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Fr om:  Nei l  Smi t h,  The Politics of Space: Jigsaw Geographies After Area Studies.   
For t hcomi ng.       
             Chapter 2 
 
             “ABYSMAL IGNORANCE”:   
          THE PRE-LIFE OF AREA STUDIES, 1917 - 1958 
 

 I t  i s  wi del y and not  unr easonabl y assumed t hat  ar ea s t udi es  emer ged i n 

t he pos t war  per i od,  ver y much as  a pr oduct  of  Wor l d War  I I .   Cer t ai nl y,  as  a 

di s t i nct  academi c pur sui t ,  r ecogni zabl e by i t s  ar ea di vi s i ons  bet ween Af r i can 

s t udi es ,  Sovi et  and Eas t  Eur opean s t udi es ,  As i an s t udi es ,  Mi ddl e Eas t er n 

s t udi es  and so f or t h,  t hi s  i s  demons t r abl y t he case.   Ar ea s t udi es  coal esced 

i n t he wake of  Wor l d War  I I  and as  such i t  came wi t h a speci f i c hi s t or i cal  and 

geogr aphi cal  i mpr i mat ur .   Ar ea s t udi es  came i nt o bei ng as  a chi l d of  what  

mi ght  be cal l ed t he second moment  of  US gl obal  ambi t i on,  a t r i umphal i s t  moment  

mar ked by t he hubr i s  of  Henr y Luce’s  “Amer i can Cent ur y. ”  Havi ng f ai l ed t o put  

Woodr ow Wi l son’s  “gl obal  Monr oe Doct r i ne” i nt o pr act i ce f ol l owi ng Wor l d War  I ,  

and br oadl y def eat ed by t he i deol ogi cal  i sol at i oni sm of  t he f ol l owi ng decades ,  

pos t - Wor l d War  I I  i nt er nat i onal i s t s  saw t he new peace as  a second chance at  

gl obal  power .   Fuel l ed by US economi c and mi l i t ar y power ,  dr i ven by t he 

r emnant s  of  Roosevel t i an i nt er nat i onal i sm and t he oppor t uni t y af f or ded by i t s  

over s i ght  of  pos t war  r econs t r uct i on,  and spur r ed j us t  as  much by emer gi ng col d 

war  geopol i t i cal  compet i t i on,  success i ve pos t war  admi ni s t r at i ons  l eavened 1945 

gl obal  opt i mi sm wi t h col d war  pugi l i sm t o pr ovoke a mor e gl obal  pos t ur e t han 
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t he US had yet  embr aced. 1  Ar ea s t udi es  was  s i mul t aneous l y par t ner  and 

of f spr i ng of  t hat  nat i onal l y based but  gl obal l y f ocused pr oj ect ,  and compar ed 

wi t h pr i or  f or ms  and i ns t i t ut i onal i zat i ons  of  ar ea knowl edge,  i t s  

di s t i nct i veness  l ay i n i t s  Amer i canness .    

 And yet  ar ea s t udi es  di d not  spr i ng de novo out  of  Wor l d War  I I  and i t s  

af t er mat h.   I t  had i t s  pr ecur sor s .  The ear l y academi c hi s t or y of  t he f i el d i s  

wel l  r ehear sed i n document s  f r om t he f or mat i ve pos t war  per i od,  many of  t hem 

publ i shed by t he New Yor k based Soci al  Sci ence Resear ch Counci l  as  i t  s t r ove 

t o i ns t i t ut i onal i ze ar ea s t udi es  r esear ch. 2   Sever al  pr ogr ams i n Lat i n 

Amer i can s t udi es  and Or i ent al  s t udi es  had al r eady emer ged i n US uni ver s i t i es  

i n t he 1930s .   The f or mer  wer e s i gni f i cant l y s t i mul at ed by St at e Depar t ment  

cul t ur al  and economi c exchange i ni t i at i ves  r el at ed t o Roosevel t ’s  “Good 

Nei ghbor  Pol i cy, ” wher eas  t he l at t er  r epr esent ed a mor e expl i ci t  

r egi onal i zat i on of  endogenous  academi c speci al t i es  l ong absor bed i n cl ass i cal  

s t udi es  of  t he Mi ddl e Eas t .   But  i t s  i nspi r at i ons  al so came f r om ear l i er  

devel opment s  out s i de academi a,  and t hese ar e l ess  of t en i nt egr at ed i nt o 

wr i t t en hi s t or i es  of  ar ea s t udi es .   We begi n wi t h t hat  non- academi c hi s t or y i n 

an at t empt  t o answer  t wo ques t i ons .   Fi r s t ,  why di d ar ea s t udi es  emer ge when 

i t  di d i n t he Uni t ed St at es ,  cons i der abl y l at er  t han par al l el  i ns t i t ut i ons  i n 

Eur ope?  And why,  when i t  di d emer ge,  di d i t  t ake t he f or m of  ar ea s t udi es  

based pr i mar i l y i ns i de uni ver s i t i es  as  opposed t o t he ki nd of  i ns t i t ut i onal  

f or m r epr esent ed by,  f or  exampl e,  t he Br i t i sh Royal  Geogr aphi cal  Soci et y or  
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t he myr i ad ot her  schol ar l y soci et i es  – t he t hi nk t anks  of  t hei r  day –  t hat  

connect ed academi a wi t h gover nment  t hr oughout  Eur ope?   

 The answer  t o t hese ques t i ons  needs  t o be sought  not  j us t  i n a nar r ow 

i nt el l ect ual  hi s t or y,  i mpor t ant  as  t hi s  t hr ead of  i nves t i gat i on i s ,  but  i n t he 

r el at i onshi p bet ween ar ea knowl edge,  power  and empi r e.   Thr ee speci f i c 

pr oj ect s  and or gani zat i ons  pl ayed cr uci al  r ol es  i n pr epar i ng t he gr ound f or  

t he i ns t i t ut i onal i zat i on of  ar ea s t udi es ,  and t hese ar e l ess  commonl y i ncl uded 

i n t he r ecei ved hi s t or i es  of  t he f i el d.   We shal l  exami ne t hem br i ef l y bef or e 

cons i der i ng t he pos t war  per i od.   These wer e by no means  t he onl y such ef f or t s  

but  t hey di d f i gur e among t he mos t  s i gni f i cant .   They ar e t he Wor l d War  I  

“I nqui r y, ” t he Ar my Speci al i zed Tr ai ni ng Pr ogr am of  Wor l d War  I I ,  and t he 

Counci l  on For ei gn Rel at i ons .   

 

From the Inquiry to World War II 

 At  t he t ur n of  t he t went i et h cent ur y,  “t he mi nd’s  eye of  an Amer i can 

swept  wor l d af f ai r s  wi t h mar vel l ous  f r eedom, ” sugges t ed Rober t  Wi ebe i n hi s  

cl ass i c hi s t or y,  The Search for Order.   “The nat i onal  gover nment  t r eat ed f or ei gn 

r el at i ons  much as  i t  di d t he r es t  of  i t s  bus i ness , ” l eavi ng t he i ni t i at i ve 

l ar gel y t o pr i vat e ci t i zens  and t he gover nment s  of  ot her s .   “For ei gn r el at i ons  

wer e composed of  i nci dent s ,  not  pol i ci es , ” and success i ve admi ni s t r at i ons  di d 

not  pl an so much as  r eact .   An i deol ogi cal  muci l age of  mani f es t  des t i ny 

cer t ai nl y pr ovi ded a modi cum of  i deol ogi cal  coher ence but  i n pr act i ce t hei r  
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f or ei gn af f ai r s  moved var i ous l y f r om i ssue t o i s sue.   Even as  t hey r el i shed 

empi r e wi t h t he acqui s i t i ve col oni al  war s  of  1898,  US admi ni s t r at i ons  bar el y 

devel oped a r ecogni zabl e f or ei gn pol i cy,  and t hi s  r emai ned t he case i nt o Wor l d 

War  I . 3    Thus  i t  was  t hat  havi ng used t he pr et ext  of  Ger man at t acks  on 

Amer i can owned f r ei ght er s  suppl yi ng Br i t ai n,  Fr ance,  Russ i a and t hei r  al l i es  

t o t ake t he US i nt o Wor l d War  I ,  Woodr ow Wi l son al so or der ed t he f or mat i on of  

a hi ghl y secr et  t hi nk t ank code- named “t he I nqui r y. ”  Wi l son by and l ar ge r an 

hi s  own f or ei gn pol i cy,  and hi s  St at e Depar t ment  was  encr us t ed wi t h ni net eent h 

cent ur y assumpt i on and not  a l ot  mor e.   I t  had ver y f ew t r ai ned per sonnel  wi t h 

an exper t i se i n ot her  par t s  of  t he wor l d,  and t he ent i r el y i ndependent  

“I nqui r y” was  concei ved i n t he f ace of  “al mos t  pani cky demands  i n Washi ngt on 

f or  bas i c dat a. ”4  Assembl ed i n aut umn 1917 and based i n upt own Manhat t an at  

t he Amer i can Geogr aphi cal  Soci et y,  wher e i t  avai l ed i t sel f  of  t he ext ens i ve 

l i br ar y,  t he uni que map col l ect i on,  and t he l eader shi p ser vi ces  of  t he AGS 

di r ect or ,  I sai ah Bowman,  t he I nqui r y amassed a l ar ge gr oup of  academi c 

speci al i s t s  t o sur vey t he cent r al  i s sues  t hat  woul d i nevi t abl y ar i se i n any 

pos t war  peace conf er ence.  

 The I nqui r y was  t o be t he pr i mar y i nf or mat i on base f or  conduct i ng what  

many,  expr ess i ng t he moder n Wi l soni an opt i mi sm of  t he moment ,  ant i ci pat ed 

woul d be a “sci ent i f i c peace. ”  I t  event ual l y number ed 126 r esear cher s ,  

pr edomi nant l y car t ogr apher s ,  hi s t or i ans  and geogr apher s ,  but  al so i ncl udi ng 

cl ass i cs  schol ar s ,  economi s t s ,  j our nal i s t s ,  psychol ogi s t s ,  geol ogi s t s  and 
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l awyer s .   I t  was  gener al l y or gani zed ar ound r egi onal  speci al t i es  – Russ i a and 

Eas t er n Eur ope,  Pal es t i ne and Mesopot ami a,  t he Bal kans ,  Af r i ca,  t he Far  Eas t ,  

et c.  – f ocus i ng par t i cul ar l y on var i ous  nat i ons  or  sub- r egi ons  of  Eur ope,  but  

i t  al so i ncl uded sever al  t hemat i c commi t t ees  i ncl udi ng car t ogr aphy and 

di pl omat i c hi s t or y.   Per haps  i ndi cat i ng t he pr esumpt i ons  of  t he Monr oe 

Doct r i ne and a cer t ai n concer n t hat  Mexi co or  Ar gent i na,  f or  exampl e,  mi ght  

“go Ger man” dur i ng or  af t er  t he war ,  but  j us t  as  cer t ai nl y wi t h an eye t o 

pos t war  commer ce,  t he I nqui r y expended an i nor di nat e ef f or t  on Lat i n Amer i ca 

despi t e t he r egi on’s  compar at i ve i sol at i on f r om t he bat t l ef i el d.   By 

compar i son,  As i a at t r act ed scant  cover age and t he col oni es  of  Eur opean power s  

even l ess .   However  uneven,  t he I nqui r y’s  pur vi ew was  nonet hel ess  gl obal  

r at her  t han hemi spher i c,  and t hi s  i t sel f  was  a new depar t ur e f or  f l edgl i ng US 

f or ei gn pol i cy. 5  

 Al most  bef or e i t  f ound i t s  f eet ,  t he I nqui r y’s  wor k was  t r ans l at ed i nt o 

a di pl omat i c pos t ur e.   I t  dr af t ed t he f amous  “Four t een Poi nt s” al t hough 

nei t her  t he I nqui r y’s  exi s t ence nor  i t s  r ol e wer e yet  r eveal ed.   I n t hese 

Four t een Poi nt s ,  dr af t ed by t he I nqui r y,  Wi l son made a power f ul  mor al  cl ai m 

over  whi ch di r ect i ons  pos t war  r econs t r uct i on ought  t o t ake.   Apar t  f r om mor e 

gener al  di pl omat i c pr ocl amat i ons ,  t hese poi nt s  cover ed sover ei gnt y and 

t er r i t or i al  set t l ement s  t hr oughout  Eur ope,  f r om Fr ance t o Russ i a,  Pol and t o 

t he Bal kans ,  and ges t ur ed t owar d a new pol i t i cal  geogr aphy f or  t he l ands  

cover ed by t he col l aps i ng Aus t r o- Hungar i an and Ot t oman empi r es .   As  t hi s  
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sugges t s ,  t he f ocus  of  t he I nqui r y’s  wor k was  ver y much about  t er r i t or i es  and 

boundar i es ,  and i n aski ng t he ques t i on how pos t war  boundar i es ,  especi al l y i n 

Eur ope,  ought  t o be r ear r anged,  t hey emphas i zed nat i onal  i dent i t i es  and 

char act er i s t i cs .   Cons i der abl e ef f or t  was  devot ed t o t he mappi ng of  nat i onal  

gr oups  i dent i f i ed by l anguage,  r el i gi on and ot her  f act or s ,  and t o anal yzi ng 

cul t ur al  and pol i t i cal  conf l i ct s  al ong nat i onal  gr ounds .   Ther e was  a cer t ai n 

i r ony i n t he f act  t hat  t hi s  wor k mobi l i zed an emer gi ng l anguage of  et hni ci t y 

and et hni c di f f er ence.   Devel oped par t i cul ar l y i n t he pos t - Ci vi l  War  per i od i n 

t he US,  t he l anguage of  et hni ci t y pr ovi ded a means  by whi ch i mmi gr ant  

Amer i cans  of  Eur opean decent  coul d be separ at ed f r om Af r i can Amer i cans ,  on t he 

one hand,  whi l e on t he ot her ,  t he i nt er nal  nat i onal  di vi s i ons  bet ween I r i sh,  

I t al i an,  Jewi sh and ot her  i mmi gr ant  Amer i cans  – al l  i n t he pr ocess  of  becomi ng 

“whi t e” – coul d be r ecogni zed as  i nf er i or  t o,  or  at  l eas t  di f f er ent  f r om,  t he 

Angl o s t ock t hat  pr ovi ded t he supposed r epubl i can nor m.   I n ot her  wor ds ,  

soci o- t er r i t or i al  l abel s  pr oj ect ed f r om Eur ope ont o a cul t ur al  ass i mi l at i oni s t  

map of  t he Uni t ed St at es  wer e r ef l ect ed back as  an avowedl y sci ent i f i c 

appar at us  f or  r ewor ki ng t he cul t ur al ,  soci al ,  economi c and pol i t i cal  geogr aphy 

of  Eur ope,  t he cont i nent  f r om whi ch t hose cat egor i zat i ons  wer e ext r act ed i n 

t he f i r s t  pl ace.  

 When i t s  wor k and exi s t ence was  event ual l y r eveal ed as  many of  t he 

I nqui r y s t af f  pr epar ed t o go t o Par i s  f or  t he 1919 peace conf er ence,  t he 

or gani zat i on was  wi del y seen as  a r epos i t or y of  “exper t s” – “f act  s t udent s , ” 
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accor di ng t o one Kansas  newspaper ,  “hi ghbr ows  l aden wi t h secr et s  of  f or ei gn 

l ands . ”6  The r at i onal e f or  t he I nqui r y i s  cl ear  enough,  namel y t o pr ovi de t he 

knowl edge f or  US par t i ci pat i on i n Par i s ,  but  i t  woul d be a mi s t ake t o 

exagger at e t he i ns t r ument al i sm of  t hi s  wor k.   I n l i t t l e mor e t han a year ,  i t  

pr oduced near l y 2, 000 r epor t s  and 1, 200 maps  at  a cons i der abl e cos t  of  

$241, 000,  and much of  t hi s  mat er i al  was  shi pped t o Par i s  wi t h t he US 

del egat i ons .   Yet  t hey f el l  wel l  shor t  of  pr ovi di ng t he sys t emat i c pl anni ng 

Wi l son sought ,  and when t hey di d of f er  s t r at egi c advi ce i t  was  as  of t en 

i gnor ed as  f ol l owed.   The I nqui r y’s  choi ce of  f ocus  was  of t en l ess  t han 

s t r at egi c.   Ther e was  a pauci t y of  US “exper t s” i n ar ea knowl edge,  and t he 

or gani zat i on adher ed t o a sel f - def eat i ng pr eoccupat i on wi t h “secur i t y” whi ch 

r es t r i ct ed I nqui r y per sonnel  t o a r el at i vel y nar r ow el i t e gr oup.   Accor di ngl y,   

t he t opi cs  of  I nqui r y s t udi es  and r epor t s  of t en r ef l ect ed t he exper t i se of  t he 

s t af f  mor e t han any over al l  pl an or  j udgment  about  i t s  cont r i but i on t o US 

di pl omacy.    

 War ,  sur el y enough,  has  a way of  hi ghl i ght i ng def i ci enci es  i n a peopl e’s  

– per haps  especi al l y a s t at e’s  – knowl edge of  t he wor l d,  shar peni ng t he 

per cei ved need f or  such knowl edge,  and t hi s  was  equal l y t he case dur i ng Wor l d 

War  I I . .   Mor e t han i n t he ear l i er  conf l i ct ,  US ar ea knowl edge was  gal vani zed 

i n pr epar at i on f or  t he war  i t sel f .   Much l i ke t he I nqui r y,  t he Of f i ce of  

St r at egi c Ser vi ces  ( OSS)  – i t s  deep secr ecy bet okened by i t s  own anodyne 

appel l at i on – r ecr ui t ed squads  of  uni ver s i t y academi cs  among ot her s .   Some 
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wer e sent  as  spi es  t o “out pos t s” ar ound t he wor l d,  but  many al so r emai ned i n 

t he Resear ch and Anal ys i s  Br anch i n Washi ngt on D. C.  wher e t hey col l ect ed,  

or gani zed and conveyed  i nt el l i gence i n suppor t  of  t he war  ef f or t .   An 

obj ect i vi sm bor n of  t he new soci al  sci ent i f i c pos i t i vi sm pol i ced t hi s  wor k.   

The OSS was  a wi de- r angi ng and of t en di scor dant  gr oup whi ch i ncl uded dozens  of  

f or ei gn r ef ugees  and emi gr es  and not  a f ew soci al i s t s  and communi s t s  commi t t ed 

t o t he def eat  of  f asci sm.  An I nqui r y wr i t  l ar ge,  t he OSS vi ed wi t h t he 

mi l i t ar y and St at e Depar t ment  f or  aut hor i t y over  i nt el l i gence gat her i ng.   

 Pr ecur sor  of  t he CI A,  t he s t or y of  t he OSS and i t s  ext ens i ve ef f or t s  i n 

pr ocur i ng and pr oduci ng war t i me ar ea knowl edge ar e qui t e wel l  known, 7  but  

l ess  r emember ed t oday i s  t he wor k of  t he Ar my Speci al i zed Tr ai ni ng Pr ogr am 

( ASTP)  whi ch al so ai med at  war t i me pr epar at i on.   Ami ds t  a chaot i c ar r ay of  

per sonnel  pr epar at i on pr ogr ams,  i t  was  t he cent er pi ece of  an ef f or t  t o pr oduce 

a mor e educat ed of f i cer  cl ass ,  f ocus i ng on a l ayer  of  r ecr ui t s  who woul d be 

di spat ched f ar  mor e wi del y ar ound t he wor l d i n t hi s  second gl obal  conf l i ct .   

I naugur at ed i n 1943,  t he ASTP ef f ect i vel y of f er ed a cr ash cour se i n uni ver s i t y 

s t udy.   227 i ns t i t ut i ons  acr oss  t he count r y event ual l y opened t hei r  door s  t o 

an expect ed 150, 000 r ecr ui t s  who woul d s t udy f or  36 weeks  bef or e depl oyment .  

I t s  cur r i cul a wer e i nt ense and wi de r angi ng,  cover i ng engi neer i ng,  medi ci ne 

and t he sci ences ,  but  t hey al so aspi r ed t o pr ovi de geogr aphi cal ,  hi s t or i cal ,  

pol i t i cal  and cul t ur al  knowl edge of  s t r at egi c ar eas  i n t he war .   Language 

t r ai ni ng was  a maj or  par t  of  t hi s  wor k.   



 9

 I t  was  wi del y per cei ved,  accor di ng t o one r et r ospect i ve,  t hat  an 

“abysmal  . . .  i gnor ance of  cul t ur es  ot her  t han West er n ci vi l i zat i on” gr i pped 

t he Uni t ed St at es  on t he eve of  Wor l d War  I I :  a “shr oud of  i gnor ance” i nt oned 

anot her  sur vey at  t he t i me. 8  The For ei gn Ar ea and Language cur r i cul a of  t he 

ASTP wer e des i gned t o make up f or  t hat  i gnor ance,  and ami ds t  t he gener al  

scr ambl e f or  new and ol d cur r i cul ar  mat er i al  and f or  t r ai ned i ns t r uct or s ,  t he 

shor t age was  nowher e mor e acut e t han wi t h geogr aphy,  s i nce at  t he out set  of  

war  sever al  hundr eds  geogr apher s  wer e i mmedi at el y seconded t o Washi ngt on.   The 

di f f i cul t i es  i n r ecr ui t i ng f acul t y cr eat ed s t r enuous  i nt er - uni ver s i t y 

compet i t i on f or  f acul t y,  l eadi ng t o some s t r ange pr act i ces :   desper at e 

uni ver s i t y admi ni s t r at or s  “per s i s t ent l y scanned t he passenger  l i s t s  of  t he 

Gripsholm f or  poss i bl e academi cs  r et ur ni ng f r om Japan and Chi na. ”9  Even wher e 

i t  wor ked,  however ,  t he ASTP over al l  was  of  dubi ous  ass i s t ance t o t he war  

ef f or t .   Havi ng admi t t ed 219, 000 s t udent s  and gr aduat ed 75, 000,  i t  was  

per empt or i l y t er mi nat ed af t er  a year  when ur gent  per sonnel  r equi r ement s  sent  

of f i cer  t r ai nees  s t r ai ght  t o war . 10  Yet  i t  di d pl ay a pi vot al  r ol e as  r egar ds  

ar ea s t udi es .  

 I n t he i mmedi at e mont hs  and year s  af t er  Wor l d War  I I ,  unl i ke t he 

af t er mat h of  1919,  t her e wer e ef f or t s  t o t ackl e t he l i nger i ng “abysmal  

i gnor ance” of  t he wor l d,  and what  t he ASTP s t ar t ed gr ew i nt o somet hi ng l ar ger .  

Gui ded as  much by avai l abl e exper t i se as  by bat t l ef i el d l ocat i on,  t he ASTP 

cur r i cul a had especi al l y s t r essed Eur ope and Eas t  As i a,  but  i nadver t ent l y or  
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ot her wi se,  i t  hel ped l aunch many academi c car eer s  i n l anguages  and ar ea 

s t udi es ,  t hat  s t r et ched wel l  beyond t hese t wo r egi ons .   Most  s i gni f i cant l y,  i t  

hel ped al t er  t he i ns t i t ut i onal  l andscape f or  t hi s  wor k,  s t i mul at i ng t he 

evol ut i on of  a “cent er ” model  i n t he f i el d of  l anguage and ar ea t r ai ni ng.   The 

ASTP had per f or ce combi ned ver y i nt ens i ve l anguage s t udy wi t h t he s t udy of  t he 

pl aces  and cul t ur es  at t ached t o t hese l anguages ,  and t hi s  war t i me amal gam of  

ar eal  f oci  seeded t he pos t war  es t abl i shment  of  ar ea s t udi es  cent er s  i n 

uni ver s i t i es  acr oss  t he count r y.   I n t hi s  model ,  exper t i se,  r esear ch and 

t eachi ng on speci f i c ar eas  was  gat her ed f r om acr oss  t he di sci pl i nes  i nt o 

di scr et e cent er s .   Languages  usual l y l ay at  t he cor e of  such i ni t i at i ves ,  

especi al l y af t er  t he 1958 Nat i onal  Def ense Educat i on Act  enshr i ned suppor t  f or  

such cent er s  and pr ogr ams wi t hi n i t s  Ti t l e VI . 11  

 

The Council on Foreign Relations 

 However  cent r al ,  t he exi genci es  of  war  wer e not  t he onl y s t i mul i  i n t he 

comi ng t o l i f e of  ar ea s t udi es .   Af t er  Wor l d War  I  and t he Par i s  peace 

conf er ence,  vet er ans  of  t he I nqui r y exhor t ed t he new Har di ng admi ni s t r at i on t o 

br eak wi t h t he ni net eent h cent ur y seat - of - t he- pant s  f or ei gn pol i cy of  t he 

pr ewar  days  and t o es t abl i sh a “Di vi s i on of  I nt el l i gence” i ns i de t he St at e 

Depar t ment .   Thei r  cal l s  went  unheaded,  t hus  pr epar i ng t he gr ound f or  t he 

“abysmal  i gnor ance” di agnosed on t he cusp of  war  t wo decades  l at er .   

Nonet hel ess ,  not  sat i s f i ed wi t h of f i ci al  r ef usal s  and a r i s i ng i deol ogi cal  
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i sol at i oni sm af t er  1919,  t hese Wi l soni an i nt er nat i onal i s t s  wer e det er mi ned 

somehow t o i ns t i t ut i onal i ze ar ea knowl edge i n a way t hat  woul d event ual l y 

i nf l uence US f or ei gn pol i cy.   I n Par i s ,  US del egat i on advi ser s  had been 

envi ous  of  t hei r  Br i t i sh and Fr ench count er par t s  who ar r i ved wi t h t he f ul l  

wei ght  of  For ei gn Of f i ce and Col oni al  Of f i ce i nt el l i gence uni t s  – and 

aut hor i t y – behi nd t hem;  by cont r as t  US deci s i on- maki ng was  f ar  mor e f r ee-

wheel i ng,  and t o t he chagr i n of  t he schol ar l y advi ser s  i t  of t en madeno use 

what soever  of  t hei r  exper t i se.   The US advi ser s   had al r eady r esol ved wi t h 

Br i t i sh col l eagues  t o es t abl i sh a t r ansat l ant i c i nt er nat i onal  af f ai r s  

or gani zat i on af t er  t he peace conf er ence,  and whi l e t hi s  never  came t o f r ui t i on 

i t  di d spawn separ at e Br i t i sh and Amer i can or gani zat i ons .   On t he US s i de,  t he 

Counci l  on For ei gn Rel at i ons  ( CFR)  was  es t abl i shed i n 1921,  put t i ng t oget her  

I nqui r y academi cs  and many of  t he Par i s  advi ser s  on t he one s i de wi t h a 

br oadl y i nt er nat i onal i s t  Wal l  St r eet  gent l eman’s  di nner  cl ub l ed by er s t whi l e 

secr et ar y of  war  and secr et ar y of  s t at e,  El i hu Root .   Root ,  i t  shoul d be 

not ed,   had won t he 1912 Nobel  Peace Pr i ze i n r ecogni t i on,  i n par t ,  of  hi s  

aut hor shi p of  t he not or i ous  Pl at t  Amendment  whi ch gave t he US r i ght s  i n 

per pet ui t y t o t he Guant ánamo encl ave i n Cuba. 12 

 The f oundi ng s t at ement  of  t he Counci l  on For ei gn Rel at i ons  ( CFR)  

expr essed i t s  ambi t i on.   I t  compr i sed “a gr oup of  men i nt er es t ed i n spr eadi ng 

knowl edge of  i nt er nat i onal  r el at i ons” and vent ur ed t o do so by pr ovi di ng “a 

cont i nuous  conf er ence on t he i nt er nat i onal  aspect s” of  Amer i can af f ai r s .   I t  



 12

pr ovi ded a “cont act  bazaar ” f or  what  i t  cal l ed “men of  i nf l uence” and i t  

sought  no l ess  t han t o gui de US f or ei gn pol i cy. 13  Thi s  same per i od spawned a 

number  of  ot her  associ at i ons  var i ous l y seeki ng t o f i l l  t he vacuum of  f or ei gn 

pol i cy knowl edge,  i ncl udi ng i n di f f er ent  ways  t he Hoover  I ns t i t ut i on and t he 

For ei gn Pol i cy Associ at i on,  but  t he Counci l  may have been par amount .   The 

ambi t i on of  i t s  f oundi ng s t at ement  woul d event ual l y be r eal i zed as  t he CFR 

evol ved i nt o one of  t he mos t  power f ul  non- gover nment al  t hi nk t anks  i n t he 

Uni t ed St at es ,  a  f or ei gn pol i cy t r ai ni ng gr ound f or  numer ous  pr es i dent s  and 

secr et ar i es  of  s t at e,  f r om Henr y Ki ss i nger  t o J i mmy Car t er .   But  despi t e i t s  

bes t  ef f or t s ,  t he CFR was  not  al ways  so i nf l uent i al .   Based i n New Yor k Ci t y,  

i t s  f i r s t  t wo decades  wer e spent  a l ong way f r om t he power  of  Washi ngt on.  

 The Counci l ’s  f i r s t  maj or  s t ep was  t o es t abl i sh a magazi ne,  Foreign 

Affairs,  whi ch i ncl uded ar t i cl es  about  al l  par t s  of  t he wor l d,  gr eat  and smal l ,  

i nsof ar  as  t hey i mpi nged or  mi ght  i mpi nge on per cei ved nat i onal  i nt er es t s .   

Cul t ur es ,  economi es ,  pol i t i cs ,  al l  wer e f odder  f or  t he Counci l ’s  wor l dvi ew.   

The edi t or s  of  t he j our nal  i ndubi t abl y “saw t hemsel ves  as  model s  of  

i mpar t i al i t y, ” j udges  one hi s t or i an,  but  “no r eader  coul d be f ool ed i nt o 

t hi nki ng t hat  t he j our nal  was  anyt hi ng ot her  t han a pl ea f or  a . . .  Uni t ed 

St at es  f or ei gn pol i cy,  i nt er es t ed i n expl oi t i ng t he wor l d’s  nat ur al  r esour ces  

. . . . ”14  I f  t oday’s  Foreign Affairs r emai ns  r ecogni zabl e i n t hi s  descr i pt i on,  i t  

i s  not  necessar i l y easy t o di scer n how i nnovat i ve t hi s  vent ur e was .   Even mor e 

i nnovat i ve was  t he Counci l ’s  modus  oper andi .   I n addi t i on t o i nvi t i ng 
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di gni t ar i es  and “men of  i nf l uence” t o addr ess  t he member shi p and di scuss  t he 

i s sues  of  t he day i n dept h,  t he CFR pi cked up t he I nqui r y’s  i nnovat i on,  l at er  

r ewor ked i n Par i s ,  and or gani zed i t sel f  ar ound a ser i es  of  s t udy gr oups .   

These wer e conf i dent i al  and r es t r i ct ed t o member s ,  but  t hey di d pr oduce 

mi nut es ,  not es ,  memos  and r epor t s  as  a r ecor d of  appar ent  pr ogr ess  i n wor ki ng 

out  speci f i c i s sues .   Al so l i ke t he I nqui r y,  t he def i ni t i on of  s t udy gr oups  

was  di vi ded bet ween t hemat i c t opi cs ,  such as  di pl omacy or  f i nance or  

t er r i t or i al  i s sues ,  and i ndi vi dual  geogr aphi cal  r egi ons  – Russ i a,  t he Near  

Eas t ,  Lat i n Amer i ca,  Amer i can- Canadi an r el at i ons ,  and so f or t h.   Event ual l y,  

t hese s t udy gr oups  al so i ni t i at ed mor e i nt ens i ve r esear ch pr oj ect s  des i gned 

f or  mor e popul ar  consumpt i on and a ser i es  of  such monogr aphs  began t o f l ow 

f r om t he Counci l  i n t he l at e 1920s .    

 I f  success i ve Republ i can admi ni s t r at i ons  t ur ned t hei r  backs  on i nt ens i ve 

di pl omat i c i nvol vement  wi t h Eur ope af t er  Wor l d War  I  ( t hough not  at  al l  wi t h 

Cent r al  Amer i ca and t he Car i bbean wher e mi l i t ar y i nt er vent i on r emai ned 

r out i ne) ,  t he el ect i on of  Fr ankl i n Roosevel t  i n 1932 di d not  i mmedi at el y 

r ever se t he r esur gent  hemi spher i c f ocus  of  US f or ei gn pol i cy,  and t he 

Counci l ’s  hopes  of  gr eat er  access  t o Washi ngt on went  l ar gel y unf ul f i l l ed.   

Li kewi se,  any expect at i on t hat  t he Roosevel t  admi ni s t r at i on woul d 

s i gni f i cant l y augment  i t s  woef ul  f or ei gn i nt el l i gence capaci t y was  al so 

f r us t r at ed,  t he Japanese i nvas i on of  Chi na not wi t hs t andi ng.   Not  unt i l  war  

er upt ed i n Eur ope i n 1939 was  t he gl ar i ngl y obsol et e s t r uct ur el essness  of  
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i nt el l i gence gat her i ng i ns i de t he St at e Depar t ment  ser i ous l y addr essed,  and 

t he need f or  an al t er nat i ve anxi ous l y sought .   At  f i r s t ,  wi t h f i nanci al  

suppor t  f r om t he Rockef el l er  Foundat i on,  t he CFR embar ked on a compr ehens i ve 

pr ogr am of  “War  and Peace St udi es . ”  A sor t  of  pr i vat e “I nqui r y” of  i t s  own 

day,  t hi s  pr ogr am compi l ed 670 conf i dent i al  r epor t s  and t r ansmi t t ed some 

sevent y of  t hese di r ect l y t o t he St at e depar t ment  and Whi t e House.   Some,  such 

as  an ear l y r epor t  on Gr eenl and,  wer e hi ghl y s t r at egi c,  whi l e ot her s  wer e mor e 

expans i ve,  l ooki ng at  pos t war  t r ade i n t he Paci f i c,  f or  exampl e,  or  a poss i bl e 

r egi onal i zat i on of  t he wor l d af t er  t he war .  As  t he Counci l  per sonnel  keenl y 

gr asped i n l aunchi ng t hi s  War  and Peace St udi es  pr oj ect ,  t he war  of f er ed a 

“gr and oppor t uni t y” f or  t he US t o emer ge as  “t he pr emi er  power  i n t he wor l d. ”15   

 Sens i ng agai n a gl i mmer  of  t he ambi t i ous  gl obal  r each t hat  had ani mat ed 

t hei r  or i gi ns ,  t he Counci l  now dr opped any ar eal  def i ni t i on of  i t s  s t udy 

gr oups  and wi t h a vi ew t o pos t war  ar r angement s  r eor gani zed i t s  r esear ch 

s t r uct ur e under  f our  t hemat i c headi ngs :  pol i t i cal ;  secur i t y and ar mament s ;  

economy and f i nance;  and t er r i t or i al .  Hencef or t h,  speci f i c geogr aphi cal  pl aces  

or  r egi ons  wer e deal t  wi t h ei t her  under  t he appr opr i at e t hemat i c r ubr i c or  

el se i n t he t er r i t or i al  commi t t ee whi ch came t o act  as  a ki nd of   cl ear i ng 

house f or  t he Counci l  i n gener al .   Chai r ed by I sai ah Bowman,  t he vet er an 

geogr apher  f r om t he I nqui r y,  t hi s  commi t t ee cover ed a hos t  of  t hemat i c i s sues  

f r om t he ef f ect s  of  ai r  power  i n war  t o mi ner al s ,  r ef ugees  and t he “col oni al  

ques t i on, ” but  i t  al so exami ned speci f i c r egi onal  conf l i ct s .   The ar m’s- l engt h 
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nat ur e of  t hi s  wor k f or  t he St at e Depar t ment  l as t ed unt i l  Pear l  Har bor  

wher eupon t he St at e Depar t ment  i nduct ed t he ent i r e Counci l  s t udy gr oup 

s t r uct ur e i nt o i t s  power f ul  Advi sor y Commi t t ee on Pos t war  For ei gn Pol i cy.   

Thi s  was  an as t oni shi ng event ual i t y:   as  l at e as  1942,  t he count r y about  t o 

become t he mos t  power f ul  i n t he wor l d was  so ber ef t  of  ar ea knowl edge and 

r el at ed exper t i se concer ni ng t he r es t  of  t he wor l d t hat  i t  had t o swal l ow,  

vi r t ual l y whol e,  a pr i vat e appar at us  – a t hi nk t ank – devot ed t o such 

ques t i ons .  

 Ther e i s  no s t r ai ght - l i ne evol ut i on f r om t he “I nqui r y” t o t he Counci l  on 

For ei gn Rel at i ons ,  or  f or  t hat  mat t er  t o t he ASTP pr ogr am,  except  t hat  t he 

f or m of  and need f or  each i ndi cat es  t he gr oss  i nadequacy of  exper t  as  wel l  as  

popul ar  knowl edge about  t he r es t  of  t he wor l d.   Each of  t hese i ni t i at i ves  i s  

i n di f f er ent  ways  a f or mat i ve pr ecur sor  t o t he emer gence of  ar ea s t udi es  af t er  

1945,  and each al so hi ghl i ght s  t he i nt r i cat e connect i ons  t hat  obt ai n bet ween 

ar ea knowl edge and s t at e pol i cy.   Vi t al  as  t hese wer e,  t hese or gani zat i ons  and 

i nnovat i ons  wer e by no means  al one.   Al so of  speci al  i mpor t ance i n t he pr e-

l i f e of  ar ea s t udi es  wer e i nci pi ent  academi c pr ogr ams i n ar ea s t udi es  t oget her  

wi t h sever al  phi l ant hr opi c f oundat i ons .   

 

Academic Institutionalization 

 I n 1903,  accor di ng t o pas t  pr ovos t  of  Har var d,  Paul  Buck,  “not  a s i ngl e 

Har var d t hes i s  deal t  wi t h anyt hi ng beyond t he l i mi t s  of  Cl ass i cal  Ant i qui t y,  
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West er n Eur ope,  and t he Uni t ed St at es . ”16  I n r et r ospect ,  t hi s  l evel  of  

nat i onal  i nt el l ect ual  i nsul ar i t y – t he s t udi ed l ack of  i nt er es t  i n t he wor l d 

beyond i t s  shor es  ( assumi ng t hat  a nat i onal  ext r apol at i on i s  r easonabl e)  –  

seems l i t er al l y i ncr edi bl e.   Despi t e al l  t he wor k of  i ndi vi dual  or i ent al i s t s ,  

sanskr i t i s t s ,  ar abi s t s  and cl ass i cal  schol ar s  ar ound t he t ur n of  t he cent ur y,  

vas t  s t r et ches  of  t he wor l d s t i l l  r emai ned unchar t ed i n Amer i can uni ver s i t y 

cur r i cul a.   As  l at e as  1940,  no mor e t han 60 PhDs had gr aduat ed f r om US 

uni ver s i t i es  wi t h di sser t at i ons  on t he “non- wes t er n wor l d, ” and most  of  t hese 

f ocused on ant i qui t y. 17   

 The r i se of  academi c ar ea s t udi es  was  i nt egr al  t o t he ascendant  power  of  

t he Uni t ed St at es  i n t hi s  per i od,  and As  Davi d Nugent  has  ar gued i n a 

t r enchant  anal ys i s  of  t he ear l y or i gi ns  of  ar ea s t udi es ,  t he l ar ger  goal  was  

expans i ve:   “gr eat er  knowl edge about  and ul t i mat el y cont r ol  over  soci al  

condi t i ons ,  cul t ur al  pat t er ns  and human subj ect s  l ocat ed al ong t he cont es t ed 

mar gi ns  of  [ t he West ’s ]  expandi ng spher es  of  i nf l uence. ”18  I f  t he economi c 

depr ess i on of  t he mi d 1890s  made t he ques t i on of  avai l abl e i nt er nat i onal  

mar ket s  a cr i t i cal  concer n t o Amer i can capi t al i s t s ,  t he col oni al  war s  and 

t er r i t or i al  acqui s i t i ons  of  1898,  whi ch s i mul t aneous l y gal vani zed and 

or ches t r at ed br oad publ i c f l ag- wavi ng,  hi ghl i ght ed t he s t at e of  publ i c 

i gnor ance about  t he wor l d.   However  s l owl y,  academi cs  r esponded,  but  ent i r e 

cour ses  and cour ses  of  s t udy concer ni ng t he wor l d beyond Nor t h Amer i ca and 

Eur ope wer e s t i l l  r ar e pr i or  t o Wor l d War  I .   The pr et ens i ons  of  t he Monr oe 
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Doct r i ne f ocused t he cor r ect i ve l enses  f i r s t  and f or emost  on Lat i n Amer i ca,  

and sever al  uni ver s i t i es ,  i ncl udi ng Yal e and Texas ,  cobbl ed t oget her  smal l  

pr ogr ams on t he cusp of  WWI .   These wer e l ar gel y bui l t  on t he bas i s  of  

exi s t i ng r esear ch i nt er es t s ,  l oosel y pool i ng sever al  schol ar s  i nt o a 

r ecogni zabl e r egi onal  cor e.   The ear l i es t  wor k i n t hi s  r egi on of t en dr ew on 

ar chaeol ogy,  et hnol ogy,  geol ogy and geogr aphy – s t i l l  onl y i n t he pr ocess  of  

becomi ng t r ul y di s t i nct  academi c pur sui t s .   Thi s  was  t he case at  Yal e wher e a 

smal l  gr oup of  younger  f acul t y or gani zed suppor t  f or  sever al  expedi t i ons  t o 

t he Andes ,  i ncl udi ng Hi r am Bi ngham’s  1911 t r ek t o Machu Pi cchu.   Eas t  As i a 

al so at t r act ed at t ent i on,  especi al l y Chi na and Japan,  as  r i s i ng US economi c 

and pol i t i cal  ambi t i on pr ompt ed t he ques t i on of  a Paci f i c r at her  t han At l ant i c 

geomet r y t o US expans i oni sm.   I ndeed t her e was  a wi despr ead sense t hat  i f  

“ol d” Eur ope had t r adi t i onal l y hel d t he upper  hand over  t he At l ant i c,  t he new 

empi r e r epr esent ed by t he Uni t ed St at es  commanded pr opr i et ar y cl ai ms  over  t he 

Paci f i c whi ch i t  coul d cul t i vat e as  i t s  own backyar d. 19  Sl owl y uni ver s i t i es  

began t o bui l d up t hei r  of f er i ngs  i n t he l anguages ,  hi s t or y,  ar t s  and cul t ur es  

of  t he var i ous  “ci vi l i zat i ons” of  t he r egi on.   

 The connect i on bet ween t hese emer gi ng academi c pr ogr ams and t he 

ambi t i ons  of  t he count r y’s  r ul i ng pol i t i cal  and economi c cl asses  was  r ar el y 

i ns t r ument al  and not  even necessar i l y di r ect .   Whet her  publ i cl y- f unded or  

pr i vat e,  t he col l eges  and uni ver s i t i es  gener al l y oper at ed at  ar m’s  l engt h f r om 

t he s t at e and f r om di r ect  cor por at e i nt er es t s ,  and whi l e t hi s  was  a mat t er  of  
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academi c pr i de concer ni ng t hei r  i nt el l ect ual  i ndependence i t  was  al so – of t en 

i n t he same br eat h – a sour ce of  annoyance,  even f r us t r at i on:  how wer e 

col l eges  and uni ver s i t i es  t o f i nd t he r esour ces  t o suppor t  such pr ogr ams.   The 

need t o educat e a “nat i onal  l eader shi p” of t en pr ovi ded a l anguage t hat  mi ght  

j us t  as  eas i l y have s t r essed gl obal  educat i on as  a pr oj ect  of  cl ass  i nt er es t  

and t hat  s i mul t aneous l y bl ur r ed t he cl ass  s t r i at i ons  of  moder n academi a.   The 

expans i on of  hi gher  educat i on af t er  WWI  was  f uel ed by a bur geoni ng mi ddl e 

cl ass  and a soci o- economi c r es t r uct ur i ng t hat  demanded a gr owi ng r ank of  

sal ar i ed pr of ess i onal  and manager i al  per sonnel , 20 but  t he bur eaucr at i c 

s t r uct ur e of  academi a s t i l l  l ooked back t owar d a cl ass i cal  educat i on r at her  

t han t he demands  of  moder n capi t al i sm.   Even bef or e t he Depr ess i on,  t he 

ques t i on of  uni ver s i t y f undi ng f or  t hi s  expans i on had become par amount ,  and 

t he connect i on bet ween t he t r ansmogr i f yi ng mi ss i on of  hi gher  educat i on and 

var i ous  expr ess i ons  of  nat i onal  i nt er es t  was  of  cent r al  concer n.   Acr oss  t he 

f acul t i es  and di sci pl i nes  t he i mmedi at e answer  l ay wi t h phi l ant hr opi c 

f oundat i ons  whi ch came t o pl ay a s i gni f i cant  i nt er medi ar y r ol e,  and t hi s  was  

nowher e mor e t r ue t han i n t he soci al  sci ences  and i n t he expandi ng f i el d of  

ar ea s t udi es  whi ch,  as  an expr ess i on of  t hese shi f t s  at  home as  much as  t he 

i nt er es t s  of  US power  abr oad,  wer e al so becomi ng mor e dependent  on t he soci al  

sci ences .   

 The maj or  phi l ant hr opi c f oundat i ons ,  especi al l y Rockef el l er ,  For d,  

Mel l on,  and Car negi e s t epped i nt o t he i nf r as t r uct ur al  and f i nanci al  voi d.   
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They saw t hemsel ves  as  i n many ways  pi oneer s  under wr i t i ng t he f r ont i er s  of  

t hi s  emer gi ng soci al  knowl edge – f r om t he phys i cal  and medi cal  sci ences  t o t he 

human and behavi or al  sci ences  t o t he i nves t i gat i on of  cul t ur es ,  economi es ,  

soci et i es  and pol i t i cs  at  home and abr oad.   The over al l  ai m was  t o pr oduce t he 

knowl edge whi ch,  when di ssemi nat ed and appl i ed,  woul d al l ow f or  t he r emaki ng 

of  t he soci al  or der  i n t une wi t h t he per egr i nat i ons  of  moder n i ndus t r i al  and 

manager i al  capi t al i sm.   As  Nugent  has  put  i t ,  “t he gr eat  phi l ant hr opi es  

under t ook ‘cul t ur al  wor k’ on an enor mous  scal e. ” Accor di ngl y,  t he f oundat i ons  

f unded new pr ogr ams i n hi gher  educat i on and t he r eor gani zat i on of  exi s t i ng 

academi c wor k;  under wr ot e r esear ch t hat  appl i ed “moder n” sci ent i f i c met hods  t o 

t he subj ect s  of  mor e t r adi t i onal  schol ar shi p;  ki ndl ed,  t hr ough a f ocus  on 

gr aduat e educat i on,  t he f or mat i on of  new i nt el l ect ual  el i t es ,  bot h i n t he US 

and among schol ar s  sel ect i vel y br ought  f r om abr oad;   gener at ed i nt er nat i onal  

r esear ch i nt o t he soci al ,  phys i cal  and cul t ur al  l andscapes  of  hi t her t o poor l y 

char t ed r egi ons  of  t he wor l d;  and under wr ot e t he f or mat i on and wor k of  

par al l el  or gani zat i ons ,  such as  t he Soci al  Sci ence Resear ch Counci l  

( es t abl i shed i n 1923) ,  t he Counci l  on For ei gn Rel at i ons ,  and many ot her s .  Al l  

wer e devot ed t o t he same br oad pr oj ect  of  a nat i onal l y i nt er es t ed gl obal  

enl i ght enment . 21  

 The br eadt h of  f oundat i on i nvol vement  and t he i nt er r el at edness  of  t hese 

var i ous  i nvol vement s  – “t he of t en as t oni shi ng l evel s  of  col l abor at i on bet ween 

t he uni ver s i t i es ,  t he f oundat i ons ,  and t he i nt el l i gence ar ms  of  t he US 
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s t at e”22 – can qui ckl y be i l l us t r at ed by cons i der i ng t he ki nds  of  i nves t ment s  

made by t he Rockef el l er  Foundat i on i n t he decade pr i or  t o US ent r y i nt o Wor l d 

War  I I .   Begi nni ng i n 1933,  t he Foundat i on began awar di ng a number  of  academi c  

f el l owshi ps  f or  t he s t udy of  f or ei gn l anguages .   The f i r s t  gr ant s  went  f or  t he 

s t udy of  Japanese,  f ol l owed by gr ant s  t o Col umbi a and Har var d Uni ver s i t i es ,  

t he I ns t i t ut e f or  Paci f i c St udi es  ( es t abl i shed i n 1925) ,  and l at er  Cor nel l  f or  

t he s t udy of  Russ i a and Russ i an l anguage.  Yal e and Col umbi a r ecei ved awar ds  

f or  Chi nese f ol l owed by a Pr i ncet on f el l owshi p f or  Tur ki sh.   A pr ewar  1941 

gr ant  t o t he Amer i can Counci l  of  Lear ned Soci et i es  ai med at  i ns t r uct i on i n 

“negl ect ed moder n f or ei gn l anguages” of  pot ent i al  val ue t o t he Ar med For ces . 23  

The l at t er  pr ovi ded a pl at f or m on whi ch t he ASTP coul d bui l d.   At  t he same 

t i me,  beyond academi a,  t he Rockef el l er  Foundat i on had f unded an Amer i can 

Geogr aphi cal  Soci et y ( AGS)  pr oj ect  on moder n l and and f r ont i er  set t l ement  

ar ound t he wor l d,  emphas i zi ng t he need t o combi ne l and,  l abor  and capi t al  i n 

oppor t une l ocat i ons ;  t he f oundat i on al so f i nanced t he CFR’s  “War  and Peace 

St udi es , ” pr ovi ded schol ar l y f el l owshi ps  f or  war t i me r ef ugees  f r om Eur ope,  and 

wi t h a vi ew t o US i nt er es t s  af t er  t he war  spent  $85, 000 t o compl et e a l ong-

r unni ng AGS pr oj ect  t o compi l e a 1: 1, 000, 000 map of  “Hi spani c Amer i ca. ”  

Thr oughout  t he war ,  t he Rockef el l er  Foundat i on pr ovi ded mor e t han a mi l l i on 

dol l ar s  t o f i nance l anguage and ar ea s t udy at  Uni ver s i t y of  Cal i f or ni a,  

Har var d,  Chi cago,  Uni ver s i t y of  Pennsyl vani a,  and t he Moder n Language 

Associ at i on,  among numer ous  ot her s .  24  
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 “At  t he end of  t he 1930' s , ” what ever  advances  had been made i n t he 

es t abl i shment  of  ar ea s t udi es ,  i t  was  s t i l l  t r ue t hat  “such pr ogr ams wer e f ew,  

scat t er ed and smal l . ”25  The war  changed al l  t hat .   War t i me di scuss i ons ,  

pr epar at i ons  and pr ogr ams,  i ncl udi ng pr ogr ams devot ed t o speci f i c ar eas  and 

l anguages  but  al so mor e pr ogr ammat i c depar t ur es  such as  Col umbi a Uni ver s i t y’s  

Commi t t ee on Ar ea St udi es ,  wer e t he pr emi se on whi ch ar ea s t udi es  became 

i ns t i t ut i onal i zed i n pos t war  hi gher  educat i on.   Much of  t hi s  wor k was  

coor di nat ed by t he Soci al  Sci ence Resear ch Counci l  ( SSRC)  whi ch s t r uck a 

Commi t t ee of  Wor l d Regi ons  dur i ng t he war ,  r econs t r uct ed af t er  t he war  as  a 

Commi t t ee on Wor l d Ar ea Resear ch.   The SSRC t ook as  i t  goal  not hi ng l ess  t han 

t he bui l di ng of  a “nat i onal  pr ogr am of  ar ea s t udi es” cont r i but i ng di r ect l y t o 

s t at e pol i ci es . 26  The SSRC Commi t t ee gave speci al  “cons i der at i on t o t he 

gover nment ’s  i nt er es t s  i n ar ea- t r ai ned per sonnel . . . . ”  For  t he uni ver s i t i es ,  

t hey bel i eved,  t he “pr i nci pl e pr obl em” was  how t o “ser ve t he gover nment ’s  need 

f or  per sonnel  and t he r equi r ement s  f or  speci al i zed ar ea t r ai ni ng pr ogr ams. . . .   

I n t he j udgment  of  t he Commi t t ee new dat a wer e needed as  a bas i s  f or  a sound 

nat i onal  pol i cy. ”27 

 The ASTP model  was  t he l ocus  ar ound whi ch t he mor e pr act i cal  i s sues  of  

ar ea s t udi es  wer e di scussed,  and qui t e qui ckl y,  a model  of  or gani zat i on,  whi ch 

seems qui t e f ami ar  t oday but  was  novel  t hen,  came i nt o f ocus .  “Al l  t he soci al  

sci ences ,  combi ned wi t h t he f unct i onal  s t udy of  l anguages ,  wer e br ought  

t oget her  i n or der  t o pr omot e a compr ehens i ve under s t andi ng of  a r egi on,  
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count r y,  nat i on or  ci vi l i zat i on. ”28  I n t he s i x year s  f r om 1946 t o 1951,  

despi t e budget  cut s  whi ch af f l i ct ed uni ver s i t i es  nat i onwi de,  t he number  of  

uni ver s i t y cent er s  devot ed t o speci f i c gl obal  ar eas  doubl ed t o t went y ni ne.   

Agai n,  t he f oundat i ons  s t epped i n,  i nves t i ng many mi l l i ons  of  dol l ar s .   The 

Rockef el l er - f i nanced Russ i an I ns t i t ut e at  Col umbi a Uni ver s i t y Cent er  i n 

Russ i an ar guabl y l ed t he way,  es t abl i shed i n t he same mont hs  t hat  Chur chi l l  

made hi s  f amous  1946 i r on cur t ai n speech i n Ful t on,  Mi ssour i ,  and i n 1948 

Car negi e under wr ot e t he Russ i an Resear ch Cent er  at  Har var d.   The Car negi e 

Cor por at i on was  al so i mpor t ant  i n t hi s  per i od,  t ar get i ng much of  i t s  ear l y 

i nves t ment  on Asi a,  f r om t he “Near  Eas t , ” as  i t  was  t hen known,  vi a Sout h and 

Sout h- eas t  As i a t o Japan.   Car negi e al so pr ovi ded an unpr ecedent ed $800, 000 

gr ant  t o t he SSRC f or  t he pur pose of  gr aduat e f el l owshi p wor k acr oss  t he 

wor l d’s  r egi ons .   By 1954,  t he St at e Depar t ment  coul d l i s t  62 ar ea s t udi es  

cent er s  i n US uni ver s i t i es .   That  much of  t hi s  f or mat i ve i nves t ment  went  t o 

I vy League uni ver s i t i es  and t he mos t  pr es t i gi ous  publ i c i ns t i t ut i ons  was  not  

coi nci dent al  t o one of  t he l ar ger  pur poses ,  namel y t he maki ng of  a new US 

pr of ess i onal  and pol i t i cal  el i t e i n i nt er nat i onal  af f ai r s .   

 A good case can be made t hat  t he col d war  di d not  begi n i n 1945 but  

i mmedi at el y af t er  t he Bol shevi k r evol ut i on of  1917,  wher eupon US t r oops  wer e,  

wi t hi n mont hs ,  oper at i ng on Sovi et  soi l  and t he US gover nment  r ef used t o 

r ecogni ze t he new Sovi et  gover nment .   Be t hat  as  i t  may,  t he pos t - WWI I  phase 

of  t he col d war  nur t ur ed t he pr e- exi s t i ng pol yps  of  ar ea s t udi es  i nt o 
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es t abl i shed academi c pr ogr ams sur veyi ng t he gl obal  scene.   The r esul t s  of  t he 

second maj or  conf l agr at i on of  t he t went i et h cent ur y l ef t  US r ul i ng pol i t i cal  

and cor por at e cl asses  not  onl y wi t h gl obal  ambi t i on – t hey had l ong had t hi s  – 

but  wi t h a det er mi nat i on and some of  t he mi l i t ar y and economi c means  t o br i ng 

t hat  ambi t i on t o f r ui t i on.   Dej ect ed Wi l soni ans  per cei ved i n 1919 t hat  t he 

s t akes  of  nat i onal  power  wer e gl obal  and now f i nal l y t hey and t hei r  

i nt el l ect ual  and pol i t i cal  pr ogeny had t he chance t o make t hat  happen.   Ar ea 

s t udi es  pr ovi ded a geogr aphi cal  ar i t hmet i c f or  t he anal yses  t hat  t hi s  ques t  

i nevi t abl y ent ai l ed.   The For d Foundat i on moved f or cef ul l y i nt o t he f i el d 

af t er  1951,  pr ovi di ng sever al  mi l l i on dol l ar s  t o numer ous  col l eges  and 

uni ver s i t i es  over  t he next  f ew year s  f or  f el l owshi ps ,  r esear ch,  and l anguage 

t r ai ni ng i n Near  and Mi ddl e Eas t  s t udi es  and f or  pr ogr ams on Af r i ca. 29 

 Wi t hout  gai nsayi ng t he par t i cul ar  mot i vat i ons ,  f asci nat i ons  and 

i nt el l ect ual  pr edi l ect i ons  of  f acul t y and s t udent s  ent hused by t hese new 

depar t ur es ,  t her e was  l i t t l e doubt  concer ni ng t he r esol ut el y pr act i cal  i nt ent  

of  ar ea s t udi es .   I ndeed t he dr i ve f or  ar ea s t udi es  was  cons i s t ent  wi t h a 

br oader  shi f t  i n t he phi l osophy of  educat i on.   I n t he mor e t r adi t i onal  

humani t i es  model  whi ch der i ved f r om t he pos t - ei ght eent h cent ur y r ewor ki ng of  

cl ass i cal  schol ar shi p,   t he uni ver s i t y or gani zed t he br oad cul t ur al  and 

sci ent i f i c educat i on of  t he par t i ci pant - ci t i zen and t he cul t i vat i on of  

nat i onal  l eader s .   The exi genci es  of  war  r api dl y shar pened a l onger  t er m 

demand f or  t he gr eat er  t ar get i ng of  ski l l s  and i nt el l ect ual  speci al t i es ,  
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abi l i t i es  mor e amenabl e t o di r ect  appl i cat i on,  and t hi s  was  exempl i f i ed by t he 

r i se of  t he soci al  sci ences  i n t he ear l y t went i et h cent ur y.   Ar ea s t udi es  was  

one of  t he key venues  wher e ol d and new pr act i ces  wer e bl ended and wher e t he 

enhanced pr act i cal i t y of  soci al  and cul t ur al  ( as  wel l  as  sci ent i f i c)  knowl edge 

was  pi oneer ed;  f ar  f r om denyi ng t he i ndi vi dual i t y of  schol ar shi p,  t he poi nt  

was  t o har ness  t hat  wor k t owar d not hi ng l ess  t han t he r edef i ni t i on of  t he 

schol ar - ci t i zen.   Thus  one i nf l uent i al  pos t war  sur vey of  t he f l edgl i ng f i el d,  

sponsor ed by t he Smi t hsoni an I ns t i t ut i on’s  Et hnogeogr aphi c Boar d,  concl uded 

wi t h an appeal  t hat  t he new ar ea s t udi es  wor k f ashi on i t sel f  accor di ng t o 

“consumer  demand, ” and t hat  “ar eai s t s” woul d have t o or gani ze t he mar ket  f or  

t hei r  knowl edge.  “War t i me exper i ence, ” t he 1947 sur vey concl uded,  poi nt ed t o 

t he necess i t y of  s t at e suppor t  and coor di nat i on of  ar ea s t udi es  “l es t  l i ai son 

bet ween t he uni ver s i t i es ,  gover nment  and ot her  empl oyer s  of  ar eai s t s  be l ef t  

t o chance and f r ee ent er pr i se”:  

What  br anches  of  gover nment  can suppor t  ar ea r esear ch?  What  ar e 
t he pr obl ems of  conver t i ng t he i ndi vi dual  schol ar  i nt o a 
pr of ess i onal  gover nment  r egi onal  speci al i s t ?  What  qual i t i es  does  
act i on r esear ch demand i n a per son and how can t hey bes t  be 
l ear ned? Bes i des  t he gover nment ,  mi ss i onar y boar ds  and bus i ness  
ent er pr i ses  engaged i n f or ei gn commer ce shoul d be sys t emat i cal l y 
appr oached t o make t hem awar e of  t he pot ent i al i t i es  of  a new t ype 
of  educat ed per son.   The demand wi l l  i ncr ease wi t h t he pr oduct . 30 

 
At  a t i me when t he i dea of  a “new soci al i s t  man” was  vi l l i f i ed as  a s i ni s t er  

of f ense agai ns t  human nat ur e,  t her e i s  no r ecor d t hat  t hi s  qui nt essent i al l y 

Amer i can vi s i on of  a new academi c man,  t ai l or ed t o t he needs  of  pos t war  

capi t al i sm,  dr ew any such cr i t i ci sm.  
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 Ar ea s t udi es  may not  have had i t s  begi nni ng i n Wor l d War  I I  and t he 

i mmedi at e col d war  year s ,  but  i t s  vi sage as  an i ns t i t ut i onal i zed f i el d of  

s t udy was  sur el y f ashi oned i n t hat  cr uci bl e.   At t empt s  t o sys t emat i ze 

geogr aphi cal  knowl edges  of  t he wor l d,  i n t he br oades t  sense,  t ook r oot  as  a 

nor mal  par t  of  t he academi c l andscape af t er  t he 1950s ,  however  awkwar dl y t hey 

j os t l ed al ongs i de t he now l ar gel y es t abl i shed di sci pl i nar y s t r uct ur e.   The 

f i nal  s t age of  i ns t i t ut i onal i zat i on came as  uni ver s i t i es  and col l eges  

i ni t i at ed t hei r  own ar ea s t udi es  pr ogr ams,  f or  s i mul t aneous l y i nt el l ect ual  and 

f unct i onal  r easons ,  hopi ng t o at t r act  some of  t he i ncr eased s t r eams of  

f undi ng.   The t akeover  of  ar ea s t udi es  by uni ver s i t i es  whi ch had t hei r  own 

agendas  was  r eal  enough,  but  i t  di d not  sever  t he umbi l i cal  chor d wi t h 

mi l i t ar y necess i t y.   A maj or  i mpet us  came wi t h t he 1958 Nat i onal  Def ense 

Educat i on Act  whi ch by t he ear l y 1960s ,  under  i t s  Ti t l e VI ,   was  under wr i t i ng 

55 new and exi s t i ng l anguage and ar ea s t udi es  cent er s .  

 The speci f i c i nt er es t s  of  t he US gover nment  i n es t abl i shi ng and 

suppor t i ng pos t war  ar ea s t udi es  pr ogr ams i s  not  di f f i cul t  t o f at hom.   I nt ent  

t hi s  t i me on f ol l owi ng t hr ough wi t h i t s  gl obal  ambi t i on,  bot h of f i ci al  

pol i t i cal  par t i es  wer e commi t t ed t o a col d war  s t r uggl e wi t h t he USSR whi ch 

even bef or e t he end of  t he war  was  t aki ng on i nt ense geopol i t i cal  over t ones .   

The bi nar y pol i t i cal  geogr aphi es  of  t he col d war  made such r egi onal  knowl edge 

of  t he gl obe vi t al .   But  geoeconomi c compet i t i on was  as  much a dr i vi ng f or ce 

as  geopol i t i cs .   Ami ds t  f ear s  t hat  t he 1945 peace and mi l i t ar y demobi l i zat i on 
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woul d br i ng a r et ur n of  t he Depr ess i on,  many i n t he cor por at e cl ass  cer t ai nbl y 

saw t he col d war  mi l i t ar y bui l dup as  a boon,  but  t hey al so i ncr eas i ngl y l ooked 

abr oad f or  new mar ket s .   Var i ous  Eur opean economi es  l ay i n r ui ns ,  and whi l e 

t her e wer e undoubt edl y pr of i t s  t o be made i n t hei r  r econs t r uct i on,  ot her  

out l et s  wer e al so sought .   Especi al l y wi t h t he wave of  unf ol di ng 

decol oni zat i on,  and t he consequent  l ooseni ng of  t r ade t ar i f f s  and r egul at i ons ,  

t hei r  at t ent i on al so t ur ned t o t he t r adi t i onal  backyar d of  Lat i n Amer i ca but  

even mor e so t o t he Mi ddl e Eas t ,  As i a and Af r i ca.   Har r y Tr uman’s  1949 Poi nt  

I V pr ogr am gal vani zed t hi s  per spect i ve,  much as  t he Mar shal l  Pl an di d f or  

Eur ope and Japan.   The f ocus  was  mar ket s  mor e t han r esour ces ,  t he ques t i on of  

Mi ddl e Eas t er n oi l  not wi t hs t andi ng,  and Poi nt  I V was  devot ed t o t he 

devel opment  and i ndus t r i al i zat i on of  “under devel oped ar eas , ” pr omi s i ng t he 

capi t al i zat i on of  “under capi t al i zed” economi es  i n exchange f or  access  t o 

mar ket s ;  wher e mar ket s  di d not  exi s t ,  t hey woul d be cr eat ed.   Al l  of  t hi s  

r equi r ed a l evel  of  ar ea knowl edge about  vas t  r egi onal  spaces  t hat  s t i l l  l ay 

l ar gel y unchar t ed i n publ i c and even of f i ci al  ment al  maps  of  t he wor l d,  and 

academi a was  set  t o wor k.   I f  t he geoeconomi c and geopol i t i cal  r at i onal es  

behi nd t he consequent  i ns t i t ut i onal i zat i on of  ar ea s t udi es  wer e of t en 

obscur ed,  t hi s  onl y r ef l ect ed t he mi xed r at i onal es  behi nd gover nment  act i on 

i t sel f .   Wi t h Poi nt  I V,  obser ved one of  i t s  ear l y ar chi t ect s ,  “dol l ar s  and 

democr at i c phr aeseol ogy wal k hand i n hand i n t he al l egedl y nai ve cor ner s  of  

t he wor l d. ”31  I n and of  i t sel f ,  Poi nt  I V di d not  unl eash an i mmedi at e wave of  
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capi t al  i nves t ment  i n what  was  begi nni ng t o be cal l ed t he Thi r d Wor l d,  

al t hough i t  di d hel p open ear l y channel s  f or  such i nves t ment ,  especi al l y i n 

As i a.   Mor e i mpor t ant l y,  i t  al so l ubr i cat e a mor e expans i ve vi s i on of  t he 

wor l d as  Amer i cans  t ook an i nt er es t  i n f ar  f l ung par t s  of  t he wor l d,  al bei t  

t hr ough t he f i s sur ed l enses  of  t he col d war .   

 

Of American Exceptionalism and Lost Geographies 

 The most  i nt er es t i ng ques t i on as  r egar ds  t he or i gi ns  of  ar ea s t udi es  i s  

per haps  not  t he hi s t or i cal  ques t i on,  why t hi s  f or m of  knowl edge emer ged when 

i t  di d,  but  mor e t he geogr aphi cal  ques t i on why i t  emer ged i n t he f or m i t  di d,  

and wher e i t  di d.   Ot her  soci et i es  and i ns t i t ut i ons  af t er  al l  have pr oduced 

or gani zed bodi es  of  knowl edge f or  knowi ng t he wor l d,  not  l eas t  i n Eur ope.   Why 

was  ar ea s t udi es  such an Amer i can phenomenon?  Why di d t he bel at ed r ecogni t i on 

of  t he necess i t y of  a gl obal  geogr aphi cal  vi s t a t ake t he f or m of  ar ea s t udi es?  

These ques t i ons  poi nt  f i r s t  and f or emost  t o a pr i or  ques t i on t hat  r equi r es  

cl ar i f i cat i on:  what  i n t hi s  ent i r e pr ocess  makes  ar ea s t udi es  so di s t i nct ?   

 St r i ct l y speaki ng,  t he di s t i nct ness  of  pos t war  US ar ea s t udi es  l ay not  

i n i t s  cont ent .   I n t hei r  di f f er ent  ways ,  Eur opean schol ar l y soci et i es  and t he 

br oader  academi c cur r i cul ar  wor k t hey hel ped i nspi r e wer e doi ng much t he same 

wor k i n l anguage,  hi s t or y,  l i t er ar y,  or  ant hr opol ogi cal  i ns t r uct i on t hat  ar ea 

s t udi es  bel at edl y t ook on.   The ear l i es t  maps  f or  whi ch US ar ea s t udi es  

pr ogr ams cl amor ed af t er  1945 wer e mor e t han l i kel y t o hai l  f r om Ger man or  
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Br i t i sh car t ogr aphi c houses  – XXXXXXX or  Bar t hol omew – and t o have been t he 

same maps  t hat  gui ded t he naval  of f i cer s  and ci vi l i an s t r at egi s t s  of  bot h 

camps  i n Wor l d War  I I .   St i l l  Amer i can ar ea s t udi es  was  not  Eur opean 

geogr aphy,  or  Eur opean col oni al  or  t r opi cal  s t udi es ,  Eur opean phi l ol ogy,  or  

even some amal gam of  t hese.   The Br i t i sh Royal  Geogr aphi cal  Soci et y or  t he 

Soci et Β Geogr af i ca I t al i ana di f f er ed i n s i gni f i cant  ways  f r om t he l at er  

pr ogr ams i n ar ea s t udi es :  t he f or mer  exi s t ed out s i de,  al bei t  i n cl ose 

connect i on wi t h academi a ( al t hough t he RGS,  i s  agai n s i nce 1995,  what ever  el se 

i t  i s ,  t he of f i ci al  pr of ess i onal  or gani zat i on f or  Br i t i sh academi c 

geogr apher s ) ,  wher eas  ar ea s t udi es  was  an expl i ci t l y academi c vent ur e;  unl i ke 

ar ea s t udi es ,  t he Eur opean schol ar l y soci et i es  wer e usual l y di r ect l y embedded 

i n r ul i ng nat i onal  el i t es ;  and t he i ns t r ument al i s t  i mpul se of  much ar ea 

s t udi es  was  mor e t echnocr at i c t han t hat  of  Eur opean soci et i es  and qui t e 

di f f er ent l y ar t i cul at ed wi t h s t at e i nt er es t s .    

  What  made ar ea s t udi es  di s t i nct  was  not  i t s  cont ent  but  i t s  f or m of  

or gani zat i on and t he met hods  of  knowl edge pr oduct i on.  Thr ee speci f i c 

di f f er ences  s t and out .   Fi r s t ,  i n t he US t he al ways  cont ent i ous  f ol di ng of  

di sci pl i nar y per spect i ves  i nt o s i ngul ar  ar ea pr oj ect s  di f f er s  cons i der abl y 

f r om t he Eur opean exper i ence.   I n t he l at t er ,  t he di vi s i ons  bet ween 

di sci pl i nes  emer ged hi s t or i cal l y al ongs i de or  even af t er  t he i dent i f i cat i on of  

r ecogni zed geogr aphi cal  speci al t i es .   Davi d Li vi ngs t one was  not  f i r s t  a 

geogr apher  who t hen went  of f  t o expl or e Af r i ca,  bi bl e i n hand,  but  a 
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mi ss i onar y wi t h a deep- seat ed i nvol vement  i n Af r i ca f or  whom geogr aphy,  

et hnol ogy,  zool ogy and geol ogy wer e – however  s t i l l  i ndi s t i nct  one f r om t he 

ot her  –  i ndi spensabl e f or  hi s  ni net eent h cent ur y ci vi l i zat i onal  advent ur e.   

Ar ea s t udi es  i n t he US,  by cont r as t ,  came al mos t  a cent ur y l at er  af t er  much 

di sci pl i nar y di vi s i on of  academi c l abour ,  and t hi s  consequent l y es t abl i shed a 

per manent  t ens i on wi t h t he pr e- exi s t i ng i f  young di sci pl i nes .  The 

i nt er di sci pl i nar i t y t hat  was  expl i ci t l y sought  and became such a hal l mar k of  

pos t war  US academi a af t er  t he 1960s  was  al r eady i nt egr al  t o mos t  r egi onal  or  

geogr aphi cal  r esear ch and t eachi ng el sewher e i n t he wor l d l ar gel y because t he 

br eakdown i nt o di sci pl i nes  came af t er  r at her  t han bef or e a r egi onal i zat i on of  

knowl edge pr oduct i on.   

 Second,  comi ng l at er  as  i t  di d,  t he s t r onger  i nci pi ent  pos i t i vi sm of  

ar ea s t udi es  i n t he US,  i t s  power f ul  humani t i es  cont ent  not wi t hs t andi ng,  

t agged t hi s  new academi c vent ur e as  f ar  mor e i ns t r ument al i s t  t han i t s  Eur opean 

count er par t s .   The poi nt  her e i s  not  t hat  gl obal  knowl edge i n Eur ope was  not 

i ns t r ument al  f or  cor por at e and s t at e power  – cl ear l y i t  was  – but  r at her  t hat  

t he f act - gat her i ng ( i n t he br oades t  sense)  mi ss i on of  much US ar ea s t udi es  was  

mor e r eadi l y t ai l or ed t o – and by – easy bur eaucr at i c upt ake.   Naval  

commander s  and For ei gn mi ni s t er s  s t r ode t he hal l s  of  t he i ndependent l y f unded 

RGS at  t he hei ght  of  empi r e,  wher eas  t hei r  count er par t s  wer e har dl y l i kel y t o 

occupy chai r s  of  pos t war  ar ea s t udi es  pr ogr ams i n US uni ver s i t i es .   And yet  

t he mi d- t went i et h cent ur y sys t em of  compet i t i ve f eder al  and f oundat i on gr ant s  



 30

t o US uni ver s i t i es  engender ed an ent r epr eneur i al i sm t hat  was  qui t e ef f i ci ent  

at  f unnel i ng academi c r esul t s  t o gover nment al  depar t ment s  and cor por at e 

boar dr ooms.   Thi r d,  and r el at ed,  ar ea s t udi es  i n t he uni ver s i t i es  di f f er ed 

s i gni f i cant l y i n a met hodol ogi cal  sense f r om t he pur sui t  of  par al l el  ki nds  of  

knowl edge i n t he Eur opean cont ext .   Thi s  was  expl i ci t  i n t he ear l y 

i ns t i t ut i onal i zat i on of  ar ea s t udi es  af t er  WWI I ,  when r epor t  af t er  r epor t  

emphas i zed t hat  t he success  of  ar ea s t udi es  depended on,  as  one sur vey put  i t ,  

“i nt egr at i ng cont ent  and met hod. ”32  “I nt egr at i on” was  t he oper at i ve l anguage 

descr i bi ng f l edgl i ng ar ea s t udi es  pr ogr ams,  cent er s  and i ns t i t ut es   – t he 

i nt egr at i on not  onl y of  di f f er ent  di sci pl i nar y per spect i ves ,  per sonnel  and 

met hods ,  but  i n a mor e pos i t i ve vei n,  t he cr eat i on of  i nt egr at ed academi c 

homes  devot ed t o speci f i c r egi ons .   “I nt egr at i on” i n Eur ope,  was ,  i n a sense,  

pr e- exi s t i ng,  wi t hout  t he cont r i vance of  spat i al l y di vi ded ar ea speci al t i es  

t hat  had t o be i nt egr at ed acr oss  gul f s  of  pr e- exi s t i ng di sci pl i nar y di vi s i on.  

 Thi s  shoul d not  be t aken as  some ki nd of  nos t al gi c paen t o a put at i vel y 

mor e or gani c or  super i or  i nt el l ect ual i sm of  t he Eur opean academy. 33  

Di sci pl i nar y di vi s i on was  r eal  enough i n t hese cont ext s  but  i t  di d not  

cont r adi ct  an ar ea di vi s i on of  knowl edge pr oduct i on qui t e as  expl i ci t l y as  i n 

t he US.   Even l ess  i s  i t  evi dence of  a US except i onal i sm i n t he sense t hat  

t hat  count r y somehow came t o occupy a pr i vi l eged or  even uni que pos i t i on.   

Rat her ,  t he ar gument  speaks  t o di f f er ent  hi s t or i es ,  geogr aphi es  and 

exper i ences  of  empi r e,  and t he knowl edges  gener at ed i n suppor t  of  empi r e.   
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Eur opean i mper i al i sm af t er  t he ei ght eent h cent ur y was  l ar gel y t er r i t or i al l y 

based and or gani zed,  t he ear l y col oni al  and even pos t - col oni al  Uni t ed St at es  

bei ng a case i n poi nt .   I n pol i t i cal  geogr aphi cal  t er ms  i f  not  cul t ur al l y,  t he 

US i s  act ual l y one of  t he ol des t  nat i on- s t at es ,  decl ar i ng i t s  j ur i di cal  

exi s t ence near l y a cent ur y bef or e I t al y or  Ger many,  f or  exampl e,  yet  i n 

t er r i t or i al  t er ms  i t  i s  one of  t he younges t ,  i nt egr at i ng new s t at es  as  l at e as  

1959.   Put  bl unt l y,  wi t h moder n Eur opean i mper i al i sm t he accumul at i on of  

capi t al  was  i nt er t wi ned wi t h t he accumul at i on of  t er r i t or y,  wher eas  f or  a US 

i mper i al i sm t hat  began ser i ous l y t o l ook beyond t he shor es  of  cont i nent al  

Nor t h Amer i ca and t he Car i bbean onl y at  t he end of  t he ni net eent h cent ur y,  t he 

s t r at egy was  qui t e di f f er ent .  Ef f ect i vel y bl ockaded out  of  maj or  col oni al  

possess i on,  t he 1898 i s l and conques t s  of  Cuba,  Puer t o Ri co,  Hawai i  and t he 

Phi l i ppi nes  not wi t hs t andi ng,  t he US r ul i ng cl ass  f ound i t sel f  f or ced t o f i nd 

al t er nat i ve s t r at egi es  of  economi c expans i on. 34   An al t er nat i ve mode of  

empi r e r equi r ed a di f f er ent  spat i al  knowl edge of  t he wor l d.    

 The s i ngul ar i t y of  ar ea s t udi es  i n t he US,  t hen,  l i es  par t l y i n t he 

hi s t or i cal  l at eness  of  i t s  emer gence,  but  al so i n t he geogr aphi cal  speci f i ci t y 

of  US gl obal  ambi t i on.   Fr om Woodr ow Wi l son t o Fr ankl i n Roosevel t  t o t he 

gl obal i s t  ambi t i on f ol l owi ng t he 1980s ,  Amer i can empi r e has  been pur sued as  a 

pr i mar i l y economi c r at her  t han t er r i t or i al / col oni al  pr oj ect .   Vi s - a- vi s  t he 

Eur opean empi r es  i t  has  i nvol ved a qui t e di f f er ent  ar t i cul at i on bet ween 

pol i t i cal ,  economi c and t er r i t or i al  expans i on – a geoeconomi c cal cul us  
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expl i ci t l y f ashi oned as  an al t er nat i ve t o t he t er r i t or i al  l ogi cs  of  ni net eent h 

cent ur y Eur opean col oni al i sm.  The Uni t ed St at es  coul d af f or d a mor al  ant i -

col oni al i sm l ess  because of  pol i t i cal  sol i dar i t y wi t h t he col oni zed but  

because t he col oni al  sys t em s t ood i n t he way of  i t s  gl obal  economi c expans i on.   

 Thi s  i n t ur n demanded a di f f er ent l y i nf l ect ed knowl edge of  t he wor l d.   

The l ar gel y di sci pl i nar y or gani ci sm of  Eur opean “ar ea knowl edge” may r ef l ect  

i t s  f or mat i on ami ds t  a pr i or  hi s t or i cal  moment  i n academi a but  i t  j us t  as  

sur el y expr essed t he need f or  a mor e gr anul ar  knowl edge of  pl ace i nsof ar  as  

pl ace was  t o be t aken,  occupi ed,  cont r ol l ed and expl oi t ed.   By cont r as t ,  a US 

i mper i al  power  t hat  r ul ed pr i mar i l y t hr ough t he mar ket  coul d af f or d t o t ake 

t he wor l d mor e as  a r ecei ved sur f ace whi ch yi el ded up mar ket s  and r esour ces  – 

phys i cal  and human.   Wher e mar ket s  wer e not  f or t hcomi ng t hey coul d be 

i mpl ant ed,  Β l a Tr uman’s  Poi nt  I V pr ogr am.   The wor l d map as  or gani zed by ar ea 

s t udi es  cer t ai nl y i nvol ved over l aps  but  i t s  mai n out l i nes  made a f ai r l y neat  

di vi s i on bet ween Af r i ca,  Lat i n Amer i ca,  As i a,  t he Mi ddl e Eas t  and so f or t h,  an 

or gani zat i onal  char t  t hat  r epl i cat es  a cer t ai n Car t es i an i ns t r ument al i sm of  

economi c empi r e.   Even t oday t he St at e Depar t ment ,  ami ds t  i t s  ot her  l ayer s  of  

or gani zat i on,  di vi des  i t sel f  bet ween “desks” t hat  l ar gel y mi r r or  t hi s  ki nd of  

cont i nent al  and subcont i nent al  par cel i ng of  t he wor l d.   

 Even t hough t he poi nt  of  ar ea s t udi es  was  t o di vi de t he wor l d i n or der  

t o conquer  i t  i nt el l ect ual l y – t o cr eat e a manageabl e mosai c t hr ough whi ch t o 

cat al ogue and under s t and t he par t i cul ar i t i es  of  pl ace – t he ef f ect  of  t hi s  
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or gani zat i onal  gr i d was  par adoxi cal l y t o di mi ni sh t he i mpor t ance of  geogr aphy.   

The i dent i t y of  pl ace as  emer gi ng f r om speci f i c pl aces  t hemsel ves  was  

f or ecl osed i n f avor  of  car t ogr aphi c abs t r act i ons  t hat  l umped pl aces  i nt o 

s t r at egi c geopol i t i cal  or  geocul t ur al  uni t s  based on cont i nent al  and nat i onal  

l i nes  of  separ at i on.   Bef or e t he r equi s i t e ar ea s t udi es  speci al i s t s  wer e 

cal l ed on t o r ef i l l  t he wor l d map wi t h appr opr i at e cont ent ,  t he ear t h was  i n a 

sense f l at t ened.   Ar ea s t udi es  schol ar s  of  cour se cons t ant l y but t ed up agai ns t  

t hi s  pr i mor di al  i mpos i t i on but  i t s  power  can har dl y be gai nsai d.   Thomas  

Fr i edman’s  bes t - sel l i ng ut opi c pr oj ect i on of  gl obal  power ,  The World is Flat,  

t her ef or e r epr esent s  not  a new i dea about  t he t went y- f i r s t  cent ur y,  as  i t s  

del i ber at el y pr et ent i ous  subt i t l e woul d seem t o cl ai m,  but  a qui t e ol d 

aspi r at i on of  US power  t hat  connect s  Woodr ow Wi l son’s  dr eam of  a gl obal  Monr oe 

Doct r i ne t o t he Cl i nt on- Bush er a of  gl obal i zat i on. 35  The r ebor der i ng of  t he 

Uni t ed St at es  s i nce 2001 not wi t hs t andi ng,  al l  eager l y ant i ci pat ed a wor l d 

beyond t he geogr aphi c bor der s  and obs t acl es  t hat  i nt er r upt  t he f r ee pl anet ar y 

f l ow of  US capi t al ,  cul t ur e,  and pol i t i cal  i nf l uence.   I n such a wor l d,  what  

i s  t he ut i l i t y of  engr ai ned geogr aphi cal  knowl edge?  The of t  r epeat ed 

geogr aphi cal  i gnor ance of  Amer i cans  i s  f i r s t  and f or emost  t he qui t e r at i onal  

expr ess i on of  a speci f i c i mper i al  i nt ent .   

 Ther e i s  anot her  el ement ,  t her ef or e,  t o t he ques t i on,  “why ar ea 

s t udi es?”  Thi s  i s  a ques t i on concer ni ng a cer t ai n l ack i n t he Uni t ed St at es ,  

a ques t i on of  what  has  been mi ss i ng.   To put  i t  mos t  bl unt l y,  US academi a and 
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publ i c pol i t i cal  di scour se was  i ncr eas i ngl y char act er i zed dur i ng t he mi ddl e 

decades  of  t he t went i et h cent ur y by what  can be cal l ed a “l os t  geogr aphy. ”  On 

t he one hand,  t he ki nd of  geogr aphi cal  knowl edge pr oduced under  t he auspi ces  

of  Eur opean i mper i al  ambi t i on wer e not  a mai ns t ay of  Amer i can schol ar shi p,  but  

on t he ot her ,  even had such a power f ul  geogr aphi cal  schol ar shi p exi s t ed i n 

1939 or  1945,  i t  woul d s t i l l  have been i nsuf f i ci ent .  Ther e ar e sever al  aspect s  

t o t hi s  ar gument ,  al l  i nvol vi ng some cont ext ual  hi s t or y of  geogr aphy as  a 

di sci pl i ne.   

 Ni net eent h cent ur y Amer i can geogr aphy,  al l owi ng f or  i t s  compar at i ve 

i ndi s t i nct ness  f r om r el at ed di sci pl i nes ,  was  a power f ul  i nt el l ect ual  and 

pr act i cal  f or ce.   I t  was  cer t ai nl y a t ool  of  empi r e,  except  t hat  t he 

ni net eent h cent ur y i mper i al  expans i on of  t he US was  l ar gel y i nt er nal  t o i t s  

nat i onal  devel opment .   Geogr aphy hel ped expl ai n t he phys i cal  wor l d of  t he 

Eur opean f r ont i er  i n Nor t h Amer i ca;   wi t h et hnol ogy i t  expl or ed t he human 

wor l d encount er ed t her e;   and i n t he conquer ed and cul t i vat ed l ands  behi nd t he 

f r ont i er  i t  of f er ed knowl edge f or  l and set t l ement ,  r esour ce ext r act i on,  

t r anspor t  pl anni ng,  agr i cul t ur al  devel opment ,  ur ban gr owt h.  Yet  t wo t hi ngs  

happened t hat  mar gi nal i zed geogr aphy as  an academi c di sci pl i ne by t he mi ddl e 

decades  of  t he t went i et h cent ur y.   Fi r s t ,  t he pr oj ect  of  empi r e moved on f r om 

a domes t i c t o an i nt er nat i onal  af f ai r ,  and t he economi c as  opposed t o 

t er r i t or i al  ar chi t ect ur e of  t hi s  pr oj ect  evaded geogr aphy.    Second,  t he 

di sci pl i ne i t sel f  bear s  cons i der abl e r espons i bi l i t y.   I n t he pr ocess  of  
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separ at i ng i t sel f  f r om geol ogy as  a di s t i nct  sci ence,  Amer i can geogr aphy cl ung 

t o i t s  phys i cal ,  geomor phol ogi cal   r oot s  as  a seemi ng guar ant or  of  sci ent i f i c 

aut hor i t y,  and by t he year s  pr i or  t o Wor l d War  I  when i t  t ook up ques t i ons  of  

soci al  geogr aphy i t  gener al l y pr oposed expl anat i ons  r oot ed i n phys i cal ,  

cl i mat i c and envi r onment al  causat i on.   The er a f ol l owi ng t he mos t  i nt ense 

i ndus t r i al  and ur ban devel opment  t he count r y had yet  seen was  an unpr opi t i ous  

moment  f or  envi r onment al  det er mi ni sm.   

 Par adoxi cal l y,  t he r i se of  geopol i t i cs  i n Ger many i n t he 1920s  

compounded Amer i can geogr aphy’s  i sol at i on.   Wi t h i t s  s i ght s  i ncr eas i ngl y set  

on ques t i ons  of  cul t ur al  and pol i t i cal  geogr aphy,  a new gener at i on sought  t o 

di s t ance i t sel f  f r om envi r onment al  det er mi ni sm,  but  t he r i se of  geopol i t i cs  

emphat i cal l y kept  a par t i cul ar l y ugl y det er mi ni s t  model  of  geogr aphy i n t he 

publ i c mi nd.   Wi t h f i nger s  s i nged f r om t hei r  dabbl e wi t h envi r onment al  

det er mi ni sm,  geogr apher s  r esponded not  by t ackl i ng t he t heor et i cal  cr udi t y of  

Ger man geopol i t i cs  but  wi t h a def ens i ve r ej ect i on of  t heor y and pol i t i cs  t out  

cour t .  I ns t ead t hey r egr ouped def ens i vel y ar ound a ni net eent h cent ur y 

Kant i ani sm.   On t he cusp of  Wor l d War  I I ,  a gr eat  i nt el l ect ual  “r et r eat , ” as  

one seni or  geogr apher  descr i bed i t ,  was  on.   As  a l at er  comment at or  l ament ed,  

geogr aphy by mi d cent ur y had become “mi ddl e wes t ,  mi ddl e cl ass  and mi ddl e 

br ow. ”36   

 The l os t  geogr aphy of  t he t went i et h cent ur y was  a sympt om of  

di sci pl i nar y t i mi di t y and j us t  as  much i t  was  a pr oduct  of  t he i ncapaci t y of  
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t he di sci pl i ne t o r espond – cr i t i cal l y or  i ns t r ument al l y – t o t he changed 

ar chi t ect ur e of  empi r e posed by US ascendancy.   The l os t  geogr aphy was  i t sel f  

an expr ess i on of  t hi s  par t i cul ar  empi r e.  The t r ansf or mat i on of  empi r e di d not  

necessar i l y spel l  t he end of  geogr aphy as  a uni ver s i t y pur sui t ,  but  i t  di d 

cr eat e t he s i mul t aneous  necess i t y and oppor t uni t y f or  r es t r uct ur i ng what  

count ed as  geogr aphi cal  knowl edge – an oppor t uni t y t he di sci pl i ne shi ed away 

f r om.  Onl y i n t he mos t  f aci l e t er ms  – t hose of  geopol i t i cs  – di d a 

geogr aphi cal  sens i bi l i t y about  pol i t i cal  power  pr evai l  i n t he f i r s t  decades  

af t er  1945.   Wher eas  US ambi t i on i n t he begi nni ng of  t he t went i et h cent ur y was  

apt l y expr essed i n t er ms  of  empi r e,  as  i n Br ooks  Adams’ i nf l uent i al  1902 book,  

The New Empire,  f our  year s  l at er  wi t h Henr y Luce’s  announcement  of  t he 

“Amer i can Cent ur y, ” t he f ut ur e had become a pr oj ect  of  t empor al  r at her  t han 

spat i al  ambi t i on. 37  Thi s  was  not  acci dent al .   A spat i al  i dent i f i cat i on of  

power ,  unl i ke a t empor al  vi s i on,  makes  t he t ar get  vi s i bl e.   One can f i ght  an 

empi r e,  but  how does  one f i ght  a cent ur y? 

 Geogr apher s  cont r i but ed s i gni f i cant l y t o t he or i gi ns  and 

i ns t i t ut i onal i zat i on of  ar ea s t udi es ,  as  a per usal  of  cont r i but or s  t o t he SSRC 

and ot her  sur veys  of  t he 1940s  sugges t s ,  al t hough t he Associ at i on of  Amer i can 

Geogr apher s ,  t he pr of ess i onal  soci et y f or  US geogr apher s ,  was  not  even 

r epr esent ed among t he member shi p of  t he pi vot al  Soci al  Sci ence Resear ch 

Counci l .  They cont r i but ed cent r al l y t oo dur i ng t he war ,  not  l eas t  t o t he ASTP,  

but  even as  t he concept i on of  ar ea evol ved i nt o a mor e r egi onal  
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concept ual i zat i on,  l ess  r i gi dl y t i ed t o cont i nent al  di vi s i ons  of  t he wor l d,  

t he wor k of  geogr aphy r emai ned hi ghl y descr i pt i ve and was  of t en t aught  by non-

geogr apher s .  I n hi s  1946 r et r ospect i ve t he Smi t hsoni an ant hr opol ogi s t  Wi l l i am 

Nel son Fent on sugges t s  t hat  al r eady,  t he mat er i al  t aught  i n t hi s  pr ogr am 

emphas i zed not  t he geogr apher ’s  abi l i t y t o combi ne mul t i pl e per spect i ves  i nt o 

an i nt egr at ed por t r ai t  of  pl ace,  but  r at her  “s i mpl e descr i pt i ve geogr aphy. ”  

Ar ea s t udi es ,  he concl udes ,  ef f ect i vel y t ook over  t he geogr apher ’s  obj ect  of  

s t udy:  “I t  i s  i mpor t ant  t o r emember  t hat  we ar e now t al ki ng about  Ar ea St udy 

when we mean t he geogr apher ’s  Regi onal  St udy. . . .   Ar my ar ea t r ai ni ng pr ogr ams 

di d not  summon r eal  ant hr opol ogy and r eal  geogr aphy. ”38  Geogr apher s  

t hemsel ves ,  i t  has  t o be s t r essed,  wer e of t en compl i ci t  i n t hi s  anemi a of  

war t i me geogr aphy.   Lat i n Amer i ca except ed,  as  Mat t  Far i sh poi nt s  out  US 

geogr apher s  t hemsel ves  ent er ed Wor l d War  I I  wi t h qui t e weak knowl edge about  

t he “Thi r d Wor l d, ” especi al l y As i a and Af r i ca,  a “schol ar l y l ag” whi ch had 

“devas t at i ng r esul t s . ”39 

 That  Har var d Uni ver s i t y cl osed i t s  geogr aphy pr ogr am i n t he same year  

t hat  i t  opened i t s  Russ i an Resear ch Cent er  i s  t her ef or e mor e t han symbol i c;  i t  

i s  sympt omat i c.  As  t he di sci pl i ne was  out - compet ed i n t he educat i on mar ket  of  

t he pos t war  wor l d,  i t s  r ol e i n ar ea s t udi es  al so became mor e and mor e 

mar gi nal .  So much so t hat  l at er  sur veys  of  t he f i el d,  at  l eas t  i n t he US,  

l ar gel y er ase t he r ol e of  geogr apher s  i n t he ear l y hi s t or y of  ar ea s t udi es ;  

t he l oss  of  geogr aphy was  compounded by a l oss  of  memor y concer ni ng what ever  
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hi s t or i cal  r ol e geogr aphy and geogr apher s  pl ayed.   The geopol i t i cal  cl i mat e of  

t he col d war ,  hel ped dr aw t he geopol i t i cal  map of  t he academy wi t h i t s  own 

nat i ons  and cont i nent s  of  knowl edge.   I n al l  of  t hi s ,  t he map of  t he out s i de 

wor l d was  ef f ect i vel y gi ven,  t he ear t h f l at t ened i nt o a j i gsaw puzzl e of  

compet i ng i nt er es t s  t hat  was  r ecogni zabl e i n t he ener get i c shuf f l e bet ween 

many ar ea s t udi es  pr ogr ams and t hei r  appr opr i at e  “desks” at  t he St at e 

Depar t ment .  

 

Conclusion 

 The “abysmal  i gnor ance” t hat  ar ea s t udi es  set  out  t o combat  was  i t sel f  

as  much a pr oduct  of  empi r e as  t he sol ut i on i t  cal l ed up.   What  t he empi r e 

t aket h away,  t he empi r e f i ndet h means  t o r ei nvent .   The cont r adi ct or i ness  of  

t hi s  went  deeper  t han t he decl i ne of  geogr aphy,  r eveal i ng a cer t ai n col l us i on 

of  cl ass  pr ej udi ce and nat i onal i sm.   Thi s  abysmal  i gnor ance of  t he wor l d 

occur r ed despi t e t he f act  t hat  t he Uni t ed St at es  had exper i enced unpr ecedent ed 

i mmi gr at i on f r om Eur ope and Asi a l as t i ng wel l  i nt o t he 1920s .   The count r y 

ar guabl y har bor ed an unequal ed r eser voi r  of  ar ea knowl edge of  t he wor l d,  not  

t o ment i on an ext r aor di nar y pool  of  gl obal  l anguage abi l i t y.   However ,  t he 

pol i t i cal  and cul t ur al  emphas i s  on et hni c ass i mi l at i on r ender ed t he r ul i ng 

cl ass  qui t e l i t er al l y bl i nd t o t he count r y’s  ext r aor di nar y gl obal  r esour ces :  

f or  t hey r es i ded not  i n I vy League col l eges  but  as  deni zens  of  i nner  ci t y 

nei ghbor hoods .   I mmi gr ant s  wer e habi t ual l y l auded as  t he backbone of  t he 
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count r y whi l e s i mul t aneous l y f ear ed as  t hr eat s  t o nat i onal  l oyal t y,  and so 

Japanese Amer i cans ,  i ns t ead of  bei ng enl i s t ed t o t he war  ef f or t ,  wer e 

i ncar cer at ed i n concent r at i on camps  by Pr es i dent  Roosevel t .    

 At  an i ndi vi dual  l evel ,  t he ASTP coul d be mor e pr agmat i c.   One vet er an 

of  t he ASTP Ar ea and l anguage pr ogr am as  wel l  as  t he OSS,  now a r et i r ed 

pol i t i cal  sci ence pr of essor  wi t h ext ens i ve knowl edge of  t he Mi ddl e Eas t ,  t ook 

t he cour se i n col l oqui al  Mor occan Ar abi c at  t he Uni ver s i t y of  Pennsyl vani a.   

Wi t h i ns t r uct or s  di f f i cul t  t o come by,  t he ASTP i n t hi s  case r esor t ed t o us i ng 

“i nf or mant s” gl eaned f r om t he l ocal  economy.   A number  of  Mor occans  who 

happened t o be wor ki ng i n Phi l adel phi a at  t he t i me wer e dul y i dent i f i ed,  

i ncl udi ng a cook and hi s  wi f e as  wel l  one or  t wo Mor occans  wor ki ng i n a 

t r avel i ng ci r cus . 40  
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