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Abstract 

 

The following research is part of my ongoing dissertation project, which 

examines the planning, design, and construction of university campuses vis-à-

vis the intensification of mining and oil extraction in South America between 

1945 and 1975. In this report, I offer a brief overview of the technical and 

financial assistance that the Ford Foundation (FF), the Rockefeller Foundation 

(RF), and the UN Special Fund (UNSF) gave to one of my case studies, the 

Universidad de Concepción (UdeC), located in mineral-rich Chile. Multiple 

holdings at the Rockefeller Archive Center (RAC) reveal that these 

organizations provided significant aid to the UdeC between 1956 and 1968—a 

critical period during which the technical and financial assistance programs of 

the US became entangled with a national developmentalist agenda that tied 

scientific and engineering education to economic development. The RAC 

holdings I explore are extremely useful in understanding the geopolitical and 

economic context that shaped these aid programs, the UdeC’s modernization 

efforts, and the agendas of the multiple actors involved in this process. The 

textual and visual documents I analyze also underscore the critical role that 

modern architecture played in all of this as an enabler of the academic reform 

and the economic transformation of the region, and as a persuasive signifier of 

“development.” 
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During the 1950s and 1960s, the technical and financial assistance that the 

Rockefeller Foundation (RF) and the Ford Foundation (FF) gave to the 

Universidad de Concepción (UdeC) converged with Chilean governmental 

programs that assigned an outsized role to scientific and engineering education 

in economic development. A report to the FF prepared by professors from the 

Institute of Agriculture of the University of Minnesota demonstrates that 

between 1957 and 1962—the initial years of RF and FF aid to the UdeC—the 

Chilean State increased exponentially its spending in agriculture and mining, 

the two pillars of the country’s economy. 1  Concurrently, the government 

increased its support of both national and private universities; and its funding 

of the UdeC more than quadrupled.2 The UdeC also received money from the 

“Fund for University Construction and Research,” which the Chilean National 

Congress established through Law 11,575. This fund allowed seven select 

Chilean universities to build, furnish, and equip experimental stations, 

laboratories, and institutes of scientific and technological research.3 In part, 

this law was an effort to further boost Chile’s extractive activities—especially 

large-copper mining—and in part, it was an effort to promote industrialization.4 

As the law clearly states, the ultimate goal of these research and education 

facilities should be “to improve the productivity of agriculture, industry, and 

mining and to promote prospecting and the rational exploitation of the 

country’s natural resources...”5  

 

RF aid to the UdeC focused primarily on its School of Agriculture and Livestock 

in Chillán, which was part of a governmental project designed to improve 

agricultural productivity. The Rockefeller Foundation Records (RFR) provide 

insights into the interest that the US government had in these particular Chilean 

efforts during the Cold War. The Chilean Ministry of Agriculture wanted to 

increase the number of agricultural engineers to meet the country’s needs.6 In 

January 1951, the US government began to provide technical assistance to the 

ministry through the Departmento Técnico Inter-Americano de Cooperación 

Agrícola (DTICA).7 In September 1954, DTICA established the Plan Chillán 

project in cooperation with the UdeC, the University of Chile, and the Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). Described by the 
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University of Minnesota (UM) professors as an “extensive experiment in 

agricultural extension, training, and education,” the Plan Chillán sought to 

make research and technological advances in agriculture reach Chilean farms 

by training supporting technicians, farmers, and farm laborers. In December of 

the same year, the UdeC founded its School of Agriculture and Livestock (or 

School of Agronomy) at Chillán, which would become the “core” of a national 

agricultural education and training center.8 The University of California (UC) 

would help the UdeC organize the school under the sponsorship of the 

International Cooperation Administration (ICA).9  

 

RF support for the UdeC-Chillán school seems to have begun at the behest of 

the US government. In early October 1956, Albion Patterson, the representative 

of the Point Four Program in Chile, asked the RF to consider giving a small 

travel grant to José Suárez Fanjul, the dean of the school. Suárez was to 

accompany UdeC President David Stitchkin, whom ICA had invited to visit the 

UC and “other private and government organizations,” including the FF and the 

RF. 10 A few days after, Lyall Peterson, program officer of the Institute of Inter-

American Affairs’s Mission to Chile, wrote to a RF official asking for “courtesies” 

for Stitchkin and Suárez during their visit.11 One month later, the RF approved 

the travel grant.12  

 

The RF aid was used to improve the School of Agriculture’s new facilities by 

providing them with critical supplies, equipment, and study materials. Some of 

the RF grants were approved even before the school had a space in which to 

function. Declaring himself aware of the RF’s interest in “contributing to the 

improvement of the production of food in Latin America,” Suárez wrote to J. 

George Harrar in late November 1956 to request assistance to establish the 

school.13 In late December, the RF approved US$ 10,000 grant (GA AGR 5669) 

to equip its laboratories of soils, plant pathology, economic entomology, and 

animal nutrition.14 In the next two years, the RF gave two additional grants 

totaling US$ 18,000 (GA AGR 58119 & GA AGR 5706), which the school used 

to purchase laboratory equipment, supplies, and books and specialized 

periodicals for its library.15 Yet, the school did not even have a site until April 

1958, when the government ceded the Fundo Tres Higueras.16  In 1958, the 
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school began construction work to adapt this agricultural estate with funds from 

the USAID program in Chile.17 Some of the laboratory and library material that 

the RF donated arrived to Chillán in October 1958, when the construction of 

laboratories and greenhouses was still underway.18 Additionally, in 1962, the RF 

gave the school a large grant of US$85,000 (RF62065) to purchase “field and 

laboratory equipment, a greenhouse, and library materials.” 19  These 

philanthropic efforts would simultaneously benefit the RF’s own “agronomists 

in wheat and forage,” who would take advantage of the new facilities.20  

 

Several photographs in the records of the Rockefeller Foundation depict the 

modern spaces for learning and agricultural research that the UdeC completed 

with aid from the RF. The UdeC probably sent these photographs to prove it 

had spent the funds appropriately.21 One striking photograph emphasizes the 

modernity of one of the new laboratory buildings.22 The streamlined building 

floats effortlessly over a landscape of wildflowers, as if it had conquered the 

native landscape with its scientific prowess. Photographs of the library show 

well-illuminated rooms furnished with floor-to-ceiling shelving, well stocked 

with carefully arranged books and periodicals.23 These images demonstrate that 

the students are already getting benefits from the RF donations, as they are 

shown perusing the many resources now available to them or sitting by tables, 

immersed in focused reading. Another photograph records expert consulting—

Dr. L. D. Leach, a visiting professor from the University of California, sits in 

front of a microscope at the Laboratory of Vegetal Pathology.24 Most of the 

photographs emphasize the use of modern laboratory and field equipment in 

research and experimental work, such as the one that shows members of the 

Office of Special Studies threshing a wheat crop with a large machine.25  

 

The Ford Foundation concentrated instead on the threefold modernization 

program that the UdeC implemented in Concepción, which involved radical 

academic, administrative, and architectural reforms, and began with the 

reorganization of science teaching. Between 1960 and 1968, the FF gave the 

UdeC a total of $1,533,000 for this purpose.26 Not long after Stitchkin returned 

from the US in late 1956, the UdeC commissioned UNESCO expert Rudolph 

Atcon to craft an academic reform plan. 27  Atcon proposed an “integrated” 
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university based on four Central Institutes of Science (CIS)—Chemistry, 

Mathematics, Biology, and Physics. The UdeC Honorable Board of Directors 

(HBD) and University Council promptly approved Atcon’s proposal, creating 

the CIS in May 1959.28 

 

FF aid was instrumental in helping the UdeC implement its modernizing 

agenda and in getting the CIS well established. 29  Although both ICA and 

UNESCO had provided technical assistance to the UdeC to support Atcon’s 

planning work, the UdeC needed additional financial and technical support to 

implement it.30  The FF gave two related grants to the UdeC: Grant 60-213 

(Phase I) and Grant 64-442 (Phase II).31 Grant 60-213, approved on April 29, 

1960, gave the UdeC US$500,000 to begin its “extensive academic and 

administrative reforms.”32 In the academic field, this amounted to establishing 

and developing the CIS.33  

 

As with the RF, the US government may have influenced the FF’s initial decision 

to grant aid to the UdeC. Christian Herter, the US secretary of state, knew about 

and was interested in the UdeC’s modernization efforts.34 In September 1959, 

Louis G. Sleeper, the university projects coordinator of the US Operations 

Mission to Chile (USOM), wrote to Alfred C. Wolf, the FF program director for 

Latin America and the Caribbean, to inform him about the financial and 

technical assistance that the US government was providing to seven Chilean 

universities as part of the Technological Development Project, which had the 

same economic goals as Law 11,575.35 It is worth mentioning here that the US 

deployed this type of assistance during the Cold War period to stave off 

communism and strengthen its geopolitical position.36 

 

Most of FF Grant 60-213 was devoted to technical assistance and the training 

of UdeC faculty and students. The advisors that the FF sent to the UdeC 

orchestrated the recruitment of several professors from US universities to guide 

the institution’s academic reform.37  Bringing visiting professors represented 

additional expenses for the university, which typically financed their stay.38 

Grant 60-213 also covered sending UdeC professors abroad for specialized 

training; 39  however, it initially prioritized the recruitment of visiting 
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professors.40 After Frank Verbrugge, the associate dean of the UM Institute of 

Technology, questioned this in September 1963, the FF reallocated the funds to 

increase the amount available for UdeC faculty training and to introduce a 

fellowship program for promising incoming students. 41 In the end, most of the 

funds—US$ 225,895.89—were spent on scholarships for UdeC faculty and 

students, followed by US$ 134,696.90 for visiting professors and consultants.42 

Thanks to Grant 60-213, more than thirty UdeC professors received training 

abroad and eight visiting professors came, two of which served as CIS 

directors.43 

 

Also in April 1964, the FF increased its support of the UdeC with Grant 64-442. 

In September 1963, Verbrugge had also advocated for the assignment of a 

“sponsoring university” to help the UdeC.44  In March 1964, the UM sent a 

mission to Concepción. 45  Verbrugge and the rest of his team proposed a 

“cooperative program” that resulted in Grant 64-442, which would begin in 

August 1964 and run for three years.46 Grant 64-442 gave an additional US$ 

782,600 to continue Phase I and help the UdeC improve its “public services.”47 

The  grant covered scholarships to UdeC faculty and staff for training abroad, 

visiting professors from the UM, and assistance with the purchase of equipment 

and books. 48  It also covered the reorganization of the UdeC’s central 

administration and the establishment of new central institutes in the social 

sciences and humanities. 49  However, its most celebrated aspect was the 

establishment of a centralized library system.50 

 

Several FFR holdings demonstrate that the UdeC was also aggressively seeking 

aid to expand and modernize its engineering program during this period, which 

was of great interest to multiple foreign and domestic actors. In late December 

1960, the UN Special Fund (UNSF) granted US$ 1,052,127 “for buildings and 

engineering development.”51 This grant reflected the multilateral organization’s 

more “pragmatic” approach to “development problems,” which restricted aid to 

applied engineering in lieu of basic science. 52  The UdeC, which was very 

invested in the reorganization of its engineering programs, matched the grant 

with US$ 833,571. 53  By 1968, the university’s engineering programs had 
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received additional funding that brought the total amount of foreign aid to 

US$2,716,100.54  

 

The expansion and modernization of the UdeC’s chemistry and engineering 

programs would also serve the Chilean government’s developmentalist 

economic agenda well. It would provide a specialized labor force and expert 

consulting to both public and private companies. In late 1959, Jorge Alessandri 

Rodríguez, the president of the Republic, advocated for the UdeC with Paul 

Hoffmann, the director of the UNSF, while reassuring Stitchkin and telling him 

that he considered the university’s modernization important for the 

“development of Chile.” 55  The reorganization of chemistry and engineering 

teaching at the UdeC is linked to the opening of the Huachipato Steel Plant in 

the nearby port of Talcahuano in 1950. The state-owned steelworks fit very well 

the government’s paradigm of industrialization by taking advantage of the 

country’s abundant raw materials, in this case, iron ore and coal.56 However, 

Chile lacked the variety of skilled technicians and engineers needed to run the 

plant.57 At this time, engineering at the UdeC was “all chemical engineering.”58 

The university responded to this situation by making several changes. In 1950—

the same year that Huachipato opened—the HBD decided to erect the Chemical 

Technologies Building, a laboratory building that would house the Institute of 

Technological Research (ITR).59 This institute would offer consulting services 

to individuals, private companies, and governmental organizations while 

training students in subjects important to industry.60 Furthermore, in 1956 the 

UdeC created the Polytechnic Institute to “serve the industries of the region,” 

and decided to expand its School of Chemical Engineering to offer training in 

mechanical, civil, and mining engineering. 61  The “pragmatic” UNSF grant 

would bolster these efforts by helping with the development of the ITR and the 

Department of Mechanical Engineering. 62  However, even the FF-supported 

CIS—which were devoted to basic science—would become useful, since they 

would provide “horizontal instruction” to the professional schools.63 By 1968, 

both the steelworks and the expanded university had helped to transform the 

Greater Concepción Region into a developmentalist growth pole specialized in 

steel and petrochemicals.64 
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Several holdings in the RFR and FFR reveal the critical role that the university’s 

architectural reform played in all of this. The UdeC leadership considered that 

having modern, functional, and well-equipped buildings was critical to the 

success of both the academic reform and the developmentalist economic agenda 

that underpinned it.65 The CIS needed “separate” facilities from those of the 

professional schools. 66  In early 1957, the UdeC hired renowned Chilean 

architect Emilio Duhart Harosteguy to design a new master plan to expand the 

university-city, which he finished in 1958. In addition to erecting the Chemical 

Technologies Building (1952–1959), the UdeC built two new buildings, also 

designed by Duhart—the Central Institute of Chemistry and the School of 

Engineering (1958-1961). By attaching the Central Institute of Chemistry to the 

existing building of the School of Chemical Engineering, Duhart created a huge 

multi-volume complex that housed three of the central institutes, the Institutes 

of Chemistry, Mathematics, and Physics.67 In addition, the UdeC erected the 

Mechanical Technologies Building (1961–1968), which provided laboratories 

and classrooms for the new engineering departments, and the Central Library 

(1967–1971).   

 

Just as the RF did in the case of the Chillán school, the FF and the UNSF did 

not fund the UdeC’s architectural reform directly.68  Rather, the sponsoring 

organizations helped to make the architecture operational by financing the 

purchase of essential scientific equipment and/or study material. The final 

financial report of Grant 60-213 shows that the FF donated US$ 96,897.00 for 

library materials and services and US$ 42,510.21 for laboratory and teaching 

equipment.69 With these funds, the UdeC was able to purchase major items such 

as nuclear counting equipment and an infrared spectrometer for the Central 

Institute of Chemistry. 70  By 1963, the Institute had instructional chemistry 

laboratories that were, in Verbrugge’s opinion, “excellent” and “superior” to 

those existing in many US undergraduate programs.71 Similarly, the UdeC used 

a large part of the UNSF grant to acquire equipment for the Mechanical 

Technologies Building.72 By accepting these grants, the UdeC committed itself 

to big economic investments, since it had to pay for the construction of most of 

these buildings.73  
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Several photographs in the FFR and RFR collections provide a visual record of 

the architectural development of the Concepción campus. These images 

underscore the important role that architecture played during the application 

to and the implementation of the aid programs. The university likely sent these 

images to prove that it was worthy of receiving aid. One group of photographs 

depicts the older side of the campus, which architect Karl H. Brunner designed 

in 1931 as the “first university-city” of Latin America.74  These images present 

the campus as a peaceful, ordered environment conducive to learning and 

reflection. They show its boulevards, shaped by rationalist buildings and mature 

trees, and offer glimpses of outdoor art pieces that served as markers of legacy 

and prestige—the allegorical bas-relief that decorates the Arch of Medicine and 

the classicist sculptures that populate the gardens. Several photographs feature 

prominently the white belltower, which was inspired by UC-Berkeley’s Sather 

Tower.75  For a US audience, this would have begged comparisons with and 

perhaps suggested a certain kinship to the well-known US institution. The 

ensemble of architectural, landscape, and artistic elements recorded in these 

photographs projected the image that the UdeC was a reputable, well-

established institution.  

 

Other photographs in the RFR and FFR collections focus on the modern 

architecture of the university-city. They seem to argue that the university was 

spending the grant funds in an appropriate manner and was fulfilling its 

obligation of getting the campus physically ready to support the new academic 

activities. A remarkable photographic album that Stitchkin gave to Harrar in 

June 1961 juxtaposes the spaces and elements of the traditional and the modern 

campus, underscoring the institution’s extraordinary architectural evolution.76 

A group of photographs highlights the construction of staff and student 

housing, which was critical for the university’s expansion.77 One image offers a 

glimpse of the recently completed Chemical Technologies Building and the steel 

skeletons of the Central Institute of Chemistry and School of Engineering, still 

under construction.78 Other photographs show the interior of the new buildings 

with the learning equipment already in use.79 The photographs of the Central 

Institute of Chemistry laboratories are especially significant, given that this 

building was destroyed in 2010.80 A few of these photographs are also valuable 
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as samples of the work of photographer Maria Stallforth, whom the UdeC hired 

in 1959 very likely to bolster its grant applications. 81  Certainly, all these 

photographs presented the modern architecture of the campus as a marker of 

“progress.” Wolf certainly perceived its importance when he listed the fact that 

the CIS buildings were coming along as one of the factors that made the UdeC 

worthy of receiving FF aid.82 

 

To conclude, the RFR and FFR provide extensive textual and visual 

documentation that sheds light on the UdeC’s modernization efforts in the 

1950s and 1960s, the geopolitical and economic context that shaped them, and 

the—sometimes divergent—agendas of the multiple actors involved in this 

process. Furthermore, these holdings underscore the critical role that modern 

architecture played in all of this as an enabler of the academic reform and the 

regional economic transformation, as well as a persuasive signifier of 

“development.” The inclusion of photographs in the collections also 

demonstrates the importance of photography as a medium to support grant 

application and reporting. Although the written narratives certainly provided a 

myriad facts and details, a single image could facilitate instant grasp to those 

members of the sponsoring institutions who had not been able to visit the UdeC 

facilities in person. Because of their reputation as indexical prints of reality, 

these photographs were perhaps more difficult to dismiss than written 

accounts. Read together, all these textual and visual documents paint a clear 

picture of the radical turn towards the scientific and the technological that the 

institution took in 1956, with the hope of becoming a leading higher-education 

institution that would help Chile insert itself into the so-called developed world. 

 

 
    Note: All translations to English from Spanish documents are my own, unless otherwise noted. 

1 Government spending in agriculture grew from 1.1% in 1957 to 3.2% in 1962, and spending 

in mining from 0.1% in 1957 to 1.7% in 1962. S.O. Berg, L.E. Hanson, W.P. Martin, “Chilean 

Agriculture: A Report on Chilean Agriculture and Agricultural Education to the Ford 

Foundation,” Nov. 1963, p. 131, Box 4, Ford Foundation Records (hereafter cited as FFR), 

International Division, Latin America and the Caribbean, Jamaica, and Mexico City Field Office 

Files, Series III, Rockefeller Archive Center (hereafter cited as RAC). Chile’s binary economy has 

been based on agriculture and a strong mining export sector. See Table 1.2 in: Luis Bértola and 
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in 1962. Berg et al, “Chilean Agriculture,” p. 59, 132, box 4, FFR, International Division, Latin 

America and the Caribbean, Jamaica, and Mexico City Field Office Files, Series III, RAC. 

3  Law 11,575 stipulated that the Fund for University Construction and Research would 
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6 José Suárez to J. George Harrar, November 26, 1956, box 26, folder 223, Rockefeller 

Foundation Records (hereafter cited as RFR), Projects, SG 1.2, Series 300, Subseries 309, RAC. 
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America and the Caribbean, Jamaica, and Mexico City Field Office Files, Series III, RAC. The 
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