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TWENTIETH CENTURIES*

William Paul McGreevey, The Smithsonian Institution

IN 1968, I WAS OFFERED THE OPPORTUNITY TO PREPARE A BRIEF SURVEy OF RE­

sources and prospects for quantitative research in Latin American History by the ad
hoc Committee on Quantitative Data of the American Historical Association. I was
at first charged with treatment of the whole period 1500-1960, but the willingness of
John TePaske to undertake a lion's share of the task ended in limiting my responsi­
bility to Conly' the 19th and 20th centuries. The results of that survey, as indeed those
of Professor TePaske's work, are available in the collection of papers edited by Val
R. Lorwin and Jacob Price, The Dimensions of the Past» In the notes which follow
I will try to avoid repeating any of the presentation in that work and will instead try
to build a bridge between that effort of five years ago and developments in this field
of researchin the past few years.

A sampling of publications and preliminary papers prepared over the past quin­
quennium indicates that a good deal of quantitative research has been underway on
Latin American historical topics. A list derived from reprints, manuscripts, and
books I have received over the past two years includes over eighty separate books and
papers which contain quantitative material treating nearly as many topics and prob­
lems. Here I will review and analyze some of the new methods used in the prepara­
tion of these research reports with a view to determining approaches to research
problems which have demonstrated the highest potential for yielding improved
understanding of the past two centuries of Latin American history.

The accompanying table presents the topical distribution of 82 studies in the
field of Latin American history prepared in recent years. The distribution of studies
by topic would seem to indicate some trend toward greater concern with the domestic
economy, society, and polity than was characteristic of studies carried out between
1945 and 1967.2 This trend was already underway in the late 1960s and has been in-

* This article was originally presented in a session on quantification in Latin American his­
tory, held at the Annual Meeting of the American Historical Association at San Francisco in
December 1973. Another paper on quantification, dealing mainly with the colonial period, was
read by Dr. John J. TePaske, Duke University. Brief comments on the two papers were made
by Professors Charles Berry, Wright University, H. Bradley Benedict, Paul E. Hoffman, Louisi­
ana State University (Baton Rouge), and James W. Wilkie, UCLA. The session was chaired by
the Editor of LARR. Professor TePaske plans to publish an article on quantification in Latin
American history in a subsequent issue of LARR. Ed.
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tensified by the growing number of Latin Americans who are writing about historical
subjects from their own internal, rather than an internationalist (some would say
hegemonic), perspective. Demographic and urban studies, agriculture, and slavery
accounted for half of the 82 studies reviewed. These subjects all require concern
with the domestic society and economy' rather than with the ties of that society to the
international scene.

The growing interest in the internal consistency of the national economy and
society is not inconsistent with the impact of foreign research technologies in histori­
cal research. These technologies, the main subject of this paper, have been adapted to
the local scene by national scholars and young foreigners who believe that studies of
the internal workings of each society are the necessary next step in improving work
in the field of Latin American history. New quantitative technologies promise to bring
the study of Latin American history somewhat nearer the quality levels that have been
attained over the past two decades by historical studies in other geographical regions
'marginal' to the North Atlantic area, e.g. Russian, Japanese, and Indian history.

Among the more interesting of these technologies is that of the reconstitution of
families, which has revolutionized historical demography in France and Britain. Maria
Luiza Marcilio in Brazil" and McCaa and Salinas Meza in Chiles are working to
adapt this technology to studies in Sao Paulo and Concepcion, and CELADE (the
Latin American Demographic Center) in Santiago is now hoping to promote further
work in other parts of Latin America." At a meeting in Santiago in July 1973,
CELADE took steps to secure continuing support for this field of research with special
attention to the preservation of extant archival materials such as parish and notary
records, and such other local bodies of data that will contribute to the reconstitution
of families. Research in this area will be particularly important for any effort to under­
stand the history of decision-making within individual families, particularly such de­
cisions as fertility and family size, ethnic differences, and the impact at the family level
of major events in the past.

Topical Distribution of Recent Studies Employing
Quantitative Methods in the Study of Latin

American History

Topic

Bibliographic & General Works
Demographic & Urban Studies
Industrial Development
Export Economies, esp. Mining
Agriculture & Slavery
Politics
Transportation
Total

Number Percent

14 17
22 27
10 12
9 11

17 21
7 9
3 4

82 101%

Source: Materials received.
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Successful adoption of the method of family reconstitution will be important
for an understanding of the colonial period in Latin American history but will be
of even greater utility in explicating nineteenth and twentieth century demographic
trends. For it is in the period since 1850 that one looks for some signs of a demo­
graphic transition from high birth and death rates to the lower rates characteristic of
the North Atlantic community. A group of Berkeley demographers, quite separate
from I'ecole Berkeley" which is well-known to the history fraternity, has prepared a
series of fundamental monographs based on the modern censuses of Latin America,
i.e., those taken since about 1850. An important recent contribution by this group is
the new set of estimates of mortality based on the application of standard life tables
to corrected population census data." These investigations use new techniques made
possible by advances in the theory of stable populations, some of which were made by
the Colombian demographer-economist, Alvaro Lopez Toro.s The Berkeley demog­
raphers suggest that the pattern of a demographic transition in Latin America will be
quite different from that which occurred in Europe or North America. The decline in
death rates since 1930 has been more rapid than it was in the North Atlantic area;
further, it has been induced by the application of externally developed public health
measures rather than by higher standards of living in general. Since a critical problem
in attempting to anticipate the future course of economic and social change in Latin
America is the timing of future steps in the demographic transition, research in this
field is of fundamental importance. Studies of family reconstitution on a parish level
should usefully complement the work done on the aggregate level with national cen­
suses. Studies of ethnic subcultures could equally well be integrated into the study of
secular demographic trends."

Another new technology, or more exactly, a formalized traditional historical
method, is that of the counterfactual conditional applied to the analysis of past events.
This technique has been used in the study of slavery, the role of the railroads, and
certain government policies in the United States. So far in Latin America it has been
applied to similar subjects though not necessarily with the same consciousness of
method or the same impressive results.t? In an innovational project sponsored by the
Foreign Area Fellowship Program in the summer of 1972, an historian and a political
scientist jointly directed a study of dependence and development in Latin America,
with the special feature of applying quantitative methods to the study of historical
dimensions of the dependence problem. Professor Coatsworth, the historian of the
project, is especially well versed in the adoption of the counterfactual conditional to
problems of historical research. The study group and senior scholars who participated
in the project continue to maintain contact; they will probably have an impact on
publications in this field over the next several years.i-

Not surprisingly, some of the most useful and positive innovations in recent
publications have involved the application of fairly simple descriptive statistics and
nonparametric tests of significance to bodies of data not easily assimilated without
these techniques. The calculation of a real wage index for Colombia from the late
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nineteenth to the early twentieth century involved 110 sophisticated statistical maneu­
vering, but the resulting series is an important building block in understanding the
social and economic history of the country.12 Wilkie's use of Mexican census data,
though his work was published before the period covered by this paper, continues
to elicit attention and some criticism; however, it should be recognized that he at­
tempted no complicated statistical trickery but rather constructed a simple unweighted
index of five variables, gave the new series a catchy title (the poverty index), and at
the same time advanced the discipline, in my view, by leading many scholars to look
at familiar evidence in a new light.13 Equally important to the intellectual develop­
ment of the field has been the critical review of the Wilkie data undertaken by Skid­
more and Smith and by Barkin. These critical evaluations and commentaries have not
been directed at negative criticism alone but have in effect developed new data out
of the correlation coefficients and other descriptive statistics that the authors have
calculated on the basis of Wilkie's work. It is this very process of scholarly interaction
which marks a significant and positive change in the field of Latin American history,
a change that would only be possible with the application of quantitative methods.

New estimating techniques have been applied in an efficacious manner in two
distinct activities-the estimation of mining output in colonial Latin America14 and
migratory movements and their relationship to wages and economic activities in
Bogota.15 In the first case Brading and Cross make use of the apparently close correla­
tion between mercury input and silver output in silver processing to arrive at fresh­
and significantly higher-estimates of silver production in much of the colonial pe­
riod, thus leading to a revision of the conventional wisdom about colonial economic
history. In the second, Udall brings together disparate data to attempt to judge
whether migratory movements into Bogota responded more to such phenomena as
rural violence (a 'push' factor) or to work opportunities (a 'pull' factor) defined by
fluctuations in production in the modern manufacturing sector. One may quibble with
the specific results of both investigations, but these authors have played a substantial
role in changing the nature of historical debate from fuzzy "on the other hands" to
specific analysis of the implications of various pieces of the quantitative puzzles they
have fitted together.

A 'natural' relationship has grown up between quantitative research techniques
and studies of urban history, perhaps because of the importance of numbers, density,
and propinquity in the very definition of urbanity. Nonetheless, many studies in this
field have not moved far beyond the stage of 'bean-counting.'!" Some analytical works
have treated the structure and function of cities.t" and a number of works link past
urban growth to the city's hinterland, the international economy, and the process
of regional developrnent.t" On the whole, however, there seems to exist a gap be­
tween the tantalizing hypotheses of dependence, marginality, and urban alienation on
the one hand, and, on the other, the dreary manipulation of population statistics. Too
little effort has been made to draw out the relationships between population change
and other variables. Improvements in ocean transport brought European goods at
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cheaper prices to Latin American ports and thus competed with handicrafts and nas­
cent industry; better land transport brought the hinterland economically and socially
closer to the city and hence altered fundamental political and social relationships in
both spheres. Immigrant entrepreneurship as a promoter of urban development has
receivedlittle attention (the work of Dean cited above being a happy exception) , and
the growing role of the centralizing state in contributing to what a colleague calls
hyperencephalization could profit from international comparative analysis to comple­
ment studies of single metropli. Studies in the field of urban and regional develop­
ment seem particularly in need of effective theoretical guidance through the maze of
data available. In that regard, workers in the vineyard are fortunate to have Jorge
Enrique Hardoy, Richard M. Morse, and Richard Schaedel working individually and
jointly through their biennial efforts conducted through the International Congress of
Americanists to bring together theoreticians and data analysts to discuss the state of
the art in the field of quantitative historical research. These scholars contemplate con­
centrating their efforts in 1974 on nineteenth-century urban history of Latin America,
thus complementing earlier work on pre-Columbian and colonial epochs.

Political scientists, as well as historians, have been among the most sophisticated
users of simple statistical relations to reveal political behavior through electoral par­
ticipation rates, voting behavior, and elite turnover.P Since experts in this field have
never been sanguine about the directness of parallels between North Atlantic political
institutions and those which appear to be the same in Latin America but often are not,
the political historians have had to use special skill to adapt the techniques of be­
havioral political science to the Latin American context. To a large degree the tech­
niques used are not those of political science at all but rather adaptations of social
statistics. Smith's analysis of the social bases of Peronism owes less to political science
as a discipline than it does to methods of multivariate analysis developed by statis­
ticians and applied to a wide variety of social phenomena. Sinkin draws on the tech­
nique of factor analysis used by psychologists and others for the pooling of large
masses of data to establish sets of related variables of a smaller, more manageable
number. Such techniques do more than permit the analysis of existing masses of in­
formation that are unassimiIable; they create new data which are built in terms of the
intellectual constructs which the scholar has brought to the analysis. As such, these
new materials are potentially useful to other scholars-their utility governed by the
quality and applicability of the intellectual constructs which created them. Quantita­
tive political studies appear at this juncture to offer considerable potential for further
development.

A variety of techniques extracted from the economist's kit bag have been used
for the study of Latin America's economic history. At first glance these might appear
to be essentially statistical tools applied to economic problems; however, when the
use of statistical tools (multivariate analysis, two-stage least squares estimation tech­
niques to deal with problems of multicollinearity) is guided by a priori hypotheses
developed from economic theory, then one may fairly differentiate those techniques
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from ones which seem similar when applied, for example, by a political scientist. Ex­
amples can be found in publications concerning the larger countries-Argentina,20
Brazil.s- and Mexico.s" The work of Professor Diaz Alejandro on Argentine eco­
nomic history is leading to significant changes in the received wisdom about the
evolution of the economy, as noted in a recent book by Platt. 23 Other significant work
is in progress at the Instituto Torcuato Di Tella in Buenos Aires, particularly in the
development of historical statistics on the Argentine economy.24 Brazilian studies by
economists are particularly directed at an understanding of the complex interrelation­
ships between the rise of the central state as an important economic institution with
tax, fiscal, and commercial policies; the special role of the export sector, principally
coffee; and the rise of industrialization and import substitution. Mexican studies of
the economy in the twentieth century continue a concern with the economic conse­
quences of the Mexican Revolution and the re-estimation of national product and
hence of the timing and pace of economic growth and structural change in the
manufacturing, agricultural, and other aspects of the economy. An interesting effort
to apply the perspectives of the new economic history is Clark Reynold's estimate of
the costs of the Mexican Revolution contained in his larger work on Mexican eco­
nomic development. 25 The best of the studies being conducted by a generation of
young economists demonstrate a consciousness of the complexity of the development
process and an awareness that technical economics can be brought to bear in under­
standing that process only if the more traditional and less technical approaches of the
historian are used to complement and deepen the perceptions of the past emanating
from these technical analyses.

Finally, one must mention certain studies recently completed by historians which
develop fresh quantitative data. Carmagnani's study of Chilean industrial develop­
ment26 comes immediately to mind, as do Florescano's study of corn prices,21 Bauer's
studies of Chilean agriculture.w and innovative work in the analysis of sugar, slavery,
and society.t? These studies are marked not so much by the use of a strikingly new
technique as by the development of new data, particularly time series, by linking
together unpublished archival materials. Perhaps the essence of the method is plain
hard work guided by the intention to gather all pertinent quantitative materials. The
French histoire des prix is an important forebear of this work, particularly since an
inductive approach appears to be the organizing principle which would contrast this
work with that of the economists at work on economic history who are guided by
deductive models drawn from economic theory.

A distinctive contribution to the analysis of slavery was offered at another ses­
sion of the 1973 AHA meeting by Mr. Arnold Kessler. He combines his inductive
survey of archival materials in Bahia and Rio de Janeiro with a number of (received'
hypotheses about manumission practicies in nineteenth century Brazil. The result is a
refutation of some of these hypotheses; more importantly, his statistical analysis of
the causes of manumission amplifies our understanding of the structure of slave so­
ciety, particularly the social roles of immigrant slaves. Perhaps Kessler's work points
the way toward which all these studies are leading-away from disciplinary splinter-
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ing and the isolated monograph toward a structural interdependence of all scholars'
researchproducts.

Certainly that is the necessary path of quantitative research on Latin American
history. The costs of research are too great to be borne by individual scholars.
The data output will have to be shared and used by more than one or even a few in­
vestigators if their costs of production are to be justified. Perhaps in this field of his­
torical researchmore than most, a good neighbor policy is essential to further progress.
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