, and, where that is not possible, more 

intelligent and constructive theory about the processes involved in social relations.
7
 

 

To the newly formed SSRC it was important to have a model that it could follow. Such a 

model was the National Research Council, with which the SSRC had strong ties. “We stared out 

during the [first] war,” remembered Professor Arnold Bennett Hall,  

with the organization of the National Research Council dealing with what is more 

generally known as the material sciences. Shortly after that, there was a feeling among 

some of the leading social scientists of the country that we needed an organization 

dealing with the problems of research and scientific methods in the social sciences, and 

with that in mind a movement was started for the purpose of organizing a Social Science 

Research Council.
8
  

 

While the SSRC was to retain its autonomy, it was obvious that, for at least its first few 

years of work, it was to follow the model of the National Research Council. 

On October 24, 1924, SSRC Chairman Charles E. Merriam announced the creation of “a 

Committee to outline a plan for Research Fellowships in Social Science somewhat similar to 

those now awarded by the National Research Council.”
9
 In private, Merriam confided that “the 

establishment of such fellowships as are here proposed would be very effective in stimulating 

research interest in providing opportunities for exceptionally qualified students and in raising the 

level of method and achievement in social research.”
10

 To the wider public, Merriam announced 

that the purpose of the fellowship was “the development of available personnel for the 

prosecution of studies in the field of social research.” Further, they were “designed for more 

mature persons of post-doctorate type or of equivalent intellectual maturity. They correspond 

roughly to the fellowships awarded by the National Research Council in the field of natural 

science.”
11

 

 As outlined in “A Plan for Research Fellowships in Social Science” that Merriam 

attached in his letter to Beardsley Ruml, the “Difficulties in the Way of Social Science Research” 
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had to do with the fact that there was no established method or technique that was adequate; that 

“Competent Research Men”—i.e. those with “a more elaborate and effective training in scientific 

method ... [and] who have a real genius for research”—required financial assistance; and that 

“Social Science Research [was] more Difficult to Finance than Research in the Natural 

Science.”
12

 Regarding the second of these points, the Plan stated:  

A good many men are now giving all the time they can, compatible with earning their 

livelihood. By a system of post-doctorate fellowships, it would be possible to select men 

of genius and free them from teaching and other diverting activities in order that all of 

their energy and time might be directed to the problems of research. Money thus 

expended to support able young men engaged in research projects, approved by the 

Social Science Research Council would greatly facilitate the growth of scientific method 

and the adequate ... training and development of the men of real genius in the problems of 

research.”
13

 

  

The SSRC of the 1920’s was after rescuing the “geniality” of young scholars. True: the 

SSRC organized very successful academic reunions where famous senior scholars talked about 

their work. The so-called “Hanover Conferences,” because they took place in Dartmouth, had 

evening sessions which were very popular. However, despite this interest in having the young 

listen to those with greater experience, there were individuals inclined to support the young. “If 

the social sciences are to grow and develop into somewhat more firmly established sciences,” 

wrote Lawrence K. Frank,  

it is obvious that this progress will be more largely the work of the younger generation 

who are to carry the work of the seniors, but with the insight and altered conceptions 

which they as younger people alone can bring to bear upon these subjects .... Experience 

in every science has shown that what we call scientific progress comes about very largely 

through re-formulation of problems and the supersedure [sic] of older conceptions and 

ideas by newer conceptions more congruous with the actual evidence. Therefore ... the 

future of social science lies largely in the hands of younger students who have yet to 

make their contributions.
14
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The Joint Committee on Latin American Studies, and U.S. Involvement in World War II 

According to one source, the “Joint Committee” dated back to 1933 when “a group of 

scholars engaged in research on Latin America” and submitted to the SSRC “a proposal for 

support of a general meeting of qualified Latin Americans, and two such meetings were held in 

1934.” During the first of the two meetings the participants set up two objectives:  

1) to organize “research studies in the Latin American field,” and  

2) to promote “all scholarly activities leading to a better understanding of Latin 

America.”
15

  

Eventually there was a “tri-Council committee” formed by the American Council of 

Learned Societies (ACLS), the Social Science Research Council (SSRC) and the National 

Research Council (NRC). The general objectives of this committee were  

1) to promote “Latin American studies in all fields of knowledge by planning and 

encouraging research and publication, developing tools of research, and working toward the 

improvement of education and training in Latin American fields;” and, in war times,  

2) to render “all possible service to government agencies in the promotion of inter-

American intellectual and cultural relations and the planning of projects.”
16

  

  The year 1942 was historic in more than one sense. It was a year of revelation: In spite of 

earlier attempts to study Latin America, it became apparent that not enough information was 

available for researchers and the general public about the region.  More important, it was evident 

that researchers knew close to nothing about the people who lived there.  It became the task of 

the Committee on Research Planning and Personnel, a section of the Joint Committee, to outline 

the bases for a “Study of Contemporary Culture Patterns in Latin America.” “Ignorance,” it was 

thought, was what “obscures our relationships with Latin America at this critical time.” It was a 
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dangerous ignorance, because public opinion determined “matters of policy” in a democracy. 

The situation was serious, particularly because many of the men living in the U.S. who had 

studied Latin America could not, or would not, begin research on the subcontinent anew. 

The workers in North America who have made significant contributions to the Latin 

American field are few. A hasty canvass of the fields of economics and geography 

suggests that in both together, the number of scholars writing on Latin American topics is 

little over thirty. Of these, a majority are men ... who would not be available in the 

present instance to undertake specific investigations. Others have only a minor and 

passing acquaintance with Latin American problems and would need further training, 

especially in language, and also would benefit by guidance.
17

 

 

What, then, was to be done? Who were the appropriate candidates to replace professors 

and who would be willing either to learn a new language or to receive additional training to 

conduct better research in Latin America?  

The Committee on Research Planning and Personnel had an answer: “To carry out 

anything like an adequate program, it will probably be necessary to make use of graduate 

students who have the necessary technical training in their own disciplines, and the necessary 

command of Spanish or Portuguese. The work of these people would require definite supervision 

in the field.”
18

 Graduate students rather than postdoctoral students or professors would account 

for most of this group. These would receive special training in order to become acquainted with 

part of the large kaleidoscope that was Latin America. 

Given the impending participation of the U.S. in the war, the Joint Committee on Latin 

American Studies sponsored two main projects: 

the establishment of training centers to give government workers language facility and 

background information relevant to their work, and [the] presentation of a broad view of 

this field to universities through the rotation of visiting professors. The first [project] has 

received support from [Nelson A. Rockefeller], the Coordinator of Inter-American 

Affairs, and a center is in operation in Washington.
19
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In terms of education, the use of visiting professors in American universities to further 

the acquaintance of students in the field of Latin American Studies had the additional purpose of 

identifying  young graduate candidates who would be willing to undertake “projects of 

conceivably immediate ‘war’ importance,” such as the “composition, organization, and operation 

of various types of political parties in countries selected in terms of democratic vs. non-

democratic processes;” “The role of the Army and of the Navy in the formation and control of 

public policy in selected countries” or, to cite but a third example, “The methods of authoritarian 

government in such countries as Brazil and Peru; e.g. how opinion is controlled, ... how political 

opposition groups are manipulated, etc.”
20

 Because of the “war emergency,” many of the 

research projects on Latin America were of immediate applicability to diverse users, among 

others, the military. Of particular importance, the training of young people had less to do with 

researching major political or sociological problems, and more to do with whether they would be 

available to serve the needs of specific government agencies. 

 An example of this was what the American Hemisphere Division of the Board of 

Economic Warfare sought to achieve with respect to young men and women trained in specific 

centers and universities. At a confidential meeting of the Joint Committee on Latin American 

Studies of October 17, 1942, Dewey Anderson of the Board of Economic Warfare spoke of the 

efforts which his office “had made to secure and to train personnel for executive positions in 

Latin America.” Anderson “stated the expectation that his Division will require between 250 and 

500 ... men and women for service in Latin America, as well as a staff in Washington, during the 

duration of the war ....”
21

 From the reaction of those present at the meeting, it seems obvious that 

the Board of Economic Warfare was not the only agency that was looking for trained young men 
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and women, but also that the members of the Joint Committee still expected to have young men 

and women trained in academic endeavors. 

The members of the [Joint] Committee expressed their willingness to cooperate with the 

Board of Economic Warfare in training selected candidates [sic] in the languages and the 

political and social backgrounds of Latin America [...] and explained the functioning of 

their facilities through the establishment of centers for special training projects, but 

admitted their perplexity in making available their training facilities in their fullest extent 

to governmental agencies, because of the apparent lack of a centralized personnel agency 

with authority and because of seeming intra-office competition within the agencies of the 

government.
22

 

 

There was no centralized body that could control the flow of young men and women and 

deploy them to the right positions. While this was an organizational problem, to me it was also 

important to uncover just how the “selected candidates” were to be chosen if a way was found 

for allocating them to the right agencies.  

This question I was unable to answer by looking at the SSRC collection alone. However, 

because of the war situation, I was led to conclude that the selected candidates who were to work 

in government agencies were not necessarily committed to major academic pursuits, or at least 

not to working at an American university setting. Many of these young trainees, I would venture, 

were being prepared to conduct intelligence work inside different Latin American countries.
23

 To 

my surprise, however, this did not contradict the principles of the Joint Committee which was 

“prepared and willing to serve as an advisory agency, within its competence, to the various 

agencies of the government, and assist such agencies ... in the planning and execution of 

projects.”
24

 

The actual problem of having effective instruction on Latin America was solved through 

what became known as the Inter-American Training Centers. While the information on these 

centers is scant, I was able to retrieve a document that speaks about two of them: one in 

Philadelphia; the other set in Washington, D.C. In a “Policy Board” meeting of February 12, 
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1943, at the Cosmos Club in Washington, D.C., a group of individuals—representing mainly the 

Joint Committee and the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, plus the directors 

of both the Philadelphia and Washington centers, as well as the General Director of the 

Centers—discussed the “question of the continued operation of the Philadelphia Center for an 

eight week intensive session” the following summer. At that time, and against all expectations, 

there were problems assembling enough trainees so as to “justify the expenditure of time and 

money” in the Philadelphia Center. This was not the case with the Washington Center: 

The total enrollment during the current cycle was about 1,331, including 500 Army 

officers and 100 Navy officers. Mr. [Henry G.] Doyle [director of the Washington 

Center] felt that the ceiling of expansion had about been reached since virtually every 

government agency interested in Latin America was now using the services of the Center. 

The Policy Board approved a shift of emphasis from general training to special training 

for those about to go to Latin America .... The Policy Board also approved of 

concentration on regional and topical courses in place of the general survey type. In this 

connection, Mr. Doyle suggested that the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American 

Affairs might consider a general lecture series by specialists as part of a program for 

adult education.
25

 

 

Perhaps the best example of how the war was affecting the development of social science 

research was a proposal for the study of Mexicans residing in Los Angeles.   

From the time of the Hanover conferences of the 1920s, U.S. interest in finding out more 

about Mexicans had developed. A Professor Cole, for instance, while speaking in general about 

the “lack of knowledge” Americans had about “alien peoples” and about “the conditions under 

which they [had] been raised,” spoke thus about Mexicans. 

We now have coming to us in considerable numbers the Mexicans. We know very little 

of the Mexican peasant; we do not know his economic life, his social, religious and moral 

ideas, his folk-lore and amusements, his likes and dislikes; and all those things which to 

go to make up his culture. We know his whole background is different, and that this must 

affect his reaction to American life, but it is exceedingly difficult to learn of this 

background from the Mexican in America. The fact that he is a stranger, that he has been 

made group conscious, that he realizes he is looked upon as an inferior, all tend to make 

him suspicious and uncommunicative.
26
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In spite of this early interest on Mexican immigrants, and how their presence affected the 

U.S. economy, the proposed study of Mexicans in Los Angeles during the WW II period had a 

twist that—in normal circumstances—would most likely have excluded it from the type of 

research that the SSRC would have supported at a different time. I quote extensively the first two 

paragraphs of the unsigned project “Acculturation and Conflict in the Mexican American 

Community of Los Angeles” 

The Mexican problem in the Southwest has its focus in the Los Angeles metropolitan 

area, the seventh or eighth largest Spanish speaking city in the Americas. With the war, 

[sic] ignorant and repressive police measures taken against gangs of Mexican youths have 

crystallized Mexican resentment to long continued social, political, and economic 

discrimination. This condition extensively used by Axis propagandists, creates one of the 

most delicate spots in the whole structure of Inter-American relations. 

 

Recognizing an outstanding opportunity for research serving war needs, [sic] members of 

the University of California staff prepared a research program designed to provide 

quickly the data needed for the Mexican population to increase its participation in the war 

effort, [sic] to lessen the conflict between the Mexican and American communities, to 

combat Axis propaganda, and to improve Inter-American relations. Furthermore, the 

program will accumulate data needed for a longer range study of the problem of 

acculturation.
27

   

 

While admittedly this type of research comes close to what is usually considered 

“scholarly,” it had a political angle that responded to specific war-time circumstances, and which 

paid little or no attention to the long-range implications of the presence of Mexicans in the 

Southwest. Nevertheless, it is evident that such an interest—to prevent Mexicans from siding 

with Axis propagandists, to have them side with the U.S. during the war—eventually gave way 

to more scholarly concerns. Of these I will speak in the last part of this report. 

 

The Joint Committee on Latin American Studies after the War 

A part of the ACLS and the SSRC, the Joint Committee on Latin American Studies in the 

late 1950s, moved from “overseeing a fellowship program for American scholars conducting 
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research on Latin America,” to supervising and participating “in a wide-ranging yet integrated 

array of activities aimed at generating greater understanding of Latin American societies and 

cultures,” striving particularly to encourage “international scholarly collaboration.” The program 

developed by the committee consisted of two types of fellowships, “Postdoctoral Grants for 

Advanced Research on Latin America and the Caribbean,” and the “International Doctoral 

Research Fellowship Program for Latin America and the Caribbean;” as well as a Research 

Planning component.  

Through Research Planning the Committee identifies promising topics for innovative 

research and develops activities which it hopes will promote new research in these areas. 

These have ranged from commissioning books and single essays, to sponsoring 

conferences and seminars, to helping build networks of scholars, to financing small pilot 

research projects. These activities normally involve Committee members, either as 

project coordinators, or in important consultative roles. All of these activities are also 

monitored by Committee staff to insure budgetary control and to enhance the coherence 

of the Committee’s program.
28

 

  

As time went on, however, the Research Planning section of the Joint Committee began 

to proceed in unanticipated ways.  

For one thing it took over relatively old projects and placed them either on a new 

perspective or called it “Phase II,” of the original study, except this time, a member of the 

Research Planning section directed the new phase of the study and began working on it by 

drawing funds and support from the Joint Committee. Consequently, a Committee’s sponsored 

project became an individual’s own research undertaking.  

One case was the project on the social and cultural history of the family in Latin 

America, directed originally by Francesca M. Cancian (University of California, Irvine), Peter H. 

Smith (University of Wisconsin), and Louis Wolf Goodman (no institutional affiliation 

reported). This project was taken over by Larissa Lomnitz who drew support from the 

Committee to organize meetings in the early 1980s. Eventually Lomnitz was in charge of the 
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whole undertaking.
29

 Although results of this study—plus those of others, such as the late 

Professor Friedich Katz—were rather important, it was not the role of the Joint Committee to 

sponsor research conducted by its own members.  

While the Joint Committee foresaw this situation from its founding, it did not anticipate 

that this would eventually become an accepted practice, nor that this sponsoring would be done 

at the expense of projects of similar import, but presented by outside candidates.  It is 

inconceivable that anyone would question the fact that excellent and influential studies came out 

of this practice; that other projects—proposed by outside researchers—could have come out of a 

similar nature, will remain in the realm of speculation. Nevertheless, how this practice aided 

insiders in their work and careers, remains to be evaluated, and this is something I plan to 

examine as I write with more detail about the workings of the SSRC. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editor's Note: This research report is presented here with the author’s permission but should not be cited 

or quoted without the author’s consent.  

Rockefeller Archive Center Research Reports Online is a periodic publication of the Rockefeller 

Archive Center. Edited by Erwin Levold, Research Reports Online is intended to foster the network of 

scholarship in the history of philanthropy and to highlight the diverse range of materials and subjects 

covered in the collections at the Rockefeller Archive Center. The reports are drawn from essays submitted 

by researchers who have visited the Archive Center, many of whom have received grants from the 

Archive Center to support their research.  

The ideas and opinions expressed in this report are those of the author and are not intended to 

represent the Rockefeller Archive Center. 
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