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The transnational transfers of ideas, technologies, materials, and people that 
have shaped the history of science in Latin America are marked, as in any re-
gion, by asymmetries of power. These are often replicated or even magnified in 
the narratives we have forged about that history. The journeys to Latin America 
of some of Europe’s most famous naturalists (Humboldt and Darwin, for ex-
ample) are often depicted as the heroic overcoming by European science of 
savage local terrains and ways of life. Those epic explorers are recast, in other 
narratives, as the forerunners of (neo)colonial exploitation in the history of 
the ransacking of Latin America’s mineral riches to pay for European imperial 
ventures, repeated in the often-illegal plundering of the region’s dinosaur fossils 
to swell museum collections in Europe and North America. In such accounts, 
Latin America becomes the arena for European adventures, the testing ground 
for new scientific theories, or the passive victim of colonial profiteering, but 
rarely a place of innovation. It is certainly the case that over the centuries the 
flow of natural resources, data, and expertise from Latin America to more de-
veloped regions has generally been to the benefit of those regions and has not 
reduced an imbalance of power that dates back to the colonial period.
 Despite serious financial, institutional, and political disadvantages, however, 
many Latin American scientists have succeeded in pioneering significant ad-
vances. Our histories need to be nuanced enough to register these while explor-
ing the powerful geopolitical forces at play that would impose limits on Latin 
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American science or seek to define its objectives. In this volume we investi-
gate the impact of such forces while charting how scientific knowledge in Latin 
America has been creatively and critically forged at the intersections between 
indigenous and foreign cultures and put to use in projects of a political or cul-
tural nature, often with emancipatory ends. We also highlight the rich episte-
mological insights that have emerged from Latin America’s sustained engage-
ment in and reflection on scientific practices. Our aim is not only to rethink the 
place of Latin America in the history of science and the scientific imagination 
but also to understand in greater depth the geopolitics of knowledge as it has 
been produced and deployed in the region. Further, we also bring to the fore 
the significance of Latin American contributions over time in (re)thinking sci-
ence within interdisciplinary and intercultural contexts, a theme that is rapidly 
gaining importance in today’s world.
 The chapter authors detail local engagements with technology and the nat-
ural world in Latin America across time and reveal the social, political, and 
economic conditions that have led to the relative obscurity of such research 
in a world history of science. Comparative thinking is an important feature in 
this volume, as it helps situate the issue of Latin American scientific innovation 
within the global currents of science and understand the particular inequalities 
they produce and reproduce. The asymmetries that govern the global produc-
tion of scientific knowledge have certainly affected the kind of science that is 
possible “at the periphery,” to use the term adopted by many Latin American 
historians of science. While examining a number of cases from the colonial 
times to the present, we propose a critical understanding of how such asymme-
tries have operated. To give an example, the history of science in Latin America 
has been bound up, since colonization, with that of Spain, sharing its peripheral 
status in the global history of science. As Miruna Achim states, until recently, 
science in Spain and its empire was regarded as “slow, backwards, anachronistic, 
and derivative” when compared to that of the rest of Europe.1 This representa-
tion is now beginning to be challenged with greater attention to the “dynamic 
and multiple” exchanges that characterized the production and dissemination 
of scientific knowledge in the colonial era and to the particular forms taken by 
colonial science, thoroughly embedded as it was in “the Spanish political, com-
mercial, economic, cultural, medical, and religious enterprise from the era of 
the Conquest onward.”2 A number of chapters in this volume contribute to this 
new thrust in scholarship on colonial Spanish and Latin American science.
 The dynamic and diverse nature of these exchanges continues, of course, 
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into the nineteenth century and beyond. Irina Podgorny, writing on the field 
of comparative animal anatomy in the mid-nineteenth century, draws atten-
tion to the interweaving of “transversal” and “vertical” communication among 
a number of different political, scientific, and commercial agents.3 Like that 
of many historians of Latin American science, her work questions the central 
dichotomy between local and global that often still governs our understanding 
of the production of knowledge in and of Latin America.4

 Another pivotal feature of this book is the authors’ engagement with evolv-
ing perceptions of the hegemony of science in the modern world and with 
shifting conceptions of science’s autonomy. The mid-twentieth century saw the 
development, in a number of regions, of important theorizations of the social 
dimensions of science and the growth and consolidation of history of science 
as a discipline. Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) offered 
a new account of scientific discovery that inspired further studies on the extent 
to which scientific practice is affected by the political, social, and cultural con-
texts in which scientists are located.5 This productive dismantling of science’s 
self-sufficiency has helped pave the way for further theorizations of science 
such as those by Pierre Bourdieu, François Lyotard, and Bruno Latour that have 
insisted on the constructed and situated nature of scientific knowledge. Such 
approaches have sometimes been misunderstood as entirely dismissing the ref-
erentiality of science, which is not the case; to argue for the social construction 
of science in the way that these theorists and others do is not to deny the exis-
tence of the material world beyond the laboratory but to emphasize the ways in 
which knowledge of that world is inescapably mediated by scientific beliefs and 
practices, which are ultimately social and cultural in nature.
 The extent to which scientific practices are shaped by extrascientific factors is 
a theme that becomes central in theorizations and histories of science produced 
in Latin America in the second half of the twentieth century. These point to the 
coloniality of power and knowledge that continues to shape the production of 
science in and about Latin America and offer a set of evolving reflections on the 
region’s complex position within the realm of global science.

The Geopolitics of Science in Latin America

The geopolitics of scientific knowledge in Latin America comes sharply into fo-
cus in writings published by Latin American scientists and historians of science 
during the twentieth century and beyond. Reflecting in 1983 about the social 
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context of scientific research in Venezuela in a text that would become highly 
influential in the field of science and technology studies in Latin America, Hebe 
Vessuri outlines three main areas in which the impact of socioeconomic condi-
tions in Latin America on the development of science can be seen. First, the 
development of genuinely new concepts is hampered by the economic risks 
involved, meaning that scientific communities at the periphery tend to be more 
“conservative,” dedicating themselves to working through concepts that origi-
nate elsewhere.6 Second, and for related reasons, the kind of science developed 
tends to be “applied” rather than “pure,” with a greater orientation toward social 
purposes, which again means responding to agendas that are first developed in 
other contexts.7 And third, Vessuri asserts, the relative weakness of the social 
sciences in Venezuela, for example, seriously limits the potential to develop sci-
entific activities that would respond to the region’s specific needs, within a clear 
political program that looks beyond immediate circumstances.8

 The Argentine scientist Oscar Varsavsky explains in a seminal essay published 
in 1969 that the internationalization of science hides the asymmetry that has 
governed its global community, which has unconditionally accepted the leader-
ship of the Northern Hemisphere in all matters. It is in Europe, Russia, and the 
United States that topics are chosen for research and the most promising methods 
identified, and it is there also that the contributions of scientists are evaluated.9 
Pablo Kreimer argues that the current-day integration of scientific researchers 
from peripheral countries in international science should be regarded as an “in-
tegración subordinada” (subordinate or dependent integration), to the extent 
that they are often forced to adopt lines of inquiry developed elsewhere and to 
subject their work to the evaluation of interlocutors located beyond the nation’s 
borders.10 Given the enormous differential in funding for the sciences, Kreimer 
characterizes the international division of labor into transnational “megarredes” 
(mega-networks) in which highly specialized technical work is farmed out to the 
periphery as a system that is effectively one of subcontracting.11

 To these huge disparities are added the disruptions to scientific activity 
caused by national politics or economic problems, whose impact on science is 
particularly acute given that most science in Latin America has been funded 
by the state. The widespread experience of political repression and exile has 
interrupted the formation of national and regional scientific communities and 
made of Latin American science a nomadic and diasporic phenomenon. In 
this regard, an emblematic case would be the infamous Noche de los Bastones 
Largos (Night of the Long Batons) in 1966 that inaugurated a period of repres-
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sion against academics under Juan Carlos Onganía’s regime in Argentina. In the 
aftermath of that event, 8,600 university professors resigned from their posi-
tions at the Universidad de Buenos Aires alone, with no fewer than 77 percent 
resigning from the School of Exact Sciences,12 and a number of these emigrated 
to other Latin American countries, the United States, Canada, and Europe.13 
This example reflects a broader history of emigration in Latin American science 
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The Argentine biochemist César 
Milstein, who received the Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1984 for his work on 
antibodies, is only one of many outstanding Latin American scientists who have 
pursued their careers overseas. Milstein spent most of his career in Cambridge, 
England, leaving Buenos Aires definitively in 1962 as a result of the political 
persecution of liberal intellectuals and scientists.14 In more recent decades it has 
not been political oppression so much as economic necessity that has prompted 
the large-scale emigration of scientists from Latin America to better-funded 
institutes in Europe and the United States.
 Notwithstanding the very real difficulties of working in the natural sciences 
at the periphery in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, it is undoubtedly 
the case that Latin America has been the site of some important advances that 
are sometimes cited in global histories of science and technology and more 
frequently in Latin American ones. Figures often mentioned include the Cu-
ban epidemiologist Carlos Juan Finlay (1833–1915), who conducted pioneering 
research on the causes of yellow fever, and the Venezuelan Jacinto Convit (1913–
2014), who was credited with transforming the landscape of epidemiology when 
he invented a vaccine to combat leprosy. Other Latin Americans broke ground 
in the fields of medicine and biotechnology during the twentieth century. In 
the 1920s and 1930s, the Brazilian Manuel Dias de Abreu (1894–1962) developed 
what is now known as abreugraphy, an X-ray system for the quick diagnosis 
of tuberculosis. Some years later, the Argentine Bernardo Houssay (1887–1971) 
won the Nobel Prize in Medicine for his work on the interrelation between 
sugar metabolism and the pituitary gland, findings that revolutionized diabe-
tes research. In physics, the Peruvian Santiago Antúnez de Mayolo (1887–1967) 
wrote Hipótesis sobre la constitución de la materia (Hypothesis about the consti-
tution of matter, 1924), in which he argues for the existence of a neutral element 
in the atom, a theory that was confirmed years later with the discovery of the 
neutron. In the field of technology, at the age of only seventeen, the Mexican 
Guillermo González Camarena (1917–1965) invented one of the earliest color 
transmission systems for television.


