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The Robert J. Alexander Interview Collection 

Pioneering Latin Americanist Robert Jackson Alexander (1 91 8-) was a centra1 player in 
U.S./Latin American labor, political, and scholarly affairs after World War 11. For some five 
decades starting in 1946, Professor Alexander traveled extensively as an engaged witness to and 
active participant in the major political events in Latin America and the Caribbean. The unique 
documentation Alexander created and assembled, the largest and most important private archive 
of its sort, is deposited with Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers IJniversity, 
New Brwiswick, NJ.' The crown jewel of this remarkable collection are his contemporaneous 
notes on over 10,000 interviews he conducted with presidents, politicians, trade unionists, 
businessmen, government officials, military men, diplomats, and scholars. 

Long known to a handful of specialists, the Alexander interview collectio~i provides a 
comprehensive multinational resource, in English, that can be used with profit by 
undergraduates, fledgling graduate students, and established scholars. It offers an invaluable 
documentary source for modern Latin America's tumulîuous politica1 and labor history, U.S. 
Cold War conflicts with the region, and the challenges of economic development. In its tempora1 
sweep, the collection covers the populist heyday of the 1940s through the early 1960s, as well as 
the succeeding decades of military dictatorship and popular resistance. 

Biographical Background and Latin Americanist Interests of Robert J. Alexander 
Born in 19 18 in Canton Ohio and raised in New Jersey, Robert J. Alexander was the son of a 
university professor. His life trajectory was rooted in the turnultuous years of the Great 
Depression, the "Red Decade" as it came to be called, when he served as a leader of the Young 
People's Socialist League (YPSL) at his high scho01.~ 1,ike many of his generation, Alexander's 
strongly-held social democratic politica1 beliefs were shaped by his loss of faith in free enterprise 
as a self-sustaining economic system, his rejection of laissez-faire as a prescription for sound 
government, and his belief in the positive contribution of organized labor to the cause of social 
reform. Profoundly influenced by the New Deal and inspired by its leader FDR, Alexander carne 
to strongly believe in both the desirability of an activist state and in the efficacy of government in 
resolving social and economic problems. 

The origin of Alexander's life-long involvement with Latin America, which distinguished him 
from others of his generation, can be found in the charismatic undergraduate teaching of 
Austrian-born Frank Tannenbaum (1 893-1 969) at Columbia University. Tannenbaum, after an 
early 1914 arrest in New York for anarchist activism, had gone on to get m economics degree at 
the newly-formed Broekings Institution in 1927 with a thesis on agrarian reform after the 
Mexican Revolution of 1 9 10-1 9 17. Over the next two decades, Tannenbaum would be widely 
recognized as an important if heterodox Latin Americanist, a trans-disciplinary figure who laid 
the foundations for the scholarly study of the Mexican Revolution as well as for the field of 
comparative race relations in the Ameri~as.~ 

Under Tannenbaum's influence, Alexander completed a masters thesis in 1941 on labor in Latin 
America and then discovered, as he says wryly, that he was now "'an expert' on Latin American 
labor for the simple reason that no one knew anything" about the ~ubject.~ He spent 1943 to 1945 
in England with the U.S. Army Air Force, and it was there that he first demonstrated the 
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