
* Universidade Federal da Bahia, Education, Philosophy, and History of Sciences Program. Instituto de 
Física, UFBA. olival.freire@pq.cnpq.br 
** Universidade Estadual de Feira de Santana. Doctorate in Education, Philosophy, and History of 
Sciences. (UFBA and UEFS). isilva@uefs.br 

Diplomacy and science in the 
context of the World War II:  

Arthur Compton’s 1941 trip to Brazil 1

Diplomacia e ciência no contexto da Segunda Guerra  
Mundial: a viagem de Arthur Compton ao Brasil em 1941

Olival Freire Junior* 
Indianara Silva**

Resumo

A literatura em história documenta bem 
os esforços dos Estados Unidos para bus-
car o alinhamento dos países latino-ame-
ricanos com os Aliados às vésperas da 
entrada daquele país na Segunda Guerra 
Mundial. Depois de um momento de he-
sitação e de negociações o governo Var-
gas alinhou-se com os Estados Unidos. 
Desconhecido até agora, contudo, tem 
sido o envolvimento de cientistas nesses 
arranjos diplomáticos. Fontes recente-
mente descobertas mostram que a mis-
são do físico norte-americano Arthur 
Compton no Brasil, em 1941, para parti-
cipação em uma conferência sobre raios 
cósmicos, estava articulada com os esfor-
ços do Office for Inter-American Affairs 
liderado por Nelson Rockefeller. Para os 
físicos brasileiros, que tinham adquirido 
reputação naquela área de pesquisa sob a 

Abstract
Literature in history traces the US efforts 
to bring Latin American countries to the 
Allies’ side in the context of the WWII. 
After a time of hesitation and negotiation 
with the US and Germany, the Brazilian 
government aligned itself with the US. 
Virtually unknown is involvement of sci-
entists in these diplomatic arrangements. 
Recently unearthed material has shown 
that Arthur Compton’s 1941 trip to a sci-
entific conference on cosmic rays in Bra-
zil was connected with the efforts led by 
the Office for Inter-American Affairs un-
der Nelson Rockefeller. For Brazilian 
physicists, who had excelled in this area 
of research under the leadership of Gleb 
Wataghin in the late 1930s, science was a 
strong motivation for the visit, however, 
also for Brazilians it was not devoid of 
political connotation and professional 
interests.
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The intensity of the cultural and scientific hegemony of the United States, 
in particular in relation to Latin America, in the second half of the 20th century, 
necessarily leads observers to question how this relationship could have been 
established. In other words, it is a power relationship, which was created his-
torically and should not be naturalized as if it were an inevitable consequence, 
for example, of a supposed Pan American identity or geographical determin-
ism. To illustrate this historical construction, we may remind ourselves of the 
case of the creation of Brazilian universities. In the 1930s, the founders of the 
University of São Paulo (Universidade de São Paulo: USP), the Federal District 
University and the University of Brazil, sought to attract qualified teachers 
from Europe, in particular from France, Italy and Germany.2 They did not 
think of seeking such resources in the United States. Following the Second 
World War, however, the United States was transformed into a Mecca for the 
training of Brazilian researchers, although training in European countries was 
still, secondarily, considered.

It appears, then, that the construction of this North American hegemony 
must be considered as a process resulting from the outcome of the Second 
World War and the polarization of the Cold War that followed it. In fact, at 
least in terms of the hegemonic scenario of North American science set against 
that of the European Continent, this was the well-articulated thesis of the his-
torian John Krige in his American Hegemony and the Postwar Reconstruction 
of Science in Europe (Krige, 2006). In this work, however, we will argue that, at 
least in the Brazilian case, the hegemony which will coalesce after the Second 
World War was prepared and anticipated by procedures of cultural diplomacy 
undertook by the United States between the eve and the beginning of the en-
gagement of that country in the Second World War. If cultural hegemony came 
as outcome of the war, it was early prepared by the American cultural diplo-
macy.3 We will also argue that in this process the Brazilian elite, particularly the 

liderança de Gleb Wataghin na segunda 
metade da década de 1930, cooperação 
científica foi uma forte motivação para a 
organização dessa visita, mas ela não foi 
isenta de conotações políticas e de inte-
resses profissionais.
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scientific elite, actively sought out this realignment, demonstrating that this was 
not a process imposed on Latin America from the outside. Certainly there was 
a different scenario during the period following the Second World War.

The first part of this thesis is analogous with that defended by Gerson 
Moura, in his Tio Sam chega ao Brasil: A penetração cultural Americana, when 
he states that “to be more exact, the visible arrival of Uncle Sam in Brazil really 
occurred at the beginning of the 1940s, under well-defined conditions and with 
a clear purpose.” The second part, however, moves away from that author’s 
position, since he discusses the North American cultural influence on Brazil 
that developed during this period in terms of “ideological penetration and 
market gains”, thus, unlike our thesis, attributing a passive role to the Brazilian 
elite who participated in this process. In the same way, the first part of the 
thesis coincides with the position of Antonio Tota in his book O imperialismo 
sedutor: A americanização do Brasil na época da Segunda Guerra. The title of 
Antonio Tota’s book (Seductive Imperialism) is loaded with the metaphor of 
seduction, suggesting a certain passivity on the part of the Brazilian elite pro-
tagonists. This impression is only dissipated in the book’s final chapter, when 
the author discusses how “our Americanization obviously did not happen pas-
sively” (Moura, 1986, p.8 and 11; Tota, 2010, p.191).

Our argument will be developed by analysing the activities of the Office 
of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs (OCIAA), a body of the North 
American State run by Nelson Rockefeller, which specifically functioned be-
tween 1941 and 1945, related to the visit of a North American scientific com-
mittee to Brazil. This committee was led by the physicist Arthur H. Compton, 
from the University of Chicago, winner of the 1927 Nobel Prize for Physics, 
with the aim of participating in research and in a conference about cosmic rays 
held in Rio de Janeiro in 1941. While Compton’s visit is well documented in 
the literature on the history of physics, historians have overlooked his diplo-
matic connection.

This work poses historians of science with the challenge of overcoming 
the obstacle of locating science in history rather than merely writing a history 
of science. To explain more clearly – we are dealing with two relatively well-
known processes, which have not previously been connected. On the one hand, 
diplomatic relationships between the United States and Brazil between 1935 
and 1945, which led to Brazil aligning itself with the Allies and to its entry into 
the Second World War. This process has been well documented, including in 
classic works, such as in the books of Gerson Moura and Luiz Alberto Moniz 
Bandeira.4 Despite the existence of this literature, however, the activities of the 
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OCIAA, whose Brazilian committee was run by the businessman and political 
advisor Berent Friele, have received scarce, if any, attention from historians 
focusing on the history of relationships between Brazil and the United States. 
On the other hand, we have the flowering of research into the physics of cosmic 
rays at the University of São Paulo, under the leadership of the founder of its 
Department of Physics, the Russian-Italian Gleb Wataghin. Historians have 
paid attention to this process, drawn by Brazilian physics’ uniquely rapid ac-
quisition of a reputation for international excellence. The generation that was 
thus trained includes Cesar Lattes, who, even today, is the Brazilian experi-
mental physicist with most extensive international profile. The connection 
between these two processes, however, has been overlooked both by historians 
of science and by historians tout court, and this is the aspect which our study 
intends to explore.

Before following with our narrative, let us comment a little further the 
scant attention in the literature to the activities of the OCIAA and its Brazilian 
committee. Positive exceptions to this lacuna are the works of Gerson Moura 
and Antonio Tota. In the booklet Tio Sam chega ao Brasil, published in 1986, 
Gerson Moura took up the theme again, looking at the role of Berent Friele as 
Coordinator of the OCIAA’s Brazilian committee. Although an important 
work, given its uniqueness in national literature, in our opinion this booklet 
does not adequately explore the primary sources and treats the themes of sci-
ence and education in these relationships very generically. The book O impe-
rialismo sedutor, written by Antonio Tota, however, adequately explores 
primary sources, in particular the North American archives, and makes an 
essential historiographical contribution to the theme. Unfortunately, for our 
purposes, however, Tota pays little attention to the spheres of education, sci-
ence and technology, dedicating only two pages to this. Lira Neto, in the re-
cently published book, Getúlio 1930-1945, notes the OCIAA’s activities, 
Rockefeller heading it, and its support to Walt Disney’s journey to Brazil as 
well as its support to the medical training of Vargas’ brother, Lutero.5 One 
conspicuous gap is Luiz Alberto Moniz Bandeira’s book, Presença dos Estados 
Unidos no Brasil, in which no reference is made to the OCIAA; Nelson 
Rockefeller appears only as a businessman and not a diplomat, while Berent 
Friele is an illustrious absence. In an earlier book, Autonomia na Dependência: 
A política externa brasileira de 1935 a 1942, published in 1980, Gerson Moura 
drew from the secondary literature, that is, from Gerald Haines’ study, which, 
more than forty years ago, stated that, “While much has been written on the 
political and economical efforts of the Roosevelt administration to ensure the 
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safety of the American continents during this period, little attention has been 
focused on the far more subtle attempts by Roosevelt and his advisers to pro-
mote hemispheric cooperation and unity and to make the New World an 
American hemisphere.” As far as we have been able to review the literature, 
the Haines study was not followed up. Thus, the archives relating to the 
OCIAA, as relevant as they may be for the history of Latin America, remain a 
territory as yet under-explored by historians (Bandeira, 2007; Moura, 1980; 
Haines, 1977, p.373).

The work is organized in the following way: the first part is dedicated to 
a brief review of the context and literature regarding Brazilian diplomacy 
throughout the 1930s and during the Second World War, which constitutes 
the historical background of Compton’s visit in the mid-1941; while the sec-
ond, which results from original historical research, explores the connections 
between the scientific and political aspects of Arthur Compton’s visit to Brazil 
in 1941. In this part, information about the political positions of Paulus Aulus 
Pompéia and Gleb Wataghin throw light on as yet unexplored aspects of the 
literature regarding the history of science. In the conclusion, we draw certain 
implications for the historiography of science.

The Brazil-Germany-United States triangle in the 1930s

Brazil’s entry into the Second World War in 1942 on the side of the Allied 
forces was the result of one of the most complex processes of our diplomatic 
history. The Vargas government, a product of the 1930 revolution, and from 
1937 a dictatorship resulting from the New State’s coup d’état, contained dis-
parate tendencies in a world polarized by the ascension of Nazism in Germany 
in 1933. The government accommodated both modernizing projects and pro-
fascist tendencies. Modernizing projects came from the tenente movements of 
the 1920s, resulted in the developmentalist trends in Brazilian politics, and 
combined with liberal tendencies, personified by Oswaldo Aranha, minister 
of Foreign Affairs. The pro-fascist tendencies were represented by Generals 
Eurico Gaspar Dutra and Góis Monteiro. Throughout the 1930s, Vargas 
sought to exploit the international polarization to advance his own agenda, 
which specifically involved the construction of a large-scale steel mills and the 
modernization of armaments for the armed forces (Levine, 1998; Levine; 
Crocitti, 1999; Hentschke, 2006; Skidmore, 1967). According to Cervo and 
Bueno, diplomatic historians, “in historiography there is a certain consensus 
that Brazil played a ‘double game’ in relation to the United States and Germany, 
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in the period leading up to the Second World War, using it as a bargaining 
position. This game was facilitated by growing German participation in Brazil’s 
foreign trade in the period between 1934 and 1938, at the same time as a de-
cline in both the North American and English presence in the country’s im-
ports and exports” (Cervo; Bueno, 2010, p.234).

If this was the Brazilian game, then what game did the other actors, in 
particular the United States and Germany, play during the 1935-1941 period 
of Brazilian foreign policy, which Moura (1980) described as “pragmatic equi-
distance”? Nazi Germany, willingly accepting Vargas Government policy and 
exploiting the legal framework of the Brazil-Germany Compensation 
Adjustment, became Brazil’s largest trade partner, overtaking England and the 
United States and using economic exchange for political approaches, both to 
government members and to integralistas, from the fascist-inspired Brazilian 
party, as well as to German immigrants settled in the south of the country. The 
outbreak of war in 1939, however, limited the scope of German manoeuvres, 
as a specific result of the naval blockade imposed by England on German-
Brazil trade. Thus, only a portion of the armaments bought from Krupp ar-
rived in Brazil and supplies for the construction of the steel mills sought by 
Vargas were promised for after the war (Cervo; Bueno, 2010, pp.253-257).

At the beginning, the Americans were tolerant with trade between Brazil 
and Germany, even making economic offers to Brazil. According to Moura, 
“all these concessions indicate that there was no absolute United States hege-
mony regarding the continent in general and Brazil in particular” (Moura, 
1980, pp.98-99). The evolution of the international political situation, particu-
larly following the Spanish Civil War in 1936 and the outbreak of war in 
Europe in 1939, led the USA to prepare for a possible war scenario. In this 
context, Latin America, and Brazil in particular, enjoyed greater importance 
in American foreign policy. This is related to the consolidation of its influence 
in the hemisphere, at the same time neutralizing the influence of Axis countries 
in the region, in particular of Germany and Italy. Brazil, specifically, acquired 
strategic military importance, given that the northeast projection around the 
city of Natal supplied a natural platform for North American aviation to fly to 
North Africa and Europe. For this reason, while Moura calls the 1935-1937 
period “possible equilibrium” and the period between 1938 and 1939 “difficult 
equilibrium,” the subsequent period was called “the ideological and political 
offensive by the United States (1939-1942).” For the purposes of this work, we 
are particularly interested in this ideological offensive. Based on the work of 
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Gerald Haines, Moura described this North American offensive in the follow-
ing manner:

But ‘Pan American’ values did not propagate spontaneously, nor were the conti-
nental conferences a sufficient instrument for their dissemination. For this rea-
son, the United States government adopted a series of measures to guarantee the 
success of the undertaking. This was to give new encouragement to the already 
existing Pan American institutions and to American government bodies, such as 
the Cultural Division of the State Department and the Interdepartmental Com-
mittee on Cooperation with the American Republics. Perhaps the more impor-
tant decision was the creation of OCIAA (Office of the Coordinator of Inter-
-American Affairs) under the direction of Nelson Rockefeller and charged with 
counter-balancing growing Axis propaganda in Latin America. The extent of this 
new body’s activities may be assessed by examining its aims: to persuade the La-
tin American nations to follow the leadership of the USA in opposition to the 
Axis, to integrate the American economy with that of the USA into one system, 
to prevent revolutions in the Americas, to fight against Axis agents and to incre-
ase United States trade. And all this without giving the impression that they were 
interfering in the internal business of sovereign States.6

The pinnacle of the “double game” played by Vargas was the speech he 
made in June 1940 aboard the ship Minas Gerais, in which he signalled the 
possibility of Brazil aligning itself to the Axis powers, if this were to be a path-
way for heavy industrialization, meaning the construction of the steel mills. 
According to Cervo and Bueno, “the international situation was favourable. 
With the advance of the conflict, this was the right moment: either Washington 
cooperated, straightaway, or a pathway to German cooperation would be 
opened up.” Germany offered to construct the steel mills when the war was 
over. The speech frightened the North Americans, who speeded up govern-
ment decisions to offer Vargas what he wanted, but negotiations were not yet 
concluded. The precipitation of political and military events, in the following 
period, accelerated these undertakings. In December 1941, Japan attacked 
Pearl Harbour, dragging the United States into the world war. In January 1942, 
the Pan American Meeting was held in Rio de Janeiro; here the United States 
expected a rupture in diplomatic relations on the part of the Latin American 
states in relation to the Axis powers. There were obstacles, however, since Chile 
and Argentina defended a position of neutrality in face of the current conflict. 
During the meeting, Vargas negotiated directly with Roosevelt for a guarantee 
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of the construction of what would become the Volta Redonda steel mills and 
the rearmament of Brazilian military forces. Vargas obtained both. With this 
commitment in hand, at the end of the meeting the Brazilian president an-
nounced a rupture of diplomatic relations between Brazil and the Axis 
powers.

According to Fausto and Devoto, in a comparative analysis of Brazilian 
and Argentinian foreign policies, “It is evident that the Vargas option revealed, 
at the same time, his non-ideological strategy and his political acumen, since 
alignment with the Allies took place when the Axis was still militarily victori-
ous.”7 The military benefit for the United States was extremely significant. It 
is estimated that, now with a modernized airport and a North American mili-
tary presence, more than 25,000 North American planes passed through Natal. 
The rupture of relations made Brazil a target for German retaliations, with the 
sinking of several Brazilian ships.8 The epilogue of this history is well known. 
Under the pressure of public opinion, which included both liberals and the 
imprisoned left, Vargas declared war on the Axis powers in August 1942, and 
this was followed by the preparation of the Brazilian Expeditionary Force, 
which fought in Italy on the side of Allied forces.9 This epilogue forms part of 
our national and international political memory. In 2011, on visiting Brazil, 
the British Deputy Prime Minister began his statements by remembering that 
“[d]uring the Second World War, Brazilian soldiers fought alongside our 
forces in Italy” (Clegg, 2011).

Compton’s visit to Brazil in 1941: science and diplomacy

From the outset, approaches between the groups led by Arthur Compton 
in the United States and Gleb Wataghin in Brazil, contained a strong element 
of scientific collaboration of interest to both sides. Until the end of the 1920s, 
Compton had worked on X-ray scattering, work that earned him the Nobel 
Prize for Physics in 1927. After this, Compton changed direction, dedicating 
his time throughout the 1930s to the study of cosmic rays. Through this study, 
he became involved in a heated controversy with Robert Millikan, also a Nobel 
Prize winner, about the nature of cosmic rays. The controversy between these 
two physicists could have been resolved with the help of precise measurements 
of cosmic rays at several latitudes. If X-rays were highly energetic photons, and 
therefore had no charge, as Millikan advocated, they would not suffer varia-
tions on interaction with the Earth’s magnetic field. If, on the other hand, they 
were charged particles, different angles of incidence with the Earth’s magnetic 
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field at different latitudes would lead to different interactions. Compton and 
Millikan actively sought out these measurements. Compton, in particular, or-
ganized an expedition at the beginning of the 1930s to undertake measure-
ments at various latitudes; this included an excursion to Latin America. The 
results revealed the latitude effect and Compton, in a dispute covered by the 
North American mainstream media, won the argument (De Maria; Russo, 
1989). Throughout the 1930s, Compton continued to improve his measure-
ments, despite the resolution of this controversy. In the second half of the 
decade, cosmic rays promised to shed light on another enigma of physics. In 
1934, the Japanese physicist Hideki Yukawa, in a work that won him the Nobel 
Prize, introduced the idea of a new force of nature, the strong or nuclear force, 
to explain the stability of the nucleus. Yukawa’s hypothesis also involved the 
existence of a new particle, called the mesotron, later called the meson, an 
intermediate mass between the electron and the proton, which was the media-
tor of this new force. Although the 1930s had seen the construction of the first 
particle accelerators, physicists’ hopes remained focused on cosmic rays, which 
were then more energetic than the particles produced in accelerators. What 
made this subject even more intriguing was the experimental data at the end 
of the 1930s, which appeared to suggest the existence of more than one meso-
tron. In the 1940s, Compton therefore maintained his interest in something 
which had been his preferred subject for more than ten years, although already 
competing with the work he was doing with a number of other physicists at 
the University of Chicago, including Enrico Fermi, on nuclear fission; work 
which would later result in the Manhattan Project and the construction of the 
first atomic bomb.

Gleb Wataghin was the founder of the Physics Department at the 
University of São Paulo. Russian by birth, he had immigrated to Italy at the 
end of his adolescence, and there he concluded his secondary education, study-
ing Physics and becoming a teacher at the Polytechnic of Turin. In 1934, the 
founders of the University of São Paulo invited him to lead the Physics 
Department at the recently created university. A little later on, in 1938, another 
Italian physicist, Giuseppe Occhialini, who had worked with P.M.S. Blackett 
in England, entered the same department. Wataghin knew how to surround 
himself with talented and promising young people, such as Marcelo Damy de 
Souza Santos and Paulus Pompéia, the experimentalists, and Mário Schenberg 
the theorist, and how to choose a research topic – cosmic rays – that was rela-
tively cheap but could, if it worked well, place the young São Paulo physics at 
the forefront of world physics (Schwartzman, 2001; Costa Ribeiro, 1994; 
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Motoyama, 1979; Bustamante, 2006; Andrade, 2006; Videira; Bustamante, 
1993). The research bore fruit, and at the end of the 1930s, they observed what 
at the time were called “penetrating showers,” that is, the production of various 
particles following the interaction of cosmic rays at the higher levels of the 
atmosphere. Such results were significant for the study of mesotrons, or me-
sons, as these particles came to be called. The São Paulo group took measure-
ments at high altitudes, in aeroplanes and using balloons, and at depths of 
about 30 metres below the surface of the Earth. Damy developed electronic 
techniques, which enabled them to gain accuracy in the measurements 
(Wataghin; Souza Santos; Pompéia, 1940; Damy; Pompéia; Wataghin, 1941). 
As we shall see, it was these results that attracted Compton’s notice and shaped 
his interaction with the São Paulo physicists. One should also note that 
Wataghin encouraged both the publication of results in international journals 
and the international circulation of young Brazilian physicists. Schenberg vis-
ited Europe before the outbreak of war, and later, with a grant from the 
Guggenheim Foundation, went to the United States, where he worked and 
published on astrophysics with George Gamow and Subrahmanyan 
Chandrasekhar.10 Marcelo Damy de Souza Santos took up an internship in 
Cambridge, England and Paulus Pompéia went to the United States in 1940 to 
work with Compton, through an internship in Chicago. 

With the work about penetrating showers, Wataghin sought to establish 
scientific collaboration with Compton, which was well received by the North 
American. Wataghin submitted his results to the North American journal 
Physical Review, but also sent them directly to Compton prior to their publica-
tion. “Thank you for sending on to me the manuscript of your ‘Letter’ to the 
Editor of the PHYSICAL REVIEW on ‘Showers of Penetrating Particles’,” ac-
knowledged Compton in 1941. Compton continued to demonstrate evidence 
of his interest in intra-nuclear particles, as we can see in these experiments: “we 
also are getting evidence of mesotrons associated with extensive showers.”11 In 
this exchange of correspondence and through the correspondence between 
Wataghin and Pompéia, in December 1940, Wataghin was informed that 
Compton intended to organize a new expedition to South America (something 
he had undertaken at the beginning of the 1930s) to measure cosmic rays, and 
was including Brazil, and more specifically São Paulo, as one of the locations 
for these measurements.12 Wataghin reacted very positively to news of 
Compton’s expedition by stating that“[i]t was a great pleasure for me and for 
my co-workers to learn from yours and Mr. Pompeia letter, that you shall prob-
ably come to Brazil next summer.”13 Wataghin placed the resources of USP’s 
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Physics Department at Compton’s disposal and mobilized the university ad-
ministration and the São Paulo government for logistical support, particularly 
for the measurements undertaken in balloons, which were carried out in the 
state of São Paulo. As well as these initiatives, Wataghin sought support from 
the federal government in Rio de Janeiro and, with the support of the President 
of the Brazilian Academy of Sciences, Arthur Moses, began to organize a 
Symposium about Cosmic Rays, to be held in Rio de Janeiro at the end of 
Compton’s visit. This symposium was clearly a homage to Compton’s arrival, 
since the most important scientific discussions would take place in São Paulo 
before Compton went to Rio.14 As a follow up to these activities, Compton re-
ceived an official invitation from Oswaldo Aranha, the Minister for External 
Affairs, for his visit and that of his committee.15 Compton’s visit was surround-
ed by success, as seen in the later publication of the symposium annals; today 
this symposium is a well-documented event in Brazil’s history of physics.16

If Compton’s expedition to Brazil was highly successful in scientific terms, 
its political and diplomatic success appears to have been even greater. As soon 
as news of the planned expedition began to circulate in the United States, 
Stephen Duggan, Director of the Institute of International Education, realized 
the political implications it could have, particularly as part of North American 
efforts to win over Latin American hearts and minds to the Allied side. Thus 
it was that on 29th April 1941, he told Compton about an initiative to seek sup-
port for the expedition from Nelson Rockefeller: “I immediately wrote to Dr. 
Robert Caldwell, the associate of Nelson Rockefeller in charge of cultural rela-
tions with Latin America. I told him of our fine conversation and expressed 
the hope that he would get in contact with you to send you as a representative 
of our country under the auspices of the Coordinator’s Committee.”17 
Compton also quickly understood these implications and reformulated the 
expedition in order to be able to take more physicists and their wives. This led 
him to request an increase in the endowment promised by the North American 
government, from 5,000 dollars to 7,500, despite having declared that each 
individual would cover their wife’s expenses, and later added 3,000 dollars, so 
that the University of Chicago did not pay all the equipment expenses.18 The 
presence of the wives was part of the diplomatic mission, as confirmed by 
Compton’s assertion to R.G. Caldwell, from MIT and Rockefeller’s advisor, 
“in view of the cultural relations objectives of the expedition, I have encour-
aged the married members of the party to take their wives with them ... From 
our experience in Mexico and from our contacts with Latin-Americans in this 
country, we believe that this will be of real advantage.”19 Furthermore, 



Olival Freire Junior and Indianara Silva

12 Revista Brasileira de História, vol. 34, no 67

Compton, because of his warm nature, was considered the right person for 
such an initiative. As E. Crossett highlighted, “I know of no one who could do 
a better job on cultural relations than you and your wife.”20 In later documents, 
Compton suggests that the participation of the OCIAA was even more signifi-
cant than merely supporting a project already underway, by asserting that “in 
the summer of 1941, the University of Chicago was requested by the Co-
ordinator [sic] of Inter-American Affairs to send a group of expeditions to 
South America and Mexico to collaborate with the cosmic ray investigators in 
those countries.”21 Compton fully accepted the double meaning, both scientific 
and political, of his expedition, by causing news of it to circulate around the 
USA. According to a letter from W.P. Jesse to a colleague, “[t]he State 
Department is very keen for us to go as a sort of good will tour so the expedi-
tion is as much diplomatic as scientific, although the scientific results are most 
important just at this time.”22 The expedition’s political success may be as-
sessed through Compton’s own opinion. In 1942, as part of the proceedings 
for the reimbursement of expenses to OCIAA, Compton submitted a report 
in which he confirmed that “the most successful aspect of our South American 
work with regard to its influence on international relationships seems to have 
been the Symposium on Cosmic Rays, held under the auspices of the Brazilian 
Academy of Science at Rio de Janeiro during the first week of August, 1941.”23 
The most significant opinion about this political and diplomatic success, how-
ever, came from Nelson Rockefeller, the director of the OCIAA, himself. In 
May 1942, Compton reported to William P. Jesse, who was also part of the 
expedition to Brazil, “you may be interested that I had a discussion a few days 
ago with Mr. Nelson Rockefeller who told me that this expedition of ours, ac-
cording to his reports, was the most successful one that had been undertaken 
thus far with regard to its stimulation of good relations between the 
Americas.”24

If this was the political perspective from the North American side, how 
did the São Paulo physicists assess the expedition’s success? The first issue to 
consider is that the physicists, particularly Pompéia and Wataghin, were not 
naive in political terms. The division between the Allies and the Axis powers 
divided the world, as noted by historian Eric Hobsbawm, who considered the 
Second World War to be a kind of civil war against fascism.25 Anti-fascism was 
part of the culture of the students who studied physics in São Paulo in the 
second half of the 1930s. Amongst the first Italian lecturers invited to set up 
the University of São Paulo, some were convinced fascists, for example the 
mathematics lecturer Luigi Fantapié. Legend has it that Mário Schenberg 
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stopped studying mathematics, moving to physics, because of his opposition 
to Fantapié’s fascism.26 Further, the state of São Paulo was opposed to the 
Vargas government and its intellectuals were predominantly liberal. 
Hobsbawm’s reference to civil war is significant because it signals that even for 
many Italians and Germans the struggle against fascism spoke louder than 
national loyalties. Thus it was that Wataghin did not hesitate to declare to 
Compton his unequivocal alignment against the Axis powers, which included 
Italy, where he had been trained, and the Italian government, of which he was 
an employee, since he maintained professional ties with the University of 
Turin. In 1942, he wrote, “I cannot say how much I regret not to have the pos-
sibility to fight against nazy on the russian front [sic]. I have broken any rela-
tion with Italy and have declared to be ready to fight for the United Nations. 
If my work could be of any use in the U.S.A. I should be happy to go there and 
make some defence work.” We remark that Wataghin’s anti-fascist position 
has not been noticed by historians who have written about him.27 On 19th 
December 1941, immediately after the United States entered the war, W.P. 
Jesse finished a letter to Wataghin with a reference to the Soviet Union’s resis-
tance to the Nazi invasion – “we are greatly thrilled by the latest Russian news!” 
–, which highlights the political feelings that the North American and USP 
physicists shared at that time.28 Pompéia also clearly identified with Brazilian 

Figure 1 – Compton in Rio de Janeiro.  
In the first line, from left to right, Wataghin  

and Compton are the 2nd and the 4th. Source:  
Academia Brasileira de Ciências.
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liberals opposed to the Axis and did not disguise this. Thus it was that, in a 
letter to the Vice-President of the USA on Pompéia’s return to Brazil, Compton 
presented him as someone on whom the United States could depend for the 
war effort, not only because of his technical abilities but also his politics: “he 
has shown his ability persistently to do hard work, skill in administration with 
attention to details, good understanding of technical problems, a thorough 
understanding of the difficulties of securing fast action from his own people 
and a complete loyalty to the cause of the United Nations.”29 Further, judging 
by Compton’s words, he was the principal driver of the expedition to Brazil. 
On seeking priority transportation from the government of the United States 
for Pompéia’s return, Compton asserted, “it happens that Dr. Pompeia was the 
moving spirit which brought about the invitation for our Cosmic Ray mission 
in the summer of 1941 under the auspices of the Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs.”30

There is a second aspect to be addressed in order to understand the active 
attitude of the USP physicists in their support for Compton’s expedition. This 
concerns the most significant scientific collaboration, under Compton’s lead-
ership, in the field of cosmic rays. Through this collaboration, the USP physi-
cists expected and obtained support for the supply of equipment for their 
research, as may be inferred from W.P. Jesse’s letter to Wataghin, confirming, 
“I am enclosing a copy of a letter from the Indiana Steel Company, which they 
sent me in reply to my inquiries about the magnet that you are interested in. 
We are also sending a copy of this to the Rockefeller Foundation, which sent 
us, sometime ago, a list of the things that you need ... We are sending to 
Professor Occhialini some mercury-vapor lamps, and we have on order for 
him some tungsten lamps.”31 The success of this second aspect was, however, 
greater than the expectations of the USP physicists, since the reference to the 
Rockefeller Foundation in the letter cited above deserves expansion. In fact, it 
could be said that Compton became the principal guarantor for the continued 
funding that the Rockefeller Foundation secured for the USP Physics 
Department from this date onwards, and for many years, even after the end of 
the Second World War. On 23rd January 1942, the Director of the Rockefeller 
Foundation, H. M. Miller, who had accompanied Compton on his visit to 
Brazil, wrote requesting his opinion about an application for support made by 
Wataghin for an expedition to Peru, which had been discouraged by Miller. 
However, Miller confirms, “although at the time I discouraged a formal request 
for this purpose, we might be able to reopen the question if assured of the 
importance of the work to be done ... before taking any step in this direction, 
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we wish to have your considered opinion.”32 As Pompéia remembered much 
later: “When the war finished we had a very good relationship with Dr Harry 
Müller Jr [sic] of the Rockefeller Foundation. I knew him in ’41 when I came 
with the American expedition.”33

The support offered by the Rockefeller Foundation to the São Paulo physi-
cists is a theme deserving of more study, which we will develop in another 
research project. However, we would like to notice how badly the theme has 
been treated in the literature of history of science in Brazil. Simon Schwartzman, 
sociologist, In his Um espaço para a ciência: A formação da comunidade cientí-
fica no Brasil, describes this support as having begun after the war, although, 
as we have seen, it began during the WWII and before the US’ engagement in 
the war; Joaquim Costa Ribeiro, in one of the first studies on the history of 
physics in Brazil, published in the early 1950s, dedicates a very generic para-
graph to this theme in terms of dates and institutions; Shozo Motoyama, his-
torian of science, in a paper on the history of physics in Brazil, does not address 
the subject, and Marcelo Damy de Souza Santos, physicist and protagonist of 
the events we are describing, in his biographical recollections, correctly points 
out the support from the Rockefeller Foundation to Brazilian physicists from 
1940 onwards; however, he incorrectly attributes support for Compton’s visit 
to this foundation, clearly not knowing about the role played by the OCIAA.34

Conclusion

As asserted at the beginning of this work, the idea of ideological penetra-
tion as a result of the OCIAA’s cultural initiatives suggests a passive attitude 
on the part of the Brazilians. References to the creation of the Zé Carioca 
character by Walt Disney on his arrival in Brazil, as well as the welcome recep-
tion given by the Brazilians to one of Hollywood’s greatest filmmakers, Orson 
Welles, when he filmed a documentary concerning Brazilians, both sponsored 
by the OCIAA, appear to reinforce this passivity.35 In the cases of the physicists 
Wataghin and Pompéia, as we have seen, passivity would certainly not be the 
best way to describe how they acted to forward their professional and political 
agendas. A more extensive analysis, however, of the way the Brazilians reacted 
to the OCIAA offensive has yet to be conducted and is beyond the scope of 
this work. We note, however, that the positive reaction to the North American 
presence, as stated by the Director of the OCIAA’s Brazilian committee, Berent 
Friele, that, “except among a few disgruntled persons activated by purely per-
sonal motives, there is no anti-American feeling left in Brazil,” was not 
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maintained in the post-war period, as witnessed by the battles involved in the 
foundation of Petrobrás, the Brazilian state company for oil exploitation, and 
the Letter of Testament left by Vargas when he committed suicide in 1954.36 

Finally, seen retrospectively, it does not seem surprising that the OCIAA 
supported the expedition of a North American scientific leader to Latin 
America as part of their policy of cultural proximity and their efforts to neu-
tralize the influence of the Axis powers in this part of the Americas. What is 
surprising is that the theme is only now being addressed in a history article. 
This brings us to the limitations of the history of science, correctly pointed out 
by the historian of science John Krige in the opening of his work about North 
American hegemony in the reconstruction of European science, when he sig-
nalled the existence of a “gulf between what diplomatic and economic histori-
ans take for granted about the capacity and behavior of the United States to 
build a world order aligned with its interests and our approach to such an issue 
(when it occurs to historians of science at all)” (Krige, 2006, p.1) 
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Physics (AIP), in particular Sonya Rooney and Gregory Good, for their support and grant 
aid, which enabled the consultation of the Arthur Holly Compton Papers, 1905-1971, de-
posited in the University Archives, Department of Special Collections, Washington Univer-
sity Libraries, Saint Louis, MO; and the Arthur Holly Compton research notebooks, 1919-
1941, at AIP. The authors are thankful to Joan Bromberg, John Krige, Henrique Altemani, 
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Magali Sá, Antonio Videira, Ana Andrade, Amilcar Baiardi, and referees and editor of the 
Revista Brasileira de História, Alexandre Fortes, for their comments on a preliminary ver-
sion of this work; and to the CNPq, Capes, Fapesb, and UEFS, without whose support this 
research would not have been possible. 
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SCHWARTZMAN, 1991.
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4 MOURA, 1980; BANDEIRA, 2007. For a review of the literature, see, ALVES, 2002. See 
also FAUSTO (ed.), 2007, and CERVO; BUENO, 2010, pp.233-267. For a comparison be-
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tion, 1941. Arthur Holly Compton Personal Papers. University Archives, Department of 
Special Collections, Washington University Libraries. (Hereafter abbreviated as CP). In an-
other letter, Wataghin declares, “I am sending to you herewith a copy o four letter to the 
Editor of Phys. Rev. concerning ‘Showers of penetrating particles,’” and reveals that he has 
identified mesotrons in underground measurements of cosmic rays, as well as at high alti-
tudes. Wataghin to Compton, 26 December 1940. Series 02 Box 017. Folder: South America 
Expedition, 1941. CP. And, further, “I want to thank you also for sending a letter to the Edi-
tor of Physical Review, and for the very interesting informations on recent cosmic ray re-



Olival Freire Junior and Indianara Silva

20 Revista Brasileira de História, vol. 34, no 67

sults obtained in your laboratory.” Wataghin to Compton, 12 November 1940. Series 02 Box 
017. Folder: South America Expedition, 1941. CP.
12 Compton to Wataghin, 4 January 1941, Series 02 Box 017. Folder: South America Expedi-
tion, 1941. CP. In this letter, it was evident that the choice of São Paulo for the measure-
ments which Compton was planning on South America’s Atlantic coast came from a sug-
gestion made by Pompéia: “For this [balloon experiments near the magnetic equator] on 
advice of Pompeia we have tentatively selected the State of Sao Paulo in southern Brazil as 
a location where we can hope to recover the balloons which are sent up.”
13 Wataghin to Compton 31 December 1940, Series 02 Box 017. Folder: South America Ex-
pedition, 1941. CP. And, further, “I was very glad to learn from Pompeia’s letter that you and 
Prof. Hilberry, Jesse, Hughes and Wollan are coming to Brazil” Wataghin to Compton, 12 
April 1941, Series 02 Box 06. Folder 3, CP. This letter ends with a debatable joke: “they will 
enjoy the trip, the Brazilian forests and the snakes (in captivity).” 
14 “Apparently the serious scientific conference will be here in São Paulo beginning the 30th 
since Wataghin says there are few physicists in Rio ... the time there will be spent mostly in 
official entertaining.” W.P. Jesse to Compton, 20 July 1941, Series 02 Box 017. Folder: South 
America Expedition, 1941. CP.
15 Oswaldo Aranha to Compton, telegram, 28 April 1941; and Compton to Oswaldo Ara-
nha, letter, 7 June 1941, Series 02 Box 06. Folder 3. CP
16 Symposium sobre raios cósmicos. Rio de Janeiro: Imprensa Nacional, 1943; BUSTAMAN-
TE, 2006; ANDRADE, 2006.
17 Stephen Duggan to Compton, 28 April 1941, Series 02 Box 017. Folder: South America 
Expedition, 1941. CP.
18 Compton to R. G. Caldwell, 10 February 1941; R. G. Caldwell to Compton, 28 April 1941, 
Series 02 Box 017. Folder: South America Expedition, 1941. CP
19 Compton to R. G. Caldwell, 26 April 1941, Series 02 Box 017. Folder: South America Ex-
pedition, 1941. CP.
20 E. Crossett to Compton, 26 August 1941, Series 02 Box 07. Folder: General (I). CP.
21 Compton to F. Watson, 21 September 1942, Series 02 Box 07. Folder: General (II). CP.
22 W. P. Jesse to G. R. Tatum, 23 April 1941, Series 02 Box 07. Folder: W. P. Jesse. CP.
23 A. H. Compton, “Report to the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs – University of 
Chicago South American Cosmic Ray Expedition, 1941, Series 03 Box 02. Folder: South 
America, 1941-1942. CP.
24 Compton to W. P. Jesse, 11 May 1942, Series 03 Box 02. Folder: South America, 1941-1942. 
CP.
25 HOBSBAWM, 1995. However, Hobsbawm excluded regions under colonial rule, such as 
Africa, parts of Asia and the Far East, from what he called the “international ideological 
civil war”. This theme is developed further in Chapter 11 of HOBSBAWM, 2011, although 



Diplomacy and science in the context of the World War II

21June 2014

in this chapter Hobsbawm is more interested in the European and Marxist component of 
anti-fascism.
26 Paulus Aulus Pompéia, interviewed by Simon Schwartzman and R. Guedes, CPDOC/
FGV, Rio de Janeiro, 1977.
27 Wataghin to Compton, 8 August 1942, Series 03 Box 02. Folder: South America, 1941-
1942. On Wataghin, see VIDEIRA; BUSTAMANTE, 1993; and PREDAZZI, 1999.
28 W. P. Jesse to Wataghin, 19 December 1941, Series 02 Box 07. Folder: W. P. Jesse. CP.
29 Compton to H. A. Wallace, 22 July 1942, Series 02 Box 07. Folder: Cosmic Ray-Meteorol-
ogy, 1941-1942. CP, our italics.
30 Compton to J. O. Bell, 14 August 1942, Series 02 Box 07. Folder: General (II). CP.
31 W. P. Jesse to Wataghin, 19 December 1941, Series 02 Box 07. Folder: W. P. Jesse. CP. In 
1945, Wataghin gives thanks, “I received also a letter from Dr. Victor Regener concerning 
the Geiger-counters. Many thanks for more this help you are giving to our work.” Wataghin 
to Compton, 12 June 1945, Series 03 Box 05. Folder: W, Z. CP.
32 H. M. Miller to Compton, 23 January 1942. Record Group RF RG 1.1 – Projects Series 305 
D Brazil. Box 13. Folder 117: University of São Paulo – Physics 1942-1943, Rockefeller Ar-
chive Center, Sleepy Hollow, New York. 
33 Paulus Aulus Pompéia, interviewed by Simon Schwartzman and R. Guedes, CPDOC/
FGV, Rio de Janeiro, 1977.
34 SCHWARTZMAN, 2001, p.208; COSTA RIBEIRO, 1994; MOTOYAMA, 1979; Marcelo 
Damy de Souza Santos in Cientistas do Brasil, São Paulo: SBPC, 1998, pp.517-530.
35 MOURA, 1980, pp.139-141; TOTA, 2010. The documentary filmed by Welles was not 
concluded in his lifetime. Much later, in the 1990s, the film was finally edited, producing 
the masterpiece “It’s all true” about the saga of the jangadeiros (raft fishermen) who set sail 
from Ceará to take their grievances to President Vargas.
36 Berent Friele, “Report of the Brazilian Division”, 25 May 1942, Rockefeller Family, Record 
Group #4, series Washington DC files – CIAA – Confidential Projects, folder #32, RAC. 
There is an abundance of literature regarding the episodes after the war, we refer here to 
BANDEIRA, 2007, pp.429-511, and FAUSTO, 2007.

Article received on 22 October 2011. Approved on 6 March 2014.




