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ON SCHOLARLY DIALOGUE: THE CASE OF
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THE PUBLICATION IN 1960 OF 1. R. LAVRETSKU'S ttA SURVEY OF THE HISPANIC

American Historical Review, 1956-1958," provided U.S. specialists in Latin
American history with an abrasive introduction to recent Soviet historical schol
arship in the Latin American area.' Subsequent reviews by American and
European scholars, together with further translations of pertinent Soviet writ
ings, have helped to provide those lacking a knowledge of the Russian language
with additional insight into the nature and scope of Latin American studies in
the USSR.2 At the same time, however, the frequently opposing views of
history held by Soviet historians and their western critics have greatly com
plicated the task of scholarly evaluation. On the one hand, Soviet historical
scholarship has often been dismissed as "a branch of politics;"3 on the other,
U.S. historians are said to "falsify and distort the historical truth in order to
benefit imperialism.":' In content and presentation, the Lavretskii article
evinces both extremes.

By 1960 the study of Latin American history had only just begun to
develop in the USSR and few specialists abroad knew of initial Soviet efforts
in the field. Lavretskii's review of the HAHR, therefore, appeared as an
historiographical position paper and as such inspired serious misgivings in
the minds of many U.S. Latin Americanists. Official demands by the Com
munist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) for a new applied historiography
in service to the Soviet state evoked images of politically managed scholarship.
Historical facts, U.S. scholars feared, would be molded arbitrarily to fit the
practical needs of the CPSU. Indeed, the Lavretskii article stands as "a classic
example of such party-line historical writing,"5 for it reflects an unscientific
attitude that is anathema to serious scholars everywhere. 6

In the past decade, however, Soviet historians of Latin America have
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made marked progress in the scholarly treatment of their field,7 and it is no
longer acceptable to suggest that their output of historical writing "is neither
quantitatively nor qualitatively impressive."8 While Soviet Latin Americanists
continue to dwell on themes outlined by the CPSU, this does not in itself
invalidate their credentials as professional historians. Furthermore, not all
Soviet specialists in Latin American history are engaged in party-line research;
and of those who are, many investigate other, non-ideological topics, as well.
At the same time, themes of historical research delineated by the CPSU are
not necessarily irrelevant to the non-Marxist historian. In the words of Charles
Gibson, Hit is obvious that the topics of Russian historiography, even when
handled with the standard Russian formulae of interpretation, are worthy of
our western attention."9

A more discriminating appraisal of Soviet scholarship on Latin America,
therefore, seems to be in order. The Lavretskii article no longer offers the U.S.
scholar "a deep insight into contemporary Soviet thinking on Latin American
history.T'? Nor does it "demonstrate what Soviet historians are doing in Latin
American history," as asserted by the editors of the HAHR in February 1961.11

To continue to hold up the Lavretskii article as a paradigm of Soviet scholar
ship in Latin American history confuses issues which merit elucidation."

In the excerpt which follows, Moisei Samuilovich Al'perovich, a leading
Soviet historian of Latin America, appeals both to his Marxist colleagues and
to their non-Marxist critics abroad for a serious exchange of views on salient
problems of Latin American history. Scholarly polemic, he suggests, may
contribute significantly to the elucidation of historical realities, and, conse
quently, is an object worthy of the historian's attention. Such debate proves
useful, however, only when purged of bias and preconception. Serious criti
cism does not admit of gratuitous epithets, and, Al'perovich adds, should be
restricted solely to questions of scholarship.

The coin, of course, has two faces, and u.s. scholars are not alone guilty
of representing ideological verbiage as scholarly criticism." One must not
seek to refute an argument, writes Al'perovich, by labeling its author a "Marx
ist" or "anti-Marxist." The same, we might add, holds for such unscientific
qualifiers as "reactionary," "progressive," and "bourgeois."

Interestingly, Al'perovich himself has on occasion had recourse to this
type of criticism. He has dismissed the "apologists of Spanish colonialism,"
for example, as "representatives of reactionary bourgeois historiography,"
among whose number he includes Lewis Hanke, John Francis Bannon and
Ricardo Levene.v' Similarly, he censures anthropologist A. L. Kroeber by
linking him to the "increased efforts of reactionary bourgeois historiography
to refute the 'black legend' and to rehabilitate Spanish colonialism."15 Yet in
the case of Woodrow W. Borah, Sherburne F. Cook and Lesley Byrd Simpson,
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Al'perovich suggestively discards even the most innocuous of such labels,
describing the distinguished Berkeley scholars simply as "professors" and
"representatives of the so-called 'California school''' of Latin American
history.16

The point here is not to suggest intellectual duplicity, but rather to
underscore Al'perovich's own recognition of shortcomings in Soviet criticisms
of non-Marxist historiography. Historical perception derives in large measure
from specific societal environments, and rare indeed is the historian who can
stand wholly outside his cumulative life experience. Investigative priorities
are by definition open to subjective evaluation. Only the investigations them
selves can be appraised objectively, and it is to this point that Al'perovich
would have scholars of differing persuasions direct their critical attention.
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