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Introductory Study

Latin American Sociology: A Centennial Regional 
Tradition

Fernanda Beigel (Argentina)

The mere mention of French, US or German Sociology refers readers to 
world renowned disciplinary traditions whose legitimate foundations are 
beyond doubt. The so-called founding fathers of ‘international’ Sociology 
(Marx, Weber and Durkheim) and other sociologists from these national 
fields are conceived as the sources of original and ‘universal’ theories and 
methods. However, it is fair to recognize that their circulation and legiti-
macy are not detached from the material and symbolic power of those 
nation-states during the period of institutionalization/internationalization 
of Sociology. In this context, these sociological powers were ‘blessed’ 
by the diffusion of their particular originality and gifted with an inter-
national universality. Conversely, the ‘universality’ and ‘originality’ of 
Latin American Sociology has been under scrutiny – either because its 
production was mainly published in Spanish/Portuguese, thus had scarce 
circulation outside the region, or because its commitment to social change 
led to the prejudice that it produced only ideological essays. Sometimes 
even its own practitioners have felt that they are a retort of concepts and 
methods elaborated at the ‘centers of excellence’. However, Sociology in 
Latin America has its own local, national and regional traditions.

Unlike the dominating national form of development, the institution-
alization of Sociology in Latin America was regional (thus, international) 
from its birth. In fact, the national sociologies evolved in parallel with 
the appearance of the Latin American Sociology Association (ALAS) in 
1950 and other institutions that gave the impulse to a regional research 
space. The founders of the first Sociology schools took advantage of the 
material and symbolic stimulus given to the social sciences during the 
second post-war period. Several regional centers for teaching and research 
were created and most of them were installed in Santiago de Chile which 
became the main axis of a regional academic circuit. From this platform, 
Latin American Sociology emerged as a regional tradition with its own 
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path, differentiated from national sociologies, developed through reflec-
tion on the continent’s main common historical and social problems: 
colonization, development, dependency, poverty. All this was possible 
because of the existence of a regional intellectual space with a long and 
rich history, as we will see next.

Very frequently the center–periphery focus has been introduced 
to the study of science, assuming that peripheral communities are 
dependent and marginal while central communities are autonomous 
and international. In other studies (Beigel, 2013) I have criticized the 
concept of academic dependency when it is attached to an image of a 
passive periphery reduced to the role of importer of foreign knowl-
edge, subordinate to an active center considered as the main exporter 
and producer of ‘original’ knowledge. Intellectual production is not a 
simple equation based on economic or political national development, 
although international circulation is indeed more dependent on mate-
rial structures and traditional hierarchies. In fact, theories and methods 
produced outside the mainstream centers have been rarely ‘exported’ 
into mainstream circuits, but this is not to imply these are the result of 
massive imports of central models. Rather the contrary, I argue here 
that this regional tradition still influences the practice and theory of 
many sociologists today.

The history of Sociology in Latin America and its different national 
traditions can be traced back to 1882 when the first chair was created at a 
university in a capital city. However, Latin American Sociology (LAS), 
as a specific research field is a centennial tradition born by the mid-1920s 
and consolidated by the 1960s with the emergence of its own focus and 
regional institutions. As will be proven by the wide range of key texts 
contained in this volume, most of them have never been translated into 
English before, and accordingly they did not circulate in the North, but 
formed sociologists throughout the whole region, crossing different coun-
tries and sociology schools.

In the first part of this chapter I will address a socio-historical account of 
the development of this regional focus and a field approach to understand-
ing its specific process of institutionalization, as well as the role played by 
politicization, along with the features of the regional circuit and its external 
pressures. Secondly, I will analyze the nature of the traditions involved 
in the construction of its perspective and the weight of the historical-
structural method. Thirdly, I will delve into the particular relevance of 
a conceptual trilogy (nation, class and race) that has been reinterpreted 
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at different historical stages. Finally, I will say a few words on ‘critical’ 
sociology and describe the general aims of this editing project and the 
organization of the volume.

What is Latin American About Sociology in Latin America?

In his recent book on French Sociology, Heilbron (2015) asks what is 
French about Sociology in France? He delves into the historical decon-
struction of one of the most consolidated and unquestionably ‘national’ 
fields and observes the role played by the state structures and national 
contexts in the institutionalization of Sociology. He recognizes the role 
played by transnational exchange and international circulation but argues 
that these were built based on existing national structures. Besides, even 
if in recent times a de-nationalization of research practices occurred, also 
national loyalties and specificities were reinforced. He points out that the 
concept of ‘national tradition’ is in itself a problematic issue because it 
can be interpreted as a national style or as a mode of thinking attached to 
the ‘character’ or ‘spirit’ of a nation – something impossible to examine 
empirically or understand sociologically. It can refer to a practice or a 
way of working that spread beyond the founder of a school and its fol-
lowers, acquiring national significance. It can relate to the structure of a 
given national academic field that comes into play also in producing cer-
tain conceptions of social science, in the reception of foreign authors and 
the selective ways these are incorporated in national debates. Rather than 
assuming the existence of immutable national minds, Heilbron argues it 
is more fruitful to identify the social processes that have unified intellec-
tual habits or ways of thinking at a national level, particularly values and 
practices that have been institutionalized, whereas schools play a central 
role (2015: 220–222).

Indeed, Sociology has developed on the basis of national structures also 
in a peripheral region such as Latin America, where public universities have 
been a determinant for the emergence of ‘national traditions’. However, 
the current debates on the internationalization of the social sciences leave 
aside the incidence of regional intellectual traditions and institutions that 
long ago called into question the ‘national’ and pre-existed the ‘global’. 
This research void has to do with a common sense built on the basis of 
the national path crossed persistently by traditional United States (US) 
and European academic fields. But it can also be nourished by the experi-
ence of European economic integration and its failure to build a regional 
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intellectual space. A comparison with the Latin American experience will 
be useful at this point.

Sapiro (2017) analyzes the process of formation of the nation-states, 
focusing on the disintegration of the lettered European community that 
befell with the abandonment of Latin and the affirmation of vernacular 
languages. The nationalization of the lettered culture gave an impulse to a 
process of differentiation of intellectual professions, and these were shaped 
according with the administrative structures of each country. In a space 
that was becoming increasingly dominant worldwide during the nineteenth 
century, the national identity and intellectual field-building process was 
highly competitive and endogamous. In the midst of the rivalry between 
the three great powers, France, Germany and the UK, after World War  
I came the first attempts to create a space for encounters between intel-
lectuals committed to pacification. By 1924 the Institute for Intellectual 
Cooperation was created with the aim of encouraging internationalization 
beyond Europe – aside from the fact that the concept of Europe was sub-
ject to criticism given the ascent of Nazism. An initial sketch for economic 
regionalization started with the Marshall Plan in 1949, but the cultural 
integration was postponed for a long time because of political conflicts 
coming from bipolarity with communism, rivalries among nations and 
linguistic barriers. Sapiro argues that Europe was never consolidated as 
an intellectual space and integration is mainly sustained by experts and 
officers, not intellectuals. Besides, ‘European identity’ is not inculcated in 
school, and this regional space was built within the cultural hegemony of 
the US (Sapiro, 2017).

If we hold the Latin American space up to a mirror, an inverse image 
arises. Its regional experience and intellectual exchange is as old as 
Independence, two centuries already. Costa has argued that this region 
is not a homogeneous referential unit, but indeed a strongly compelling 
one (Costa, 2018). With similar colonial structures, the independence 
revolutions were part of an insurrection that extended beyond national 
frontiers. The leaders of this military feat were also in charge of the first 
intellectual reflections on indigenous government, an effort that delved 
in the opposition between the Spanish rule and the (South) ‘American’ 
independent nations, all seen as singular but twinned by history. A con-
tinental identity shared by the ‘Hispanic-American’ new nations was 
built through different meetings, battles and Congresses, and standing 
out, Simón Bolivar’s Letter of Jamaica in 1815, where one of the main 
axes of Latinamericanity was founded: the idea of Hispanic America as 
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a natural union against a common colonial enemy. As argued by Narvaja 
de Arnoux (2008), the style of these military-intellectuals was to illus-
trate battle through a project based on a historical narrative. Politics 
was conceived as a war and reason/good was believed to be on their 
side. The colonial rule was a threat for all the continent. The struggle 
for freedom and the defense against the Spaniards was a collective and 
sacrificial task.

This Independency narrative is still taught in primary education in 
most countries, and the schools’ patriotic events recreate Bolívar and San 
Martín’s continental battles for colonial liberation. Another traditional 
celebration, formerly called the ‘Day of Race’, honoring the date of the 
colonial discovery of America (October 12, 1492), was also experienced 
at primary schools. It became part of a regional discussion in 1992, under 
the 500th anniversary, and currently in most countries it has shifted to 
the ‘Day of cultural diversity’ or other such designation. But it is still 
performed in scholarly events to acknowledge the sacrifice of the original 
indigenous communities from the whole continent.

Accordingly, Latin-Americanism as a cultural, political and intellectual 
movement is rooted in Independence battles but it has several different 
phases and designations, starting with the Second Emancipation move-
ment up to the Second Independence intellectuals who were worried by 
the limits of political independence by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Economic inequality and intellectual dependency were two main 
streams of debate when the first organic regional intellectual movement 
emerged: Hispanic-American Modernism. The crossroads between litera-
ture and the press was the platform for the development of this reflection, 
characterized by its opposition to the hegemonic aspirations of the US 
in conducting a Pan-American alliance and its pledge for a continental  
identity (Beigel, 1998).

It was only after the second post-war period when Latin-Americanism 
as such was born. Two main differences with Hispanic-American 
Modernism can be pointed out. The first was the entry of Brazil, formerly 
alien to the previous processes but playing a central role from the mid-
twentieth century until today. The second was the ideological shift that 
occurred with the displacement of Hispanism as the core of the tradition 
evoked against Pan-Americanism. A modern regional identity was built, 
along with the emergence of the Latin American Economic Commission 
(ECLA) created in 1948. It was in this context that the first attempt to 
create a common market appeared, the Latin American Association of 
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Free Trade (ALALC, in its Spanish acronym) in 1961. A new regional 
philosophy was born, the social sciences received a great impetus and 
the literary ‘boom’ emerged. In the next years, this intellectual space 
became increasingly radicalized, attached to a local path to socialism 
created by the Cuban Revolution (1959), the guerrilla movements in the 
1960s, Allende’s democratic socialism (1970), Liberation Theology and 
the Nicaraguan Revolution (1979). The cultural movements remained and 
evolved, but the common market never achieved material results.

The questioning of Latin-America as a regional identity was to come 
during the 1990s from two opposite sides: (a) the neoliberal governments 
and the new wave of ‘open regionalism’; and (b) postcolonial/decolonial  
studies developed by academic groups affiliated to US universities. The 
first had its milestone in the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), signed by Mexico, Canada and the US, and which came into 
force in 1994, an event that definitively changed the regional landscape. 
The second evolved in two different theoretical streams, one reinforc-
ing postcolonial perspectives, and the other based on local traditions and 
developing the concept of coloniality of power.

In spite of this fall from grace, Latin-Americanism was resurrected 
recently during the leftist turn taken by the governments of Chavez, 
Kirchner, Lula, Morales and Mujica, as well as the creation of the Union 
of South American Nations (UNASUR) in 2008. The intellectual space 
was reinforced and several intra-regional agreements gave an impetus 
to a number of dynamical cultural, educational and scientific initiatives. 
Although again, economic integration did not survive the projection stage. 
A new cyclical phase arrived and is currently in progress after the gov-
ernmental changes in many countries that seem to have seen the leftist 
turn move towards a right-wing shift. However, Latin-Americanism as an 
intellectual platform appears to be vivid and enduring even where com-
mercial or political alliances have been weakened.

At this point, the initial question remains valid: what is Latin American 
about Sociology in Latin America? I am not referring to its development as 
a discipline within each national field, but as a specific focus and practice 
developed in a regional (and, by nature, international) research space. The 
‘Latin-Americanization’ of Sociology emerges from the general cultural and 
political context described above but it has its own trajectory, sustained by 
specific regional institutions and singular state structures, such as the Chilean 
government that hosted the process. In previous studies (Beigel, 2010) I 
have explained how the structure of our regional academic circuit was 
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built and the role played by its particular ‘cosmopolis’ based in Santiago 
(Beigel, 2010). The regional research centers such as ECLA (1948), 
FLACSO (1957), CELADE (1957), DESAL (1960), ILPES (1962) and 
ILADES (1965) contributed to the consolidation of this research field 
fueled mainly by the encounter of History, Sociology, Economics and 
Political Science.

Seeking for regional analogies and structural effects of the colonial 
heritage, development was addressed as a continental problem by the two 
regional academic traditions that emerged from this institutionalization 
process: ECLA Structuralism and Dependency Analysis. Radicalization 
stimulated the emergence of the latter more as a sociological paradigm 
than the former, closely linked to economics. The studies by the historians 
of Colonial Studies on the development of capitalism and the contributions 
made by the economists from ECLA were critical in the development 
of the Historical-Structural method that evolved in parallel – but with 
no contemporary contact – with the school of Annales and the French 
total History (Beigel, 2006b, 2013). Political dimensions became 
increasingly stressed by Dependentists as Marxism entered the dis-
cussion arguing that heterogeneity was the result of the crystallization 
of styles of production, social relations and domination mechanisms 
corresponding to different phases of development but coexisting con-
flictingly within the nation-states. Other regional research problems 
came to consolidate Latin American Sociology. Marginality became 
one of the main concerns and soon Liberation Theology was developed 
in the midst of the Catholic think tanks at work in Santiago de Chile 
(Beigel, 2011).

FLACSO played a relevant role in offering Masters’ degrees in 
Sociology to many social scientists from different countries who had 
graduated as historians, philosophers, lawyers and wanted to become 
sociologists or were already developing the discipline without holding 
a specific degree. Between 1957 and 1973, its Latin American School 
of Sociology formed hundreds of graduates, mainly coming from Chile, 
Argentina, Brazil and Mexico, strengthening the discipline although 
reinforcing intra-regional academic inequalities (Beigel, 2009a). Other 
institutions, such as the Latin American Sociological Association (ALAS) 
and the regional publishing houses (Siglo XXI and Fondo de Cultura 
Economica) contributed to the circulation of the new regional traditions. 
Academic awards, such as Premio Casa de las Americas, established in 
1960, delineated a regional intellectual prestige that moved in the orbit 

01_BEIGEL_INTRODUCTION.indd   7 22/08/2019   5:57:36 PM



Fernanda Beigel8

of Cuba and its revolutionary project. This circuit of recognition came 
into play in legitimizing Sociology as a prestigious discipline, but also 
as a popular ‘vocation’ for young militants. In 1967, the Latin American 
Council for Social Research (CLACSO) was created, and its network of 
research institutes continued disseminating and expanding these traditions 
through regional research groups, academic competitions and journals 
until today.

Latin American Sociology, its History and Laboratories

Sociology in Latin America has a long history, emerging from different 
paths of development of social knowledge. On the one hand, within the 
university field, there were the chairs of Sociology first established at the 
National University of Colombia (1882) and the University of Buenos 
Aires (1898). These professors were mostly trained as teachers in history 
or philosophy, or were lawyers who practiced teaching part-time. A sec-
ond path developed through social essays, which were often published by 
newspapers or cultural journals. Finally, a third input came from the State: 
statistical research and reports put together by technicians from the public 
bureaus of different ministries.

By the mid-1930s there were dozens of sociology chairs in most of the 
countries of the region. They existed mainly in the areas of Law, History 
and Philosophy although always as spaces for complementary teaching. In 
the technical programs, they were grouped within the sections of ‘general 
culture’, the ‘culture sciences’ or ‘science of the spirit’ (Beigel, 2010). 
Graduate education did not develop widely during this time. Wherever it 
existed, the ‘academic doctorate’ predominated, with a dissertation as the 
unique requirement. The great exception was the University of São Paulo, 
which early on developed the first School of Sociology (1934) and the 
first graduate program.

As an area of academic research, sociology was differentiated during 
the 1940s, when the first institutes were created in Mexico, Chile, and 
Argentina. However, the professionalization of research at the universi-
ties was slow and fragmented because higher education was institutionally 
heterogeneous. The first journals helped in this direction: Sociology, in 
São Paulo (1939); Mexican Journal of Sociology (1939) from the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico; the Inter-American Journal of 
Sociology in Caracas (1939); and the Bulletin of the Institute of Sociology 
of the University of Buenos Aires (1942). The collections of specialized 
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books, edited by the publishing houses Fondo de Cultura Económica, 
Losada, Abril and Paidós were a key element for the diffusion of local 
research and preceding translation of foreign Sociology texts.

The relationship between the tradition of Latin American Sociology and 
the ‘national sociologies’ followed a specific path according to the country 
observed, but I do not attempt to cover this here. I will only mention one 
particular national (Argentinian) staging post that has had a relevant inci-
dence in the construction of a regional founding narrative. I am referring 
to the main dispute that served to institutionalize the discipline: the oppo-
sition between ‘scientific sociology’ as a program of empirical research 
and ‘chair sociology’, which rather refers to social or theoretical essays. 
These denominations and research styles were linked to the trajectory and 
interests of two scholars based in Argentina in competition for the newly 
created professional associations, research and teaching institutions: Gino 
Germani and Alfredo Poviña.

Neither of them was a ‘sociologist’ in the strict sense, because they had 
degrees in other disciplines, philosophy and law respectively. Poviña was 
in charge of the Sociology chair at UBA and the National University of 
Cordoba. Germani also wanted to be a ‘chair sociologist’ but could not 
attain such a position. As Pereyra (2005) recalls, he aspired to teach at 
UBA but applied unsuccessfully to two teaching positions at the Faculty of 
Economics and the Faculty of Philosophy and Literature. This stimulated 
his argument against ‘chair sociologists’ and the creation of ‘scientific 
sociology’ based on the opposition of social essayism versus empirism, 
completed afterwards with the pledge for value neutrality and the separa-
tion between science and ideology.

This founding narrative based on the confrontation between ‘chair soci-
ology’ and ‘scientific sociology’ was critical for the institutionalization 
of the discipline, and it was manifest in the birth of the Latin American 
Association of Sociology (ALAS) in 1950. Too attached to Argentinian 
references, eventually it reflects the evolution of certain internationalized 
elite groups while diverse alternative expressions of Sociology were at 
work in many countries (see among others, Guerreiro Ramos in Part One).

Moving beyond this founding myth and searching for the emergence 
of LAS as a regional tradition, it is imperative to discuss the contribution 
of the Peruvian José Carlos Mariátegui (1894–1930), who was not a ‘sci-
entific sociologist’ nor even a ‘chair sociologist’ but rather the opposite. 
An autodidact without formal education, he never taught at any univer-
sity other than the Popular University González Prada, an informal space 
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of training courses created for workers during the Peruvian University 
Reform in 1919. Mariátegui’s Seven Essays to Interpret the Peruvian 
Reality (1928) involves a rich and critical reading of Marxism and an 
intense engagement with the locally produced knowledge on the history 
of Peru and Latin America.

His dialogue with Francisco García Calderón, who published Le Pérou 
contemporain in 1907 in Paris, anticipates the debate between the typical 
dualism of the sociology of modernization and the Structuralist perspective 
of the 1960s. Calderón was part of the Société de Sociologie de Paris and 
participated actively in the journal Revista de América, published in France 
during the first decades of the twentieth century. According to Mejìa 
Navarrete (2005), he inaugurates the ‘national studies’ and the dualist 
interpretation of Peruvian society, opposing a modern coast to a traditional 
and backward mountain range inhabited by indigenous people (2005: 305). 
A four-fold shift can be pointed out comparing Calderón and Mariátegui, 
or Le Perou Contemporain and Seven Essays. First, there was the move 
from the systemic ‘national study’ towards the analysis of Peruvian reality 
as ‘the problem of the Indio’: from Positivism to Marxism. Second, there 
was the transition from dualism to structural heterogeneity. Third, came 
the radical change from the academicist writing practised by Calderón, 
settled in Paris, to that of Mariátegui from Lima, writing in the midst of 
social movements. Fourth and finally, was the theoretical and practical 
move from Peru to Latin America as a historical process and as an intel-
lectual community.

Even if Dependency and the Structural-Historical Method were devel-
oped analytically between the 1960s and 1970s, these concerns are rooted 
in the Latin-American Marxism of Mariátegui. In his diagnosis of the 
local economic formation, he argued that the Peruvian problems were part 
of the historical continental process initiated by the Colonial Conquest. 
An incomplete Independence had given birth to a Republic that coex-
isted with pre-capitalist relations and servitude; accordingly, capitalism 
had evolved as an overlapping of ancient and new modes of production:  
(a) the locally powerful latifundismo (large estates with autonomous 
rules and production system); (b) the industrial bourgeoisie; (c) the for-
eign capital investing in mining and other national resources; and, finally,  
(d) the indigenous communities which subsisted in the mountain ranges 
with their ancient social and economic traditions. The three expressions 
of the dominant groups were articulated by the State. This was why 
Mariátegui argued that the liberal elite and ‘national’ bourgeoisie were not 
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dynamic actors for social change. Socialism and nationalism were, thus, 
complementary because ‘nation’ was a project yet to be built (Mariátegui, 
[1928] 1995).

During his life, Mariátegui not only developed studies of structural 
social problems but also dedicated a great part of his short life to the 
creation of a regional circuit for the communication of Indigenists and 
cultural avant-garde groups throughout Latin America. Spearheaded by 
his journal Amauta (1926–1930), he created a publishing network that 
linked nodes in every country of the region (Beigel, 2006a). Mariátegui 
found his locus and practice in the midst of the scientific reasearch and 
politics, a hinge where a new focus was furthered, in dialogue with 
local–regional–European traditions. Because of his precursory vision of 
structural heterogeneity, his original Latin-Americanization of Marxism 
and his contribution to the study of the problem of ‘race’, I argue that this 
Peruvian essayist should be considered as the founding father of LAS.

In the 1940s important regional studies were published, starting in 1941 
with Historia de la sociología Latinoamericana, by Alfredo Poviña; then 
came Economía de la sociedad colonial. Ensayo de historia comparada 
de América Latina, by Sergio Bagú (1949) and Materiales para el estu-
dio de la clase media en la América Latina, edited by Theo Crevenna 
(1950). Germani developed theoretical and methodological studies in his 
Sociology of Modernization (1969). But the Latin-Americanization of 
Sociology was given further impetus by the new regional centers, facul-
ties and councils promoted by the United Nations and UNESCO after the 
Second World War. The creation of the ECLA in 1948 was a fundamental 
milestone in the development of socio-economic knowledge in the region. 
It systematized statistical information accumulated in public bureaus dur-
ing previous decades, and it stimulated the national studies and regional 
offices, as well as the technical training of the officials of the ministries of 
finance and planning. The Division of Social Studies, led by José Medina 
Echavarría, furthered the discussion of the social factors of development 
in his Consideraciones sociológicas sobre el desarrollo económico de 
América Latina (Sociological Considerations on Economic Development 
in Latin America, 1964).

The creation of FLACSO (1957) and the Latin American School of 
Sociology in Santiago was the result, on the one hand, of Chilean dip-
lomatic proactivity to attract existing foreign aid, and, on the other, of 
a national State policy aimed at higher education and the development 
of scientific research. The University of Chile not only provided the 
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infrastructure and some teachers, but also largely financed the opera-
tion of this center, exceeding the levels of external contributions and 
eventually taking charge of the institution after the end of UNESCO’s 
sponsorship (Beigel, 2009a). The coups d’état that occurred in Brazil 
(1964) and Argentina (1966) finally contributed to consolidating the lead-
ership of Chile as a platform for the regionalization of social sciences. 
Torrents of South American exiles arrived and the regional institutes 
offered attractive jobs that augured the consecration of a new generation 
of social scientists. During those years, radicalization was boosted by the 
famous Camelot scandal (1964–1965) a scientific project funded by the 
Department of Defense of the United States that aimed to study insurrec-
tionary foci denounced by sociologists as an espionage tool.

In previous studies (Beigel, 2006b, 2010) I have explored the process 
of academic development that occurred between 1964 and 1973. The 
regional circuit experienced an exceptional period of productivity, in 
which new theories and concepts emerged that contributed to the consoli-
dation of indigenous sociological traditions, among them the theories of 
dependency and the debate on social marginality. These were interdisci-
plinary debates, traversed by sociology, economics and history. CLACSO 
played a relevant role as a regional network that favored the development 
of research groups and performed a determinant role in the regional circu-
lation of the sociological production. During those years Chile became the 
main laboratory for an endogenous process of knowledge creation, in the 
context in which this experience generated worldwide attention, first for 
Christian Democracy, and later for Democratic Socialism.

A series of events completely changed the scenario after the coup d’état  
in Chile, in September 1973, when President Salvador Allende Gossens 
committed suicide defending Casa de la Moneda (government building). 
The universities became a target for the military and the schools of 
Sociology, Anthropology and Journalism were closed. FLACSO was 
forced to move to Argentina and some of its students were imprisoned or 
killed. Many Chilean and foreign social scientists – who had supported 
Allende – were dismissed, exiled or murdered, and a good many of them 
saw their work opportunities interrupted in a brutally heteronomous aca-
demic field. CLACSO played a decisive role in sustaining the regional 
circuit by supporting the research institutes in the affected countries and 
creating networks for the movement of the exiled and persecuted social 
scientists. Systematic aid programs were created, such as the Relocation 
Program for Social Scientists (PRCS-CLACSO) and the Refugee Program 
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of the World University Service – UK: thousands of Chilean social scien-
tists were transferred to the United Kingdom (Bayle, 2008). Meanwhile, 
hundreds of private research centers were created with foreign aid and 
increasingly dependent on external agendas.

Similar military coups quickly occurred in Uruguay and Argentina. The 
axis of the circuit was moved to Mexico driven by a massive academic 
exodus escaping from the Southern Cone. According to Agustín Cueva 
(1988), this situation generated a ‘breakthrough’ in LAS, which separated 
the concerns of the sociologists residing in Central America – under the 
revolutionary environment of the Sandinista Nicaragua (1979) – from the 
squalid academic fields of South America, decimated by political perse-
cution, unemployment and the absence of academic freedom. In Mexico, 
heterodox Marxism continued to develop, while in the South critical 
thinking took refuge in independent academic centers that depended on 
external aid for their operation. Reflections on democracy, the new social 
movements, the gender approach and the cultural turn emerged in these 
years.

In 1989–1991 a great shake-up changed the international configu-
ration and put an end to the world of ‘really existing socialism’. The 
defeat of the Sandinista Revolution through democratic elections in 
1990 was a critical local hinge. With the advent of Neo-liberal govern-
ments, nation-state came to be considered a ‘bad word’ and the demise 
of the two perspectives that had been disputed in LAS until then was 
decreed: the national approach and class analysis. The research topics 
of ‘critical’ sociology began to fade rapidly, along with critical cur-
rents of LAS. During the 1990s, LAS survived mostly in the historical 
research carried out by scholars who were scattered along the continent, 
had little contact with each other, and achieved the valuable task of 
dusting off unknown writings and forgotten authors. CLACSO made 
significant efforts to publish and circulate the accumulation of knowl-
edge produced in the 1960s and 1970s, making this tradition available 
to young sociologists in a laudable effort to support intellectual his-
tory that served as a shelter while awaiting the best times to develop 
critical social research. While neoliberal-oriented governments were 
spreading throughout the region and Dependency was losing ground, 
poverty became one of the main concerns for Sociology. By the end of 
the twentieth century the regressive effects of those policies highlighted 
inequality again as the main agenda for LAS, this time along with a 
broader concern over citizenship.
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Race, Nation and Class Throughout a Sociological Century

The consolidation of LAS as a research field and regional space was 
indeed evidenced in the emergence of endogenous traditions based on 
the historical-structural method, Dependency and Marxism. But also a 
centennial trajectory can be traced in the sociological studies concern-
ing the trilogy integrated by three analytical categories race, nation and 
class. There are some homologies with the developments made by these 
concepts in the US and Europe, along with transnational dialogues, but 
also deep differences. Class and nation have been very actively present in 
LAS and several encounters among them can be seen from 1920 onwards. 
Conversely, race has been characterized by its erratic intervention in social 
research during the twentieth century. However, its appearance or absence 
is relevant to understanding old and new regional debates, as I will attempt 
to explain in what follows.

For many reasons, gender was a subaltern piece in the sociological 
prism for analyzing inequalities. Firstly, this was because of a structural 
morphological factor: masculine dominance during the institutionaliza-
tion and professionalization phases delayed the entrance of women and, 
accordingly, the emergence of gender studies. The feminization and mas-
sification of Latin American universities started around the mid-1950s, 
thus, the presence of women in teaching and research would increase only 
after 1960. Secondly, the fact that Marxism and its focus on class was 
the dominant paradigm also contributed to this direction – women and 
men were assumed to be equal and the priority was seen to be the class 
struggle. The process of the de-invisibilization of gender for sociologists 
was slow and fragmentary. It evolved as an interdisciplinary field deeply 
linked to the study and the actual evolution of the collective demands of 
women, which have had a prominent expression in Latin America.

Ciriza and Fernández (1993) argue that the history of the political par-
ticipation of women includes diverse demands that attempt to include 
women in citizenship, class struggle and liberation. Three different 
strands can be observed in the region: the properly called ‘feminists’, the 
women formally linked to politics or labor unions, and the more sponta-
neous women’s movements emerging from popular sectors. With diverse 
demands, points of encounter and mismatches, the feminist movement 
has developed more consistently since the 1980s, boosted initially by 
middle-class women linked to Marxism, who confronted the resist-
ance existing in the traditional leftist parties. A broad panorama of the 
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so-called ‘second wave’ of feminism can be found in Vargas’s key text 
(see Part Four).

A singular trajectory can be traced for the theoretical and practical tran-
sition from ‘women’s’ to ‘gender’ studies in Latin America. Cangiano and 
Dubois (1993) argue that in the same way as white heterosexual women 
felt outside the field of power in the central countries during the 1960s, 
black and indigenous Latin American women felt outside of that kind of 
‘feminist studies’. Marxism was the dominant tradition for local precur-
sors such as Isabel Larguía, Julieta Kirkwood, Heleieth Saffioti and Eva 
Giberti (see Jelin’s key text in Part One). But a particularly original insight 
into racism, classism and sexism emerged in Brazil in the late 1970s when 
the myth of ‘racial democracy’ was finally faced. Immersed in the Unified 
Black Movement, Lélia González ([1980] 2018) examined the experience 
of Black female maids (mu’kama o ama de leche) combining Feminism 
and Psychoanalysis.

Among the spaces that favored feminist dialogue and a regional articu-
lation of local demands were the Feminist Meetings and the UN agency 
Women, Peace and Development. Some of the most relevant contributions 
were the studies on dictatorships and the particular marks on bodies along 
with the studies on the resistance embodied in feminine organizations 
such as the Madres and Abuelas (mothers and grandmothers) of Plaza de 
Mayo. It was not until the 1990s that women’s studies were firmly tacked 
on gender studies. The American, Judith Butler had an extensive influence 
in the expansion of feminist literature in Latin America, together with the 
arrival of postcolonial debates. Ciriza (2004) analyzes the limits of gender 
studies that were built through theoretical imports disregarding the local 
conditions of production and – with higher costs for feminists – without 
considering the corporeal feature of knowledge itself. The limits of these 
theoretical imports point then to a local feature of feminism: its material-
ist perspective and focus on subaltern bodies. More recently, a radical and 
rooted feminist critique emerged in the midst of the debates on the coloni-
ality of power – struggling against a still resilient indigenous structure of 
Patriarchy (see Figure I.1).

In sum, during most of the twentieth century gender was a marginal 
perspective in LAS, although women’s demands were an increasing mat-
ter of study. Accordingly, the prism for scrutinizing inequality was mainly 
based on the unstable tripod formed by race, nation and class (RNC), 
which has a rich history of encounters and disagreements. I am far from 
even attempting a cartography of this magnitude in this work, but I will 
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try to sketch the main landmarks of the crossroads between RNC in order 
to present the territory in which the more recent inclusion of gender can 
be observed. As can be seen in Figure I.1, three historical milestones mark 
the encounters of sociological contributions related to RNC: (1) 1929, 
(2) 1965 and (3) 2006. In between these dates, bifurcated roads between 
nation and class prevail, while race transits through an unpaved road 
mostly mixed with rural issues and studies on peasant movements.

The first RNC encounter was Mariátegui’s Thesis on the Problem 
of Race (1929) and his praxis towards the articulation of the indigenes’ 
demands, national development and socialism (see Part Three). As a con-
vinced Marxist, the Peruvian argued that the Indian’s problem was not 
ethnical, but social and economic: related to land tenure. But unlike the 
rest of his contemporaries, he believed that indigenes1 were the subject of 
the socialist revolution in Peru, given their historical life in communitary 
cooperation and the fact that they formed the majority of the population. 
Noteworthy is his comprehension of the dominant racial claim. ‘When 
on the shoulders of the productive class weighs the harshest economic 
oppression added to the hatred and vilification of which it is a victim as 
a race, it is only a matter of clear and simple comprehension of the situa-
tion for this mass to rise up as one man to dump all forms of exploitation’ 
(Mariátegui, 1929, see Part Three).

This thesis was prepared for the Communist Conference to be held in 
Buenos Aires in June 1929, in a particular context. The official discourse 
existing in the Komintern was to preserve ethnic identity by conferring 
national autonomy on non-Russian communities that were part of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). On the other hand, the ideo-
logical and scientific struggle against biological racism prevented most 
Marxists from using the concept of race or stimulating its prevalence. 
During the conference, the Peruvian delegation presented Mariátegui’s 
argument against considering the problem of the Indio as an ethnic-national 
issue, but instead as an economic problem, the result of the persistence of 
feudality. For Mariátegui, the solution was Indo-American socialism and 
the revolution was a national task: to nationalize meant to de-colonize. 
However, this did not prevent race from playing a relevant role in prepar-
ing for this revolution because only activists from the indigenous milieu, 
sharing a mindset and indigenous language, were able to achieve consent 
among their peers (Mariátegui, 1929).2

A fair balance of Mariátegui’s sociological contributions to the prob-
lem of race must be considered in light of two processes that marked 
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his itinerary: (a) the context of the major social movement in which he 
took part, Indigenism; and (b) the shift that occurred along his praxis, 
from Eurocentric to rooted/creative Marxism. Concerning the first con-
text, Indigenism was a cultural and political movement existent from 
1870 until 1970, basically concerned with indigenous redemption but 
featuring an externality from aboriginal communities. As a part of 
the socialist trend of Indigenism, Mariátegui participated in the urban 
movement that attempted to change the social conditions of indigenous 
people, postulating the project of Indo-American Socialism. Race was, 
for him, a complementary issue, with class and nation being the main 
axis for defining ‘the problem of the indio’. However, and marking a 
big difference for his times, Mariátegui acknowledged the ‘exteriority’ 
of Indigenism. In one of his Seven Essays, he declared that indigenist 
literature did not offer a true image of the indigenes, because it was still 
a mestizo literature. “Precisely that is why it is called indigenist and not 
indigene. An indigene literature is still to come and will arrive in its 
time. When the Indians themselves are able to produce it’ (Mariátegui, 
1928 [1995]: 242).

Regarding the second process, in previous studies (Beigel, 2003)  
I have pointed out that the rooting of Mariátegui’s Marxism started in 
1925 when he inaugurated his column ‘To Peruanize Peru’, namely, when 
he became a sociologist.3 His main concern was to build and understand 
the ‘primary problem’ of his country. And he was already aware that this 
‘Peruanization’ had taken place within himself. When he returned to Peru 
in 1923, after four years in Europe, he was despised and considered a 
‘Europeanizing’ intellectual by nativists that rejected Marxism. By 1927, 
he declared that

Regarding the confluence or alloy of Indigenism and Socialism, nobody atten-
tive to contents and essence can be surprised. Socialism organizes and defines 
the claims of the masses, of the working class. And, in Perú, the masses – the 
working class – are four-fifths composed of indigenes. Our Socialism wouldn’t 
be Peruvian – it wouldn’t even be Socialism – if it was not based on solidarity, 
firstly, with the claims of the Indians. In this attitude no opportunism is hidden. 
Neither artifice, if we give two minutes to a reflection of the meaning of social-
ism. This attitude is not fake, feigned or clever. It’s just socialist. (José Carlos 
Mariátegui, ‘Intermezzo polémico’, Mundial, 25 February 1927)

After Mariátegui died, the Stalinization process began to gnaw at the 
potential of this rooted Marxism. The Komintern promoted a cordon 
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sanitaire around Mariátegui’s legacy, accusing him of ‘populism’, and the 
Peruvian Communist Party adulterated many of his texts in order to can-
onize him as a Stalinist figure.4

As can be seen in Figure I.1, the period 1930–1950 was marked by a 
disencounter within RNC: the Marxist tradition was inclined to an exclu-
sive focus on class, while populism boosted studies based on the national 
perspective. Race, for its part, was subsumed by official Indigenist poli-
cies, such as the celebration of métissage and the Mexican conversion 
of Aztecas as a ‘national symbol’, assimilating indigene communities 
within the process of the consolidation of nation-states. These national-
ist Indigenisms attempted to transform the oligarchic foundations of our 
societies but eventually collaborated in the prevalence of colonial rela-
tions. Meanwhile, Indian and Black communities resisted assimilation by 
different means.

During the 1940s, RNC categories were developed in separated paths, 
in a sort of division of labor: Sociology was more concerned with class 
stratification, while Anthropology addressed the racial issues. After the 
genocide and the catastrophic consequences of the Second World War, 
the concept of ‘race’ was seriously revised in the European social sci-
ences and replaced by the category of ‘ethnic group’. The elimination 
of the notion of race, based on the scientific evidence regarding the non-
existence of biological differences, was believed by many as a way of 
evaporating racism itself. One of the first proposals for addressing ethnic 
discrimination in the public sphere was the idea of defining ‘minorities’ 
and granting rights for them. An obvious problem emerged when adopt-
ing this type of policy in countries where Blacks and Indians were the 
majority of the population – the simple observation that had boosted 
Mariátegui’s indigenization of Marxism.

Latin American social sciences were not absent in this debate, 
being present firstly within the new international agencies and later 
through the concept of ‘internal colonialism’. The Brazilian ‘racial 
democracy’ was at the center of interest within the unique ambit that 
became relatively ‘international’ in the debate towards a consen-
sual, anti-racist, definition of ‘race’: the United Nations Education, 
Science and Culture Organization (UNESCO). Several studies (Chor 
Maio, 2007; Dumont, 2010; Beigel, 2013) have observed that dur-
ing the 1950s, the Latin American governments played a relevant 
role within this Organization, and especially Brazil, during the direc-
torship of the Mexican Jaime Torres Bodet (1948–1952). A board of 
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experts was created with the aim of publishing a declaration to sanction 
racial discrimination. These declarations were the basis for a campaign 
developed by UNESCO against the apartheid regime in South Africa 
and racial prejudice in the United States. According to Chor Maio, 
Brazil was considered as a case of ‘harmonious’ racial relations and 
ended up as a key to the anthropological discussion in the boards of 
experts – four of the nine experts invited to the first meeting in Paris 
(1949) were Brazilian and others had carried out fieldwork in Brazil.  
A large group of ethnologists who afterwards would became big names 
in Sociology, History and Anthropology had arrived in the country in 
the late 1930s: Claude Lévi-Strauss and Roger Bastide, among others.

In 1950, the UNESCO Division of Racial Studies was created, under 
the direction of Alfred Métraux, becoming a ‘pro-Brazil lobby group’ 
(Chor Maio, 2007: 193) within the Department of Social Sciences, by that 
time under the direction of the Brazilian anthropologist Arthur Ramos. In 
1951–1952, Métraux organized a project to study racial relations in Brazil 
with Roger Bastide, Florestan Fernandes and a group of students from the 
Universidade de São Paulo in charge of carrying out a survey. Among the 
students were Octavio Ianni and Fernando Henrique Cardoso. The report 
was delivered the following year and the results pointed to the existence 
of racism and its connection with poverty (The UNESCO Courier, 1952). 
Surprisingly, this report contradicted the ideal of a Brazilian ‘inter-racial 
paradise’, all of which certainly divided local scholars and hastened the 
withdrawal of Métraux from the Organization. 

The next encounter of the RNC conceptual trilogy came during the 
1960s, a period of politicization and radicalization in Latin American 
societies. A broadening of the regional perspective took place through 
the dialogue with decolonization movements in Asia and Africa, in a new 
forum christened as ‘tercermundismo’ after the Bandung Conference of 
1955. This context had a particular incidence in the social sciences, and the 
idea of ‘liberation’ became the soil for the connection of social demands 
on class, nation and race. Nelson Mandela’s struggles against apartheid, 
the civil rights movements in the United States and Frantz Fanon’s writ-
ings circulated profusely in Latin America. Solidarity with the Black 
movement and the Algerian Revolution was in fact extended but scarcely 
connected to the demands of Blacks and Indians in Latin America. This 
state of social movements was reflected in the late interest for race in 
LAS. A distorted dejá vú from Mariátegui’s RNC argument was still dom-
inant: class was considered the primary struggle, while racism would be 
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destroyed as a result of the socialist revolution, which, in time, was under-
stood as a national form of liberation from Imperialism.

In this context, a second confluence on RNC can be found in the 
concept of ‘internal colonialism’ developed by Pablo González 
Casanova and Rodolfo Stavenhagen (see Part Three). Both authors 
were involved in debates and had conceptual differences, but the nov-
elty was to observe the persistence of colonialism through inter-ethnic 
relations within the nation-states. For Stavenhagen, internal colonies 
were marked by the cultural differences between two sectors of the 
population. In this case, race appeared in the center of the conceptual-
ization, but its significance was more related to the prevailing notion 
of ethnic group. On his part, González Casanova argued that internal 
colonialism included the economic, social and cultural dimensions of 
domination. The indigene communities were seen as nations that are 
colonized by the nation-state and suffer a kind of subalternity similar 
to colonialism or neocolonialism. According to him, they inhabit in a 
territory without a government of their own. They speak a language 
and have a culture different from the legitimate ‘national’ language 
and culture. They are in a situation of inequality in relation to the elites 
of the dominant ethnicity who consider this colonized race as inferior 
or, in the frame of assimilation, as an inert symbol of national identity 
(González Casanova, [1969] 2006).

Even if the concept of internal colonialism emphasized the racial per-
spective, it was still hanging between ‘nation’ and ‘ethnic group’. But 
the main success of this RNC encounter was to overthrow the idea of 
assimilation as a legitimate course driven by the State – whether or not this 
was imagined as a ‘popular’ State. As would be clear afterwards, colo-
niality was imposed through the naturalization of racial difference and 
social inequality, but class was the dominant concern throughout rural and 
urban workers’ movements during the process of modernization in Latin 
America until mid-twentieth century. Whenever class was articulated with 
the question of nation, it was believed that nationalization under a socialist 
project was the path for de-colonization. The project of National Liberation 
or Independence was compatible with the classism existent in these tradi-
tional movements, while ethnicity was considered a subordinated matter, 
dependent on class struggle. Experiences such as the Bolivian Revolution 
of 1952 tended to consider the Indian as a peasant, with land tenure as 
their main social problem. Indigenists’ ‘externalism’ was still at work. 
Accordingly, during the radical phase of the 1960s, perspectives on class 
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and nation found a locus within liberationism, but race and gender still 
remained as marginal perspectives.

An exception to this path can be found in Brazil, where race rela-
tions had been a sociological concern since the 1950s, starting with the 
UNESCO study mentioned above. According to Araujo Guimarães (see 
the Introduction to Part Three), Florestán Fernandes came to confront 
a pattern of accommodation that was interpreted as a ‘color gradient’, 
diluting the racial dimension of inequalities, perhaps as the diachronic 
presence of a past amid capitalist expansion. The sociological contribution 
of Fernandes and other Brazilian sociologists counteracts the observations 
made by Bourdieu and Wacquant (1998) in the polemical article ‘On the 
Cunning of Imperialist Reason’ – in which they denounced the imposition 
of an American notion of race into the Brazilian academic field. Racial 
studies have a long and rooted history in Brazil and racism was far from 
being solved by the myth of ‘racial democracy’, as would be evidenced in 
the next years.5

The course of the sociological analysis of race would make a radical 
turn only by the end of the twentieth century. A silent but consistent pro-
cess of incarnation of ethnicity was taking place in the local Indian and 
Black movements but its major manifestations would become regionally 
visible by the 1990s with the creation of the Pachakutik political parties in 
the Andean countries, the 1994 insurrection of Chiapas, and the Brazilian 
Black movement. In previous work (Beigel, 2005b) I examined the pro-
cess by which ethnicity became a relevant factor of auto-identification 
within indigenous movements, after being sealed by the communist tradi-
tion or misrepresented by urban/mestizo indigenist literature. The idea of 
an illuminated avant-garde supposedly embodied by leftist parties but gen-
erally composed of bourgeois intellectuals contributed to this blindness.  
A particular form of de-alienation of negative identities was taking place, 
expressed in the Andean zone, for example in public campaigns such as 
Ecuador’s graffiti ‘Amo lo que tengo de Indio’ [I love what there is of 
Indio in me].

Well now, a critical point should be posed here: was the emergence of 
race as an organizing principle of identification something new, or had it 
rather been invisible to the social sciences and the leftist political parties? 
Indeed, it was not really a new process of identification but a combina-
tion of ancient and recent memories of subalternity. In which form were 
these memories re-actualized and by which means was race incarnated in 
the Latin American social movements is the subject of Part Four of this 
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volume (see the introductory chapter by Bringel). Here I will only point 
out the fact that the agenda of LAS has evolved behind the morphological 
changes observed in the social movements.

Segato has argued that until the beginning of the twenty-first century it 
was rare in Latin America to find reports on the color of the poor, people 
in prison or victims of police abuse. This was the effect of the ‘ethnocide 
metissage’ – a forced cancellation of the ‘non-white’ memory. Race was 
mostly treated as a cultural feature but not as part of the unequal condi-
tion of the population, even if it is a mark of subalternity and domination 
present since the Conquest (Segato, 2010). The Indigenist movement and 
State Indigenism contributed greatly in this direction: indigenous com-
munities were analyzed as ‘peasants’ and Afro-descendants were seen as 
‘integrated’ into an illusionary but persistent racial democracy (Wade, 
2017).

As a result of the emergence of new Indigene/Black movements by the 
mid-1970s the ‘prosecution’ of Indigenism was fulfilled while research 
on race and gender entered increasingly into the regional sociological 
agenda. Eventually, it was after the collapse of communism that race 
came to the forefront. At first sacrificing the nation–class binomial, it was 
boosted by postcolonial studies and the belief that Latin-Americanism and 
Dependency Analysis were responsible for a now old perspective centered 
in the ‘nation-state’ as a unit of analysis and ‘class’ as a central principle 
of identity. The novelty was that the category of race became the main 
axis for the comprehension of domination and social inequality in the cap-
italist world-system. These debates integrated a dialogue on Eurocentrism 
that was already taking place in other spaces in the newly baptized ‘Global 
South’. In fact, during these years, class was rephrased into the strug-
gle between South and North, while the displacement of the category of 
‘nation’ was fulfilled. Race gained increasing interest in social research 
and has been a central issue for intersectional feminism, de-colonial per-
spectives and studies on inequality.

Actively part of this debate, but from a different side, Quijano (1992) 
developed his transition from Dependency to Coloniality, articulating 
class and race into a theory of domination. He argued that colonialism is 
a historical phenomenon that starts with the Conquest of America, Asia 
and Africa by the European powers and ends with de-colonization revo-
lutions that took place at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Latin 
America was the first entity/historical identity of the current colonial-
modern world system. It was constituted as the ‘Occidental Indies’, 
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the original space and beginning of a new pattern of power. It was the 
place of the first classification of the survivors of the colonial geno-
cide as indios – an ‘indigenization’ expressed as a ‘racialization’ that 
includes at the same time class and racial subalternity. Coloniality thus, 
had proven to be, in the last five hundred years, more profound and 
lasting than colonialism (Quijano, 2010). This new RNC trilogy fed by 
postcolonial studies and Quijano’s ‘coloniality of power’ reinforced the 
place of race-class as causal relations to explain inequalities, but tended 
to leave aside the national question typically central in the 1960s (see 
Figure I.1).

After the victory of Evo Morales in the presidential elections of Bolivia 
(December 2005), a new type of government headed by an Aymaran 
leader changed the agenda of the social sciences. The ‘political instru-
ment’ that led Morales to power, the Movement for Socialism (MAS), was 
built in the midst of cocalero unionism and the massive demonstrations 
in defense of water and gas as natural (national) resources against trans-
national companies. These two forms of traditional struggle, historically 
embodied in syndicalism (class) and anti-foreigner movements (nation), 
arrived now with a sense of novelty. The growth of MAS and the social 
movements was based on the defense of traditional knowledge, communal 
justice and indigene organizations.

In 2009 the Bolivian Constitution was completely reformed defining the 
country as pluri-national and recognizing all indigene nations and languages 
as official. In parallel, the Bolivian nation was affirmed and a program 
of nationalizations was performed. A broader relevant change completed 
the new scenario: the resurrection of Latin-Americanism, starting with the 
regional initiatives of a pool of presidents such as Hugo Chávez, Néstor 
Kirchner, Lula da Silva and Evo Morales. In a research agenda with an 
already consolidated concern for race and class, nation came back on the 
scene, stirring up postcolonial theories that had based their reflections on 
the disappearance of nationalism as a collective identity. Several critiques 
(Svampa, 2016; Stefanoni, 2010) were made of the developmentalist path 
used by Morales and the limits of de-patriarchalization, but undoubtedly 
a relevant morphological change took place in the Bolivian social milieu. 
To be an ‘Indio’ was considered negative and it was a symbol for subal-
ternity in the history of the country. Now, an indianization of politics took 
place: to be an Indio meant having a form of relevant social capital impact-
ing rapidly on the composition of the bureaucratic elites. Accordingly, the 
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Bolivian experience has been a decisive laboratory for a new lens onto 
inequality, this time reinforcing a new RNC trilogy. Meanwhile, Southern 
feminisms seem to be preparing the ground, or underground, for the emer-
gence of a RNCG (Race, Nation, Class, Gender) sociology eager to rise.

What is ‘Critical’ in LAS?

The founding narrative based on the opposition between ‘chair’ and ‘sci-
entific’ sociology was consolidated by Rolando Franco in his well-known 
article ‘25 Years of LAS: A Balance’, published in Revista Paraguaya de 
Sociología in 1974. The aim was to discuss ‘scientific sociology’ in order 
to argue for the validity of ‘critical sociology’, as the third and contempo-
rary phase of LAS (Franco, 1974). In Spanish, ‘critical’ meant the contrary 
to the former program of ‘value neutrality’, launched by Germani, and a 
call against the separation between science and ideology. In English, it 
would be accurate to say that it was critical for this generation of sociolo-
gists to engage with politics in order to question established values and 
unjust structures. In this act, by reinforcing ‘critical’ sociology, Franco also 
canonized ‘chair’, ‘scientific’ and ‘critical’ as the three phases of LAS.

The identification between these three phases and the process of insti-
tutionalization of national sociologies in the region also contributed 
to establishing this founding narrative. However, after the process of  
de-institutionalization experienced in South America and the dismantling 
of the regional circuit with an axis in Chile, this periodization seemed 
truncated. More recently, a few studies revised the history of LAS. 
Svampa (2008) and Roitman Rosenmann (2008) proposed a periodiza-
tion based more on the central debates of each stage: modernization, 
dependency/exploitation, dictatorship, democracy and globalization. From 
a de-colonial perspective, Martins (2012) argues that the constitutive ten-
sion of LAS is in the dichotomy between coloniality and anti-coloniality. 
The first stage would feature a post-independency social thought until 1950, 
followed by a critical postcolonialist sociology – in his view too attached to 
Eurocentric perspectives and not finally in breaking from the previous phase. 
Critical Sociology would have arrived in Latin America in the 1990s, along 
with the displacement of the center-periphery focus and the new perspectives 
on discourse analysis. In particular, Martins argues that Dependency Analysis 
exhibited its limits to explain the relevance of ‘cultural’ and post-geographical 
factors in the global era (Martins, 2012: 34).
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This periodization attempts to discredit the founding narrative by push-
ing critical sociology to contemporary times. However, critical sociology 
is not a phase nor a particular theoretical argument, but a way of practicing 
the discipline. As Svampa (2008) argues, it is a type of amphibian sociol-
ogy, in-between academic knowledge and militant engagement – starting 
with Mariátegui, who was not a ‘chair’ sociologist and perfectly fits under 
the label of ‘critical’ sociologist, with one foot in the social essay and the 
other in the Indigenist movement. This persistent, historical and regional 
feature of LAS is radically different from Burawoy’s (2005) ‘critical’ 
and ‘public’ sociology. Regarding the first, this regional sociology is not 
merely academic but involved in social movements. In relation to the sec-
ond, critical LAS is ‘public’ – not by intervening in the media debates, 
but because of its commitment to a particular type of public intervention 
rooted in the intellectual field. In this sense, critical LAS is not attached to 
the limits of conceiving social actors as ‘audiences’ and thus centering its 
intervention on the mass media. On the other hand, it features by multiple 
styles of production, combining research and political intervention. More 
amphibious than academicist and more critical than policy oriented, LAS 
is a long-standing international platform for global debates.

Although international from birth, the global projection of LAS has 
been limited by two causal factors on different levels: firstly, the fact that 
most of its contributions were published in Spanish or Portuguese; and, 
secondly, the fact that this old regional circuit of recognition has been 
increasingly subordinated to the mainstream circuit and its high impact on 
circulation. This volume is aimed precisely at making available our socio-
logical traditions in order to drive global and South–South dialogue. The 
project was conceived in a workshop held in Mendoza, in 2012, where 
the scientific committee discussed the difference between ‘classics’ and 
‘key texts’. The idea was to broaden the circulation of Latin American 
Sociology as a tool for today’s analysis of our tumultuous world, and not 
just to translate classical texts that may have already circulated in English. 
Instead of thinking about regionally or globally canonized texts, this 
workshop stressed the fact that the volume should provide an insight into 
local contributions to current global debates.

It was also considered relevant to show our diversity in terms of sub-
regional traditions – preventing the replaying of existing intra-regional 
asymmetries, observing gender balance and including authors from as 
many countries as possible. It was not easy to achieve national diversity 
under the limits of a single book, but we reached a basic balance. Most 
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of the authors of the key texts have produced their complete work while 
living and working in Latin America. Only three authors have spent part 
of their lives in the North (Escobar, Laclau and O’Donnell) due to exile 
or settlement abroad. In the cases of Laclau and O’Donnell, they decided 
to return to their homeland in Buenos Aires in the last part of their trajec-
tory. Escobar currently works as a professor partly in the US and partly in 
Colombia.

Gender balance was a more difficult task. The high levels of mascu-
linization registered in LAS until 1970 cannot/should not be compensated 
for by an anthology. We decided to give gender debate a relevant space in 
Parts One to Four and to include a text by the sociologist Suzy Castor in 
Part Five – whose contribution to the debate on nation-state building has 
had an even smaller circulation given the fact that she is Haitian, a woman 
and wrote in Créole or French. The fairest balance was achieved in the six 
introductory studies, with three written by men and three by women.

Finally, this book is organized in five sections, each one is dedicated 
to a thematic debate: (1) Founding problems; (2) Historical and contem-
porary debates; (3) Social structure and inequalities; (4) Identities, actors 
and social movements; and (5) State, society and politics. The structure of 
all the parts includes an introductory study, with a selection of key texts 
followed by brief Comments presenting basic bio-bibliographical data on 
the author’s trajectory.

Notes

1.	 There are serious translation problems when referring to Indigenism, indigeneity 
and indigenous people or ‘Indios’ (as used historically by the actors) that must be consid-
ered. The concept of indigenous in English remits to autochthony and to native people. 
In Latin America ‘Indígena’/indigenes refers to aboriginal communities that were called 
Indios by the colonizers during the conquest. For its part, Indigenism is a political and 
cultural movement developed mainly by middle-class urban mestizos, creating an external 
representation of the Indios with no participation of those communities. Indigenism as a 
movement and as a project can be considered cancelled since the mid-1970s when the indi-
gene movements throughout the region started creating their own political organizations to 
intervene directly in politics. During the 1920s ‘Indio’ was extensively used to refer to indi-
gene communities. Currently ‘indígena/movimiento indígena’ is the concept academically 
used in Spanish to refer to aboriginal people. I have chosen to use the term “indigenes” to 
translate the latter, preserving “indigenous” for meaning autochtonous or rooted.

2.	 In several parts of his writings, Mariátegui uses the word Race in opposition to 
racist uses, advocating in favor of an indigene national project. When he founded his 
noted journal Amauta (Savant in Quechua) he said that this title was an expression of his 
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‘adherence to the Race, his homage to Incaism’ (Mariátegui, 1926:1). This alternative 
concept of race has been in force in the last decades within Latin American movements, 
and the polemic use by Mariátegui is still interesting for current sociological and anthro-
pological debates.

3.	 The column titled ‘To Peruanize Peru’ (‘Peruanizar al Perú’) was published in the 
journal Mundial from September 1925 until 1930. The first article was titled ‘El rostro 
y el alma del Tawantinsuyu’ [Face and Soul of Tawantinsuyu], Mundial, Año VI, n 274,  
11 September 1925.

4.	 The return to Mariátegui’s texts in Latin America came many decades later, particu-
larly in the 1980s when he became a relevant figure in the debates of the South American 
exiles in Mexico, together with the renewed interest in Gramsci. Indeed the trajectories of 
these two intellectuals have similar paths which are incredibly close because of the short 
and harsh lives they lived, the fragmented writings they left and the issues they developed. 
But no ‘influences’ can be pointed out (Beigel, 2005a).

5.	 For a discussion on Bourdieu and Wacquant’s article, see Beigel (2009b).
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