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Ethnobotanist Dr. Darrell Addison Posey (1947–2001) with two Kayapo friends on a forest expedition in Kayapo, Gorotire, Amazon–Brazil, to learn about the uses of medicinal plants in Amazonia. Dr. Posey was a champion for the intellectual property rights of indigenous peoples. His work was instrumental in acknowledging a series of rights for traditional peoples that were included in the 1992 biodiversity convention at the Rio Earth Summit. (Photo: Mark Edwards/Still Pictures)
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Preface










Amazonia is usually thought of as a vast wilderness—a huge “empty” region, “full” of pristine nature. But for the contributors to this volume, the Amazon Basin is indelibly sculpted by human impacts on its history, landscapes, and ecosystems. And for the indigenous peoples of Amazonia, the forests, savannas, hills, and streams are their homes, gardens, backyards, hunting reserves, and spiritual retreats.

Charles Clement (chapter 3) describes a considerable variety of pre-Columbian “domesticated landscapes” that are defined using genetic, botanical, and ethnobotanical methods. He also proposes that through indigenous coevolution with plants, Amazonia became one of the major world centers for crop domestication.

But domestication cannot be used as the only yardstick for human manipulation of plants. Jan Salick (chapter 12) analyses the conundrum some native Amazonians still face when deciding whether to collect or cultivate plants such as ipecac (Carapichea ipecacuanha (Brot.) L. Andersson). In some cases it has been preferable to improve useful plants in the setting of a domesticated landscape rather than to bring them into human care–dependent “full” domestication. The importance of these nondomesticated (or semidomesticated) species has been underestimated and underesteemed by scientists.

The history of Amazonia for most people begins with the “discovery” of the New World in 1492. Tragically, after European contact and colonialism Amazonia was marked forever by a long sequence of human and ecological disasters. John Hemming (chapter 1) traces some of Amazonia’s colonial history and its terrible impact on native Amazonians, and points out that post-colonial development continues to wreak havoc upon the subregions and their peoples. A major excrescence of colonization was the introduction of diseases by missionaries, migrants, and slaves and their masters. Nancy Leys Stepan (chapter 2) reminds us that the nature of the tropics in Amazonia has been to some degree defined to the outside world by the early visitors who constructed its identity—in terms both positive and negative.

Disease is not the only foe of modern Amazonia and Amazonians. Elizabeth Allen (chapter 4) details one of many environmental disasters that have left garish wounds on the area—the devastating forest fires of 1998 in the Brazilian state of Roraima. James Ratter, Felipe Ribeiro, and Samuel Bridgewater (chapter 5) discuss how cerrado vegetation is under extraordinary threat of destruction. And Christopher Barrow (chapter 6) points out how the luxurious wetlands and riverine ecosystems of Amazonia are disappearing under the unseeing eyes of the rest of the world.

Peter Furley (chapter 7) and Stephen Nortcliff (chapter 8) warn us that the soils that literally underlie the existence of Amazonia are being eroded and lost at unimaginable rates. Development projects mushroom throughout the region, with developers giving little thought to the degrading impact on the soil. If developers care so little about such a fundamental element of Amazonia, it should come as no surprise that they show little or no sensitivity toward native Amazonians and biodiversity conservation.

Such insensitivity makes no economic sense according to Philip Fearnside (chapter 9), who argues that standing forests (and the diversity of life-forms associated with them) make far more economic sense than do charred, chainsawed forests. Fearnside proposes a development paradigm based on the benefits accrued from providing environmental services for forests and forest products.

“Benefits” usually connotes economic gain, rather than social or ecological progress. Since colonization, Amazonia has been viewed as a source of raw materials and natural products. The proliferation of searches in tropical ecosystems for commercially valuable genetic and biochemical resources, especially for the pharmaceutical, biotechnological, and agricultural industries, has made “bioprospecting” a household word. Frequently cited figures illustrate the enormous market for natural-product-based pharmaceuticals (US$43 billion per year) and seeds derived from traditional crop varieties (US$50 billion per year); the calculations for other natural compounds (those useful for hair and body products, oils, essences, dyes, colorings, etc.) are equally impressive.

Interest in traditional knowledge about the uses of flora and fauna has also dramatically increased because some companies predict that research and development costs could be cut by as much as 40 percent if traditional knowledge is used to help guide research and development efforts. Such a savings could be remarkable for global pharmaceutical companies that usually invest US$200 million or more in research and development for a single new drug. Commercial production of medicinal plants, whether for research or as raw materials, provides additional sources of income to those involved. But the issue is more complicated than that. Claudio Pinheiro (chapter 13) illustrates the problem, citing the large-scale production of the medicinal forest plant jaborandi (Pilocarpus microphyllus), which has benefited the pharmaceutical company but has left the local communities impoverished.

William Milliken (chapter 15) alerts us that outsiders have been given too much free rein over the resources of native Amazonians. Instead, outsiders should be a source of guidance for local peoples’ efforts. He explains that one indigenous group, the Yanomami, needs advice and support for their attempts to sell their own herbal remedies and develop their own “science parks” for ecological and ethnoecological study.

But entering the market economy, particularly outside of one’s immediate region, is not so simple. Alcida Ramos (chapter 16) cautions that most indigenous communities have very little or no experience with the financial and legal relationships necessary to exploit market possibilities. And Stephen Nugent (chapter 17) sounds a powerful warning message: the notion of indigenous knowledge as a material “resource” that can simply be seized for efficient exploitation is profoundly flawed. Local knowledge is embedded in a web of social, cultural, and spiritual values that can be weakened or destroyed by market forces.

Thus successful projects require policy and legal supports that guarantee respect for local values. Michael Richards (chapter 11) warns that attempts by donors and funders to promote market-based forestry tend to undermine indigenous (“gift economy”) institutions by allowing the term “forestry” to refer only to planted trees. That ignores indigenous strategies for forest utilization and conservation, which are embedded in more complicated integrated resource-management systems that value forests for more than their wood and timber products.

Perhaps the best way to use traditional knowledge is to let the local people themselves guide and control its use and application. Christine Padoch and Miguel Pinedo-Vásquez (chapter 10), for example, detail how the “invisible practices” of villagers in the Napo-Amazon floodplain are effective in developing sustainable commercial timber extraction. Mark Harris (chapter 14) describes how the practices of peasant riverine communities in the Lower Amazon are an efficient means to conserve biodiversity. But Harris also concludes that “The extent to which ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ may have a role in the future of the floodplains depends almost entirely on the ability of its inhabitants to secure legal ownership of land and water areas in their vicinity.” Ramos and Milliken emphasize that land, water, and resource rights are not the only legal protections required. Native Amazonians also must have protection of their intellectual property, genetic resources, and traditional knowledge.

Why have such basic rights and guarantees of benefits been so slow in coming? Although the world now recognizes the economic potentials for traditional resources, Amazonian governments continue to foster policies that destroy tropical ecosystems and the native Amazonians (e.g., índios, campesinos, caboclos, peoes, colonos, and caicaras) who live in, manage, and conserve them. Since the beginning of colonial domination, indigenous and traditional peoples have been treated as “backward and primitive,” and as such are viewed as barriers to development and modernization. Those attitudes fuel and justify policies that strip native Amazonians of their lands, territories, and resources—all in the name of development, progress, and conservation. Scientists, too, continue to believe that traditional knowledge is mere folklore; this in turn leads to the replacement of local-knowledge specialists and leaders with alien scientific and technical “experts.”

Amazonian countries find it difficult to modernize and reverse social, economic, and ideological problems rooted in five hundred years of their own political tradition. In part this is because recognition of the importance of traditional resources and the knowledge of native Amazonian communities obliterates the hegemonic ideologies used to expropriate the land and resources of native Amazonians. Anthony Hall (chapter 20) believes that Latin American countries need to look upon mobilized local populations as valuable social capital that will provide the underpinnings for sustainable development. Indeed, according to Clóvis Cavalcanti (chapter 19), local concepts and systems of exchange may provide the fuel for the development of quite radical ethnoeconomic models of human coexistence with nature.

There is agreement among authors of this volume that, without the collaboration of scientists, policymakers, conservationists, industrialists, and native Amazonians, there is little hope for conservation or environmental and economic sustainability. As Joanna Overing (chapter 18) puts it, “we should learn from indigenous peoples the advantages of dialogical and shared knowledge practices.” To some degree, the future of Amazonia and its peoples might be positively influenced by those who find inspiration in this book, written by individuals who have a strong personal commitment to the region. In his introductory chapter, Michael Balick calls for everyone interested in the future of Amazonia to do whatever is necessary (whether political, institutional, or personal) to place more responsibility for research, conservation, and other activities back into the hands of local peoples.

Miguel Hilario-Manenima, a Shipibo-Conibo participant at the Oxford Amazon Conference,1 summarized the main message from the contributors to this volume in this manner:


Amazonia has been a place where indigenous people have lived, fished, and hunted since time immemorial. [Any] disruption of this physical and spiritual interconnectedness leaves native Amazonians malnourished and sick. As the environment is plundered, contaminated, and destroyed—so is the loss of our knowledge of plants, herbs, trees, and conservation techniques. When the plants are gone, our knowledge will be gone; when our knowledge is gone, our soul will be gone; when our soul is gone, then we as peoples will cease to exist. A failure to understand this indigenous equation will cause the failure of all humanity.

Darrell Addison Posey

Oxford University






1. The first Oxford Amazon Conference was held at Linacre College from June 5 through 6, 1998. The conference was organized for the University of Oxford Centre for Brazilian Studies (established in October 1997 and directed by Professor Leslie Bethell) by Dr. Darrell Addison Posey, Director, Traditional Resource Rights Programme, Oxford Centre for the Environment, Ethics, and Society, Mansfield College. The theme of the conference was “Human Impacts on the Environments of Brazilian Amazonia: Does Traditional Ecological Knowledge Play a Role in the Future of the Region?” This volume comprises contributed papers from that conference.

The two-and-one-half-day conference generated considerable debate, and in addition to delivering papers, participants made a number of recommendations (appendix). This volume follows the organization of the conference papers.






	
	
Coeditor’s Note










Darrell Addison Posey was one of those fortunate people who wove his passion for life, fascination with knowledge, and quest for truth into a distinguished and productive academic career. I first met Darrell one evening while standing on a Brazilian customs line that did not seem to move; both of us were headed to our respective field sites. Darrell was bringing the latest technology into the region. Fortunately, he was adequately prepared to respond to any questions that might be raised over the contents of his suitcase. After both of us made the green light, we went our separate ways: he to an indigenous village to study ethnobiology and I to a caboclo village to study the interaction between palms and people. Over the years, we corresponded frequently, and during my time at Oxford when I was a Visiting Fellow at Green College, we had many fascinating discussions. While at Oxford, my family and I would take breaks from the wonderful bibliographic collections available to us and wander over to Darrell’s cottage for a barbecue and relaxing swim.

As all of those who knew Darrell realized, he was the sort of person who put himself on the line for his beliefs. Some of his work in the human rights arena brought him more notice and controversy than he desired, but his search for truth, justice, and humanity was respected even by his critics. I was delighted when he invited me to participate in his first Amazon symposium, held at Linacre College, Oxford, in June of 1998. My role was to listen to the presentations and discussions and to craft summary comments at the end of the meeting. When Darrell began to think about where this collection of papers should be published, I invited him to contact Columbia University Press, which publishes the “Biology and Resource Management Series” that I coedit with Kent Redford, Chuck Peters, and Anthony Anderson. Sadly, Darrell was fighting a terrible illness at that time and this manuscript did not make it to the Press in final form. Following Darrell’s untimely passing in March 2001, and after discussions with the series editors and with Darrell’s associates at Oxford, I agreed to take on the coeditorship of this volume. Under any circumstances the task of assembling many individual papers is a difficult one; this time it was made more complicated by the state of Darrell’s possessions. Some of the manuscripts were missing; others were only fragments or rudimentary drafts. Additionally some symposium participants were no longer able to contribute to this endeavor. Nevertheless, the contributors to this volume—to whom I am extremely grateful—felt that it was important to complete the project that Darrell had begun. In the end, decisions about what to include and how to organize the book were based on helpful comments from several reviewers. However, if mistakes were made, through error or omission, the fault exists with the coeditor.

Once when we were swimming in Darrell’s serene Oxford pond, his haven from an often difficult world, he told me how he had learned of the passing of his mentor, Beptopoop. Without any word from the Kayapó village where Beptopoop lived, Darrell sensed a farewell from his friend when, as he put it, Beptopoop’s spirit flew over the pond. “I felt he was there. I felt he was with me, and I knew he had come to impart his last teachings and say goodbye,” Darrell noted. “Of course that was very important to me,” he continued, “and during these past few years I have begun to understand this next level of his knowledge.” Although Darrell’s illness and passing were filled with suffering, he was surrounded by friends and others who admired him as a human being, an activist, a creator of ideas, and a fine researcher, and for his passion for all he believed in. It would not surprise me if, before his spirit ascended to the next place, Darrell took a journey over his pond and his beloved Oxford, and perhaps around the Kayapó village at Gorotire, one last time. That would certainly have been his style.

Michael J. Balick

The New York Botanical Garden
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Thoughts on the Future of Amazonia

The Region, Residents, Researchers, and Realities

Michael J. Balick






Being a futurist is a tricky business; as someone once said, “The easiest way to make God laugh is to tell God of your future plans.” To ponder the future it is necessary to consider the past and the present. Perhaps as recently as forty or fifty years ago, Amazonia was considered a limitless treasure with extraordinary resources. The major questions asked at that time focused on identifying Amazonia’s biological diversity and determining which of its natural resources had the most value for extraction—usually the answer was timber. Today Amazonia is in a critical phase, one in which the region is perceived to be an endangered and limited resource. As we see in this volume, and as is usually the case in discussions of biological resources, the watchword now is “sustainability.” One important contemporary question is, “What can be taken out while leaving the whole intact?” If there are no interventions, and by that I mean significant actions that lead to more effective global conservation, Amazonia may be propelled into another phase, this time characterized as disastrous. Some suggest that this phase may come as soon as the year 2050 and will be one in which Amazonia is viewed as a remnant resource or even an exhausted resource. By then the question will be, “How can Homo sapiens survive as a species?”

An understanding of the present and future phases requires different research needs. Without effective conservation programs in Amazonia, there is great cause for alarm. Collectively, we should admit that many of our conservation efforts, both regional and global, have been less than effective. All too often our efforts have been scattered and uncoordinated, championed by individuals rather than institutions, and of short duration due to funding constraints.

Overall, a new paradigm is required for undertaking the conservation enterprise in the next millennium. Indeed, I fear that Haiti—a beautiful country with extraordinary people—may portend the fate of the Amazon Valley in the year 2050. Over the last few decades, most of the tropical forest cover of Haiti has been destroyed. While conservation activities focus on the few forest fragments that remain, many rural people in Haiti struggle to survive by cultivating the land and collecting every scrap of wood from the forests that they can find to fuel their cooking fires. Effective regional conservation requires new strategies, fresh ideas, and many billions of dollars for funding on-the-ground activities.

In other areas of the world, the deforestation doomsday scenario will come before 2050. During the next several decades, major areas of tropical forest in Asia, the Pacific, and the Americas will disappear as human intervention takes its toll. Some areas, of course, will benefit from reforestation by humans. However Amazonia will face growing pressure. As global ecosystems lose their ability to sustain human life, the potential for violence will surely grow: issues of land tenure and human rights will become increasingly significant.

This volume deals principally with the influence of Western culture on Amazonia and its people. But a deep look inside Western culture reveals that elements of indigenous beliefs are beginning to penetrate our own societies. For example, Amazonian shamanism is for sale to those who feel they need it. In the United Kingdom and the United States there are weekend courses on shamanistic thinking, belief, and practices. A sacred shamanic plant (Banisteriopsis caapi) has even been used in a service in the Church of England (The Guardian, June 6, 1999). At the end of the second millennium, spirituality appears to be a growth industry for some of those who live in Western cultures, and Amazonia and its resources play an important role in this trend.

University curricula require new perspectives, specifically to enhance the interplay between the social and natural sciences. Such thinking is an effective way of addressing critical problems of great human concern. Increased opportunities for short-term training, both in situ and ex situ, will be necessary as well.

Scientific investigation is often condemned to recurring research cycles that are reminiscent of the semiclinical definition of insanity: repetition of the same activity over and over with the expectation of a different outcome each time. It is time to construct a detailed record of information about past research projects, and use this database to help break such wasteful cycles of effort.

There are many criticisms of so-called big science, specifically of the resources megaprojects consume. Perhaps, however, such large endeavors have value as a model for strengthening Amazonian science. Networks of researchers, linked projects, and standardized data-collection methodologies all could help attract greater support for the work discussed at this conference. The G7 and GEF programs could be a start in this direction. Perhaps a “Union of Amazonian Researchers” could be formed. First on the agenda, from the perspective of this botanist, might be to find out why it is easier to get a logging permit in some areas of Amazonia than to get a permit to carry out nondestructive biological inventories and conservation biology research.

In general, governmental and international agencies fund the ethnosciences in an ad hoc fashion, and the resources allocated are too few to address long-term critical research questions. The increasing number of conferences devoted to aspects of Amazonia and other tropical forest regions threatens to drown us all in a sea of scientific and activist meetings. What is the long-term value of so many meetings? Let’s say that an uninformed estimate of the actual cost of these meetings is around US$50 million per year. If each organizer were to agree to a 15 percent value-added tax on each meeting—to be allocated to on-the-ground work—additional millions of dollars might become available in support of unfunded or underfunded projects. Fantasy, perhaps.

In the area of intellectual property, it is clear from this and other volumes that we are dealing with a moving target. Accepted practice today becomes a target for criticism tomorrow, as indeed the train has moved on to the next station. One ongoing debate involves the ownership of information gathered by ethnoscientists. Is such information the property of the scientist, the community from which it is gathered, the local government, the national government, or the group that supported the research? More often than not, intellectual property is discussed in terms of the scientist-investigator, local and national governments, and industrial sponsors, but what about the community from which the information is obtained? Intellectual property issues encompass resource-management information, mythology, cosmological beliefs, and shamanism. As mentioned earlier, shamanism is a growth industry; the myths and cosmological beliefs of other cultures are being taught to eager Western students who pay their course fees with little thought for the source—the providers—of the information. Thus, another question that must be addressed is the best way to collect, store, and teach information developed by indigenous peoples while compensating those who have shared their knowledge.

Several contributors to this volume touch on the marketing aspects of Amazonian products. My own observations on this have shown that, far too often, companies that claim to be doing something for the environment actually donate very little of their profits to effective programs that yield results. Some of our ethnobotany students have contacted companies that claim to donate a significant percentage of corporate profits to environmental causes. In actuality, as the students found out, several of those companies gave either nothing or a few hundred dollars per year; the strategy in those cases was to use an accounting trick to “reduce” profits. Integrity is needed here.

Contributions to this volume also underscore the importance of guaranteeing that Amazonian peoples have greater input into Amazonian issues, policies, and decision making. There is a need to increase efforts to train and support greater numbers of Amazonian peoples to ensure that the responsibilities for research, conservation, and other related endeavors are returned to local people. Local people can have a greater impact on local issues than can outsiders.

It is also time to reflect on the personal commitments that each scientist can make toward enhancing the research climate in Amazonia, improving human rights, helping to resolve issues of land tenure, creating bioconservation parks, and participating in other nontraditional academic activities. If each of us makes one such contribution through our research endeavors, then the overall picture would begin to improve, at least to some small degree. Working together, learning the languages of each other’s disciplines, cultivating academic tolerance, and moving forward as a unified and powerful group would be one way to help ensure that Amazonia remains a viable ecosystem throughout the millennium.
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Romance and Reality

The First European Vision of Brazilian Indians

John Hemming






The Romance

The first encounter between the Portuguese and the indigenous peoples of Brazil occurred on April 22, 1500, at Monte Pascoal in Porto Seguro, some 800 kilometers north of Rio de Janeiro. As we shall see, it was a meeting that was to have an extraordinary impact on European intellectuals of the time.

A fleet bound for the Cape of Good Hope and India was blown westward; sailors following land birds brought the fleet to the coast of Brazil. Luckily for us, that fleet contained a brilliant observer, Pero Vaz de Caminha. He described the excitement of the new discovery and its exotic people to the king of Portugal, in a long letter that was carried back to Europe in a ship loaded with Brazilian produce. The letter was so vivid and accurate that it has been hailed as Brazil’s first anthropological source.

Vaz de Caminha (1500) told how the European discoverers celebrated the first mass on Brazilian soil. Their admiral, Pero Álvares Cabral, ordered a cross to be made. The Indians avidly watched the Europeans cutting the wood. Vaz de Caminha reported: “Many of them came there to be with the carpenters. I believe that they did this more to see the iron tools with which they were working than to see the cross itself. For they have nothing made of iron. They cut their wood and boards with wedge-shaped stones fixed into pieces of wood and firmly tied between two sticks.” During the ensuing mass, the Indians carefully imitated everything done by the strangers who had appeared in their midst. “And at the elevation of the host, when we knelt, they also placed themselves with hands uplifted, so quietly that I assure Your Majesty that they gave us much edification.”1

That story contains two elements that were to become constants in the colonization of Brazil. One was the natives’ obsession with metal cutting tools. As Vaz de Caminha (1500) explained, the Indians could fell trees only laboriously, using stone axes. To them, the strength and sharpness of metal were miraculous. To this day, metal axes, machetes, and knives remain the tools with which isolated tribes are seduced, leading to their eventual contact. Initially, these are the only possessions of our society that newly contacted people really covet. I myself have been present when contact was first made with four indigenous groups in different parts of Brazil, and I can vouch for the power of attraction of metal blades.

The other constant was the Indians’ apparent willingness to accept Christianity. Vaz de Caminha (1500) wrote to his king: “It appears that they do not have nor understand any faith. May it please God to bring them to a knowledge of our holy religion. For truly these people are good and of pure simplicity. Any belief we wish to give them may easily be stamped upon them, for the Lord has given them fine bodies and handsome faces like good men.”

Thus were the ideas of the handsome noble savage and the blank slate introduced. When the first Jesuits reached Brazil fifty years later, their pious leader Manoel da Nóbrega was thrilled by the natives’ apparent lack of religion. “A few letters will suffice here, for it is all a blank page. All we need do is to inscribe on it at will the necessary virtues, to be zealous in ensuring that the Creator is known to these creatures of his” (Nóbrega 1931, letter of Aug 19, 1549).

The first missionaries were unaware of the Indians’ intricate spiritual world and rich mythology. The apparent innocence and simplicity of the native population suggested to the newcomers that here was a blank page upon which they might inscribe their own religion. The most striking manifestation of the Brazilians’ simplicity was their nakedness. Two handsome warriors came aboard Cabral’s ship and they were “naked and without any covering: they pay no more attention to concealing or exposing their private parts than to showing their faces. In this respect they are very innocent” (Vaz de Caminha 1500).

Portuguese sailors, coming from the morally circumscribed world of fifteenth-century Iberia, were dazzled by the sight of unclothed women. Vaz de Caminha (1500) described them as being “just as naked as the men, and most pleasing to the eye . . . [but] exposed with such innocence that there was no shame there.” One girl in particular stood out. Vaz de Caminha wrote to the king that “she was so well built and so well curved and her privy part (what a one she had!) was so gracious that many women of our country, on seeing such charms, would be ashamed that theirs were not like hers.”

The first observer noted that the Brazilians had no domestic animals or any cereals other than manioc. “Despite this, they are stronger and better fed than we are with all the wheat and vegetables we eat. . . . They are well cared for and very clean” (Vaz de Caminha 1500). Medieval Europeans washed themselves only rarely, so the natives’ cleanliness made a big impression. The French priest Yves d’Évreux (1615) remarked that “the reward always given to purity is integrity accompanied by a good smell. They are very careful to keep their bodies free from any filth. They bathe their entire bodies very often . . . rubbing all parts to remove dirt. The women never fail to comb themselves frequently.” Another French pastor, Jean de Léry ([1578] 1980), admitted flogging women who did not wear clothing. “But it was never within our power to make them dress. As an excuse for always remaining naked, they cited their custom of . . . diving into streams with their entire bodies like ducks, more than a dozen times a day. They said that it would be too much effort to undress that often! Isn’t that a beautiful and cogent reason?”

Early observers viewed not only the Indians as pure and innocent, but their government and society as well. Amerigo Vespucci, the boastful Florentine who visited Brazil in 1502 as a passenger in a Portuguese flotilla, made such an impression with his description of these wonderful people that two continents were named after him. Vespucci lived with the Brazilian Indians for twenty-seven days. From that experience he concluded that “they do not recognize the immortality of the soul. They have no private property, because everything is common. They have no boundaries of kingdoms or provinces, and no king! They obey nobody, and each man is lord unto himself. There is no justice and no gratitude, which to them is unnecessary because it is not part of their code. . . . They are a very prolific people, but do not designate heirs because they hold no property” (Vespucci [1503] 1974:285, trans. Morison).

Vespucci—whose letter was rapidly translated and disseminated throughout Europe—was putting forth some very subversive ideas. The Portuguese chronicler Pero de Magalhães [de] Gandavo noticed that the Tupi language (like modern Japanese) did not use the letters f, l, or r. By coincidence, those were the first letters in the Portuguese words for faith, law, and king. So Gandavo (1576) concluded that, though the Indians had “nem fei, nem lei, nem rei,” yet they thrived without these three pillars of European social order.

We now know that these observations were flawed. It was incorrect to say that the Indians had no faith, since they believed in an elaborate world of spirits, legend, and shamanism. Nor were they devoid of laws. Even today, native villages appear very tranquil, but they are highly conservative and regimented. Their conformity functioned without any need for codified law or a legal profession.

It was, however, reasonably correct to say that Brazilians had no kings. Their tribes had chiefs, but these were only primus inter pares. Each family was a self-sufficient entity and each head of household ranked roughly equally in tribal society. Michel de Montaigne (1580) asked a Tupinamba chief what advantages or powers he gained from leading five thousand men. The Indian answered simply, “To march first into battle.”

Chroniclers also contrasted Indian generosity with European avarice. Gandavo (1576), in an important passage, described a society based on hunting and communism: “Each man is able to provide for himself, without expecting any legacy in order to be rich, other than the growth that nature bestows on all creatures. . . . They have no private property and do not try to acquire it as other men do. They thus live free from greed and inordinate desire for riches that are so prevalent among other nations. . . . All Indians live without owning property or tilled fields, which would be a source of worry. They have no class distinctions, or notions of dignity and ceremonial. And they do not need them. For all are equal in every respect, and so in harmony with their environment that they all live justly and in conformity with the laws of nature.”

All this fitted with European fantasies of the noble savage. The simple and generous Brazilians were portrayed as living in the midst of an opulent nature. Amerigo Vespucci ([1503] 1974) was impressed by the intricacy of native architecture and the abundance of foods. He marveled at the diet of fruits, herbs, game, and fish, and “great quantities of shellfish—crabs, oysters, lobsters, crayfish and many other things that the sea produces.” He portrayed Brazil as a delightful place whose evergreen trees yielded “the sweetest aromatic perfumes and . . . an infinite variety of fruit.” Vespucci told his readers about the flowers, birds, and exotic animals of the new world that was to be named after him. He concluded, “I fancied myself to be near the terrestrial paradise.”

There was a long tradition of these romantic visions. They were a return to the golden age of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, a book much read at that time. Writing of his thirteenth-century travels, Marco Polo praised primitive man. In The Divine Comedy (1307–1321), Dante’s Master Brunetto Latini said that Africans were innocent, naked, and not greedy for gold. And the Belgian John Mandeville (14th c.) described savages as “good people, full of all virtues and free from all vice and sin.”

In the year 1500, when Cabral’s sailors first saw Brazil, the Italian Pietro Martire d’Anghiera ([1530] 1969) wrote that among peoples of the new world “the land belongs to all, just as the sun and water do. ‘Mine and thine,’ the seeds of all evils, do not exist for these people. . . . They live in a golden age. They do not surround their properties with ditches, walls, or hedges, but live in open gardens. They have no laws or books or judges, but naturally follow goodness.”

Such visions of indigenous peoples may have been exaggerated and inaccurate, but they contained a powerful political message. In 1508, Erasmus of Rotterdam was in London, staying with his friend Thomas More. While there, he wrote the satire In Praise of Folly (1509); its heroine, Folly, came from the Fortunate Islands, where happy people lived in a state of nature and the land yielded abundant food. Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) had a leading character who was described as being one of the people left at Cabo Frio by the expedition on which Vespucci was a passenger. More declared that in utopia man should live by nature and his own instincts, and he praised the Indians’ disdain for material possessions. Utopia had a great influence when it was first published and translated into many languages—and again when retranslated by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the eighteenth century.

It was the French who most avidly developed the theme of the noble savage. French sailors from Normandy traded actively with Brazilian Indians, and they brought some of their Tupinamba friends back to France. The French established colonies at Rio de Janeiro from 1555 to 1560 and at Saint-Louis (São Luis) in Maranhão from 1612 to 1615. Both colonies were rapidly extinguished by the Portuguese, but each produced two splendid chroniclers; those early writers greatly added to ethnographic knowledge of indigenous peoples and partly added to romantic misconceptions about them. The four were Jean de Léry and André Thevet at Rio de Janeiro, and Claude d’Abbeville and Yves d’Évreux at Maranhão.

François Rabelais knew Thevet and other Frenchmen who had visited Brazil, and he drew on Erasmus and More in the first part of Pantagruel (1532). The poet Pierre de Ronsard (1550) idealized the innocence of the Tupinamba Indians, who were subject to no one, “but live as they please and answer to no one: they themselves are their law, their senate, and their king.” He begged that these noble people be left alone: “Live, you fortunate people, without distress or cares. Live joyously. I wish that I could live like you.”

The political theorist who was most closely identified with Brazilian Indians was Michel de Montaigne. He had studied in Bordeaux under the Portuguese André de Gouveia, a teacher who inspired his students to find the meaning of man in nature. Montaigne drew on the works of both Léry and Thevet; he owned a collection of Brazilian artifacts, and he interviewed three Tupinamba whom he met in Rouen in 1562. In his famous essay Des Cannibales (1580), Montaigne concluded that Indian virtues led to subversive revolutionary doctrines. He imagined a conversation between some Tupinamba and the French King Charles IX. When asked what they thought about France, the Indians replied that they had noticed some Frenchmen gorged with all manner of possessions while there were emaciated beggars at their gates. They found it strange that “those needy opposites should suffer such injustices, and that they did not take the others by the throat or set fire to their houses.” The contrast with the Indians’ communal and communistic society was obvious. Montaigne was particularly struck by the modesty of Brazilian chiefs who had no special powers, no aura of majesty, no luxurious establishments. He copied Léry’s description of a fierce intertribal battle, but he claimed that it was fought from altruistic love of honor rather than for revenge. He also followed Ronsard, Gandavo, and others in noting that Indians flourished without an established church, monarchy, or written law.

The initial fascination with Brazilian Indians was soon eclipsed by the sensational conquests of the more sophisticated Maya, Aztec, and Inca empires. By the mid-seventeenth century the Portuguese had driven all other European powers out of what is now Brazil, and they were so paranoid about the possibility that others might learn about the country that they suppressed published reports about it. Curiosity about Indian societies had also ceased. However lack of fresh ethnographic information did not inhibit the political theorists. They continued to draw on the accurate but romanticized accounts of Vespucci, Thevet (1575), and Léry, and on the conclusions that Montaigne and others had derived from them. In Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Gonzalo expounded the virtues of primitive society—although he was ridiculed by Sebastian and Antonio for it. The Dutch political theorist Hugo Grotius (1625) cited the simple communal life of American Indians as a basic social model. Francis Bacon (1626) and Tommaso Campanella (1623) owed much to Thomas More’s vision of utopia. And three of the great theorists of the seventeenth century (Pufendorf in Germany, John Locke in England, and Baruch de Spinoza in Holland), wrote about the simplicity and nobility of indigenous Americans.

In the eighteenth century it was again French philosophers who used Brazilians as a model. Charles Louis de Secondat Montesquieu (1748) stressed the freedom and equality of Indians, whose lack of possessions removed any motive for robbery or exploitation. Candide, the hero of Voltaire’s eponymous book (1759), traveled across Brazil from the Jesuit theocracy in Paraguay to an idyllic El Dorado in the Guianas. This was a wonderfully rich land, but devoid of priests and monks. A kindly old man told Candide that his people did not pray because they had nothing to ask of God. “He has given us all we need, and we thank him ceaselessly—[but we do so without a priesthood], for we are all priests.”

Jean-Jacques Rousseau believed strongly in the ideal of the noble savage and the natural goodness of man. His novel Émile starts with the declaration that “all is goodness when it emerges from the hands of the Creator; all degenerates in the hands of man” (Rousseau [1762a] 1992, trans. Foxley). Rousseau derived from Jean de Léry the notion of Indian babies running free without swaddling clothes, and he urged mothers to breast-feed their infants; he even rewarded those who did so with hat ribbons that he made himself.

Rousseau seemed unaware of one aspect of tribal societies that would have appealed to him: indigenous villages are true democracies, miniature city-states in which every family head has a say in deliberations held in the men’s hut. But in Du Contrat Social, Rousseau (1762b) propounded the ideas of natural nobility; equality; lack of laws, rulers, or clergy; and indifference to possessions—all concepts that originated in the earlier reports about the natives of Brazil.

These ideas reappeared in Denis Diderot’s famous entry on “Sauvages” in his Encyclopédie (1751–1765). He admired the Indians living unconquered in their forests—for their love of liberty, their courage in the face of pain and death, and their naked innocence. He concluded that these virtues made them more open-minded and better able to hear the voice of reason.

All this had a direct influence on the independence of the United States, the Rights of Man, and the French Revolution. More recently it influenced Communism: both Marx and Lenin read More’s Utopia and praised the indigenous Americans’ indifference to gold.

The Reality

So much for the romance. As we know, back in Brazil the reality was far removed from the beguiling theories of European philosophers. The Indians were not the paragons of the noble-savage concept—they had the usual human qualities and failings, and some of their practices and attitudes fell short of the Christian ideal. But they suffered appallingly from the European invasion.

Relations between Indians and Europeans started amicably enough. A chief told Claude d’Abbeville (1614), “In the beginning, the Portuguese did nothing but trade with us, without wishing to live here in any other way. At that time they freely slept with our daughters, which our women considered a great honor.”

The honeymoon period between Europeans and Brazilians soon degenerated into colonization, missionizing, oppression, and enslavement. The Portuguese started to plant permanent colonies in Brazil from the 1530s onward. They discovered that the region near Bahia and Pernambuco was ideal for growing sugar; but that very lucrative crop was labor-intensive. The Indians, who had been so generous in giving brazilwood logs and food to the first explorers, were not prepared to toil in the cane fields and sugar mills. To them, the notion of one man working for another was abhorrent; they had no desire for accumulated wealth or surpluses, and agriculture was women’s work and unworthy of male hunters and warriors. So the only way in which the Portuguese could get labor for their sugar was to enslave the Indians—and when that failed, to import black slaves from Africa.

The church, and the Jesuits in particular, condemned slavery—of indigenous people with copper-colored skin, that is, but not of blacks. However, missionaries connived in making their nominally “free” Indians perform forced labor for the colonists. In return, the Indians received ludicrous payment: lengths of cotton cloth that they did not need and that they had made in the first place.

The Portuguese crown also compromised and vacillated over the crucial issue of slavery. While condemning it on moral grounds, Portuguese law permitted a wide range of exceptions—in order to keep the colonists happy and the sugar (and later gold) flowing to the mother country. As a face-saving euphemism, it was declared that Indians captured in intertribal wars could be “ransomed” from certain execution by their captors—just as Christians captured by the Moors were ransomed. Anyone saved from death in that way was forced to work as a slave for the rest of his life. Abuses of such a weird system were of course rampant. As a Tupinamba explained, “after exhausting the slaves ransomed from prisoners of war, they wanted to have our own children” (Abbeville 1614).

The euphoria of the first missionaries also degenerated into disillusionment. The earliest Jesuits were wrong to think that indigenous peoples were a blank slate on which they could inscribe Christian belief. The Indians were intrigued by the strangers’ new religion. But those who appeared to convert to it wanted to add to their own culture, not to abandon it. They had no intention of giving up cherished customs such as festivals with drinking and dancing, belief in legends and the spirit world, shamanism, polygamy for important warriors, or even (in a few tribes) ritual cannibalism.

One reason why Indians turned away from Christianity was its failure to prevent the destruction of their people by imported diseases. Preconquest peoples of Brazil and Amazonia were magnificently healthy. The Jesuit leader Manoel da Nóbrega (1931) wrote, “I never heard it said that anyone here died of fever, but only of old age” (letter from Porto Seguro, 1550). Indigenous peoples were active, well fed, and extremely fit. But they were fatally vulnerable to imported diseases against which they had no inherited immunity. Smallpox, measles, cholera, and pulmonary diseases such as tuberculosis and influenza quickly killed tough and healthy natives. The tragedy was exacerbated by the missionaries’ total lack of medical knowledge about the nature of the diseases or their treatment. All that the Jesuits could do was watch helplessly while their congregations died en masse.

There are many harrowing accounts of the early epidemics. One Jesuit wrote, “Another illness engulfed them, far worse than any other. This was a form of smallpox or pox so loathsome and evil-smelling that none could stand the great stench that emerged from them. For this reason, many died untended” (Leite 1956–1960:55; letter from Antonio Blasques to Diego Miron, Bahia, May 31, 1564). Another reported that in the twenty-five years after 1550 some 60,000 Indians were baptized near Bahia. But in that same period they were reduced to one village with only 300 men—a depopulation of 98 percent! José de Anchieta (1933) wrote in despair that “the number of people who died here in Bahia in the past twenty years seems unbelievable.” Leonardo do Vale sailed along the colonized coast of Brazil and saw piteous destruction and piles of corpses. “Where previously villages had five hundred fighting men, there would now be fewer than twenty” (Leite 1956–1960:12; letter from Leonardo do Vale to Gonçalo Vaz de Melo, Bahia, May 12, 1563). And the epidemics struck uncontacted tribes. “The Indians say that this is nothing in comparison with the mortality raging through the forests” (ibid.).

That annihilation by disease caused the world’s worst demographic catastrophe. It is the greatest of all constants in Brazilian indigenous history. In 1500 there were 3.5 million or more indigenous people in Brazil. There are now 350,000, a mere 0.6 percent of Brazil’s total population. Disease mortality is the reason why South America is essentially a European continent rather than a native-American one.

Different tribes reacted in different ways to these terrible cultural shocks. Some fought back, courageously and tenaciously, during decades of struggle. But tribes rarely presented a unified resistance, and some made the classic error of trying to enlist foreign colonists into their intertribal feuds. So they were picked off one by one, and eventually crushed by the invaders’ superior firepower.

Other tribes tried to escape by migrating away from the colonization frontier. On one occasion in the 1580s, 84 Tupinamba villages containing 60,000 people decided to move inland from the coast of northern Bahia. They told a Jesuit that they were fleeing in terror: “We must go! We must go before the Portuguese arrive! These Portuguese will not leave us in peace. . . . They will surely enslave us ourselves and our wives and children” (Anchieta 1933: 374–375).

A few despairing tribes tried to establish their own versions of Christianity. Throughout Brazilian history there have been messianic movements in which preachers led their flocks to a promised land, a “land without evils” far beyond the frontier of colonization. Adherents hoped there would be an upheaval that would make Indians dominant over whites. But such a reversal of fortunes never came: utopia remained only a romantic notion of European philosophers. So it was hardly surprising that in April 2000 Indians from all parts of Brazil protested about the celebration of Cabral’s landing at Monte Pascoal five centuries earlier. They saw the Portuguese as their eventual nemesis. That was the reality neither Vespucci nor the other early observers could foresee.
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Constructing Tropical Nature

Nancy Leys Stepan






The process of deconstructing the myths and errors that have plagued interpretations of, and policies toward, Amazonia—perhaps the most exemplary site of the tropical—is now proceeding apace.

I think it was David Arnold, the specialist on India, who was the first to use the term “tropicality” in our contemporary sense, to indicate the constructed and discursive character of the tropics (Arnold 2000). By tropicality, Arnold means to indicate that the tropical in the Western tradition is more than a purely empirical or geographic term, but represents a fundamentally European, outsider, and imaginative view of large parts of the social and natural world. He points to the way in which the tropical has been positioned as an area of pure nature, as opposed to one of culture and history—as an area that contrasts with the temperate world, which it both opposes and helps constitute. Arnold’s main interest lies in the emergence of tropical medicine (Arnold 1993). Other historians have implicated other disciplines in the construction of the tropics; David L. Livingstone, for example, has examined the long influence of “moral climatology” in geography, and the connections between the idea of climatic tropicality and a racialized anthropology (Livingstone 1994). A special issue of the Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography (2002), called “Constructing the Tropics,” has articles on aspects of natural history, biogeography, landscape painting, land surveying, and landscape aesthetics design. My recent book Picturing Tropical Nature (Stepan 2001) looks at tropical representations of place, race, and diseases, with a special emphasis on the visual images that, I argue, are extremely important in creating popular understanding of, and therefore the discursive production of, the tropics.

These recent studies of tropicality are related to, though somewhat different from, the extremely important books by Gerbi (1973), Holanda (1987), Glacken (1967), Brading (1991), Pagden (1993), and others on the extraordinary sixteenth- to eighteenth-century literary and scientific discussions of New World nature. It is also worth remembering that in the 1920s the Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre developed his own concept of tropicality (tropicalidade), starting with his classic works of historical and national interpretation (e.g., Masters and Slaves, 1946). By the 1950s Freyre had established a permanent seminar in Recife, at which the social and natural sciences were used to investigate the impact of the distinctive environment and peoples in the tropics on the emergence of a distinctive Luso-civilization in the tropics—a New World in the Tropics, as one of his books called it (Freyre 1963). The science of the tropics, or “tropicology,” that Freyre promoted as a way to systematize knowledge about the tropics, embraced nearly every discipline of knowledge—tropical nutrition and diet, tropical medicine and disease, tropical fishery, tropical ecology, tropical aesthetics, and tropical architecture (Congresso Brasileiro de Tropicologia 1987).

Freyre’s tropicalism lacked, of course, the currently fashionable postmodern, “deconstructive,” ironic approach to nature, in which the very possibility of an independent nature is treated with skepticism. Freyre was serious about it—about reinventing his own idea of tropical realities. In drawing attention to tropicality, Freyre tried on the one hand to give recognition to the special regional, geographical, climatic, and human dimensions of tropical regions without, on the other hand, falling into the trap of the tropical determinism characteristic of Western thought, a determinism that had resulted in depicting the tropical world as one of natural biodiversity but of cultural and civilizational poverty. In emphasizing the importance of the cultural dimensions in his concept of tropicality, Freyre aimed to rescue his country from charges of tropical backwardness and decay. Whether Freyre was able to achieve much with his version of tropicology is another matter. But the fact that he tried suggests the enduring power of the concept.

The more recent reconfigurations of the debate on tropicality, with their emphasis on nineteenth- and twentieth-century science in constructions of tropical nature, reflect, I think, the surge of new interest in tropical environmentalism, and the desire to understand the historical roots and complex strands of ideas that have produced a persistent imaginative geography of the tropics whose chief feature is its geographical determinism.

My comments in this article are intended to highlight some general aspects of the history of the concept of tropicality. They are divided into three parts. First, I characterize the style or manner by which tropicality has been constituted historically and conceptually. Second, I discuss briefly the idea of the “anti-tropical,” using this term to refer to efforts to challenge the meanings attached to the tropical. And third, I reflect on the current status of tropicality, when many new narratives, some Edenic and some not so Edenic, are being put forward in ecology, anthropology, medicine, and the social sciences. Does the concept of “the tropical” still have any value in this postmodern age, or should we conclude, with Lévi-Strauss (1973), that as a concept the tropical is out of date and should be abandoned?

The Humboldtian Tropics

The idea that there is something distinctive and usually negative about hot places is, as we know, extremely old, going back to classical times; but it acquired its modern features and its intellectual force in the late-eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the era of colonial expansion and the utilitarian exploitation of the natural world. I stress here the modernity of the concept of tropicality, because of its enduring influence on our modern scientific disciplines, science of course being the most authoritative of languages for describing nature.

This modern version of tropicality is marked by many continuities in its main themes, images, and preoccupations. It is disconcerting to see the similarities between the ideas of the early-nineteenth-century explorer and traveling naturalist Alexander von Humboldt (discussed below) and those, for example, of the twentieth-century French geographer Pierre Gourou, whose 1947 work The Tropical World Arnold has analyzed recently (Arnold 2000).

I have chosen Humboldt here to examine the style in which tropicality was constructed because his life’s work was critical to the scientific separation of the tropical world from the temperate and to establishing what was characteristic about the tropical. Humboldt was one of the last great polymaths of the nineteenth century; revered by historians of science as the founder of modern physical geography, he has more recently been attacked by postmodernists as the imperialist of knowledge, whose very gaze—the knowing I/eye—supposedly appropriated tropical nature wholesale for consumption and exploitation (Pratt 1992). Many of Humboldt’s ideas were old and familiar; but to them he added new ones, especially a language of aesthetics, an emphasis on scientific precision, and above all an identification of the tropics with the New World. Humboldt’s five-year journey between 1799 and 1804 in the Americas was recounted in his Personal Narrative of Travels, which was read by nearly every European traveler to the American tropics that followed him (Humboldt 1966). His views were influential long after his pre-evolutionary biology and eighteenth-century-enlightenment optimism had been replaced by evolutionary biology and late-nineteenth-century social pessimism.

So what was his view of the tropics? First, it was global in scope; it embraced the cosmos (the title of his encyclopedic account of the natural world) (Humboldt 1848–1858). Humboldt suggested there existed a “tropical world,” made up of characteristic ensembles of animals and plants, human beings, and later, diseases. Tropical biodiversity, which early on was recognized as extraordinary, nonetheless was viewed at the same time as a kind of homogeneity, as the tropical jungle came to stand as a trope for all of tropical nature.

Second, Humboldt believed that the tropics should be understood as an aesthetic as well as a scientific space. Humboldt (1849) suggested that the natural world should be approached as though it were a set of aspects or views (I refer here, for example, to his Views of Nature). This was a way of seeing and representing the natural world through the eyes of a spectator, from a distance or a height, as though nature were best appreciated as a fine painting. For Humboldt, nature in the tropics was sublime because it could evoke in the alert viewer a sense of awe in the presence of the vast and the mysterious. The apparent monotony of the dark forests, with their undifferentiated mass of vegetation and their slow, broad rivers, had to be given interest by the human mind; without this mental and aesthetic involvement, Humboldt believed, much of nature was not of interest and could not compensate for the hardships experienced in traveling through it. To this aesthetic appreciation of tropical nature, Humboldt also brought a huge number of the best precision instruments his personal wealth could buy; he collected a vast array of data, putting it into his published works and his visual diagrams.

Third, Humboldt viewed the tropics as fundamentally vegetative in character. Humboldt’s seemingly arbitrary selection of plants over animals to represent the special character of the tropics was connected to his concern to infuse the empirical study of nature with human emotions, thereby preventing the rupture between the objective and the subjective approach to the natural world that he believed modern science threatened. In his view, the greatest emotional impression nature could make on the human senses was communicated by the mass of vegetation, rather than by fleeting animals. This vegetative mass was greater in the tropics than in the temperate world because the heat and the humidity of the tropical climate produced an intensity and fecundity of nature not found in cooler climates. Humboldt emphasized especially the greater vigor of organic life in the tropics, compared with that in the temperate world (Humboldt 1966).

These views were conveyed through Humboldt’s use of innovative pictures and diagrams, such as his isothermal lines, which presented the globe encircled by climatic bands of “regular sinuosity” (to use Dettelbach’s deft phrase [1993]). Within these bands, different places were connected in a common tropicality that set limits on the kinds of plants and animals (and peoples) that could exist within them. Humboldt’s maps helped draw attention away from the debate about the merits of Old World nature versus New World nature which had preoccupied geographers for much of the eighteenth century and toward a new image of the globe divided into climatic bands. In the process of geographic reconceptualization, the northern United States was reconfigured as fundamentally temperate and potentially capable of producing civilization; in contrast, the southern American continent was pictured as a space whose lowland heat and humidity, so favorable to the production of nature, would pose a permanent challenge to the emergence of high civilization.

This latter idea was central to the dystopian elements that were joined to the utopian in Humboldtian physical geography. Humboldt’s geography, like that of the enlightenment philosophers, was very much a political geography. To many thinkers at the time, political liberty and civilization were closely tied to temperate climates, with the tropical areas of the earth being viewed in terms largely outside human history. Humboldt, of course, traveled through many parts of the settled Spanish colonies in the Americas, and wrote on mining and trade; nonetheless, his general theme was the unsuitability of the hottest parts of the New World for sustaining high culture, which he believed was found only in the cold high Andes and the high plateaus of Mexico. He saw the indigenous populations of the Amazon Valley as making up only isolated tribes; the very fertility of the soil itself, Humboldt argued, prevented the development of the intellectual faculties and therefore of civilization. This fact—that apparently large areas of the southern Americas were destined to be places of nature, not of culture—did not cause Humboldt despair. Human beings in the tropics, he remarked, got used to the idea of a world “that supports only plants and animals; where the savage has never uttered either a shout of joy or the plaintive accents of sorrow” (Humboldt 1966:14–15).

Humboldt’s approach to tropical places implied that their vistas were important mainly to European viewers. Indeed, according to Humboldt, the great advantage of tropical over temperate vistas was their potential to influence the European imagination. The European visitor, unlike the native inhabitant who simply happened to live in the tropics, possessed, said Humboldt, the language, arts, and sciences needed to appropriate tropical nature, to transform it into a higher aesthetic, and through imagination and painting, “create within himself a world as free and imperishable as the world in which it emanates” (Humboldt 1849:231). Humboldt therefore urged Europeans and North Americans, scientists and artists, to follow him to the tropics, to see tropical nature for themselves, and to communicate its physiognomy in pictures and words.

Popularizing Tropical Nature: The Amazonian Contribution

And follow him they did: artists such as Johann Moritz Rugendas, Timothy Peale, and Frederic Edwin Church (Church retraced parts of Humboldt’s original route and climbed, as Humboldt had, the mountain peak of Chimborazo, and then painted it); and naturalists such as Karl Friedrich Philip von Martius, Johann Baptist von Spix, Richard Spruce, Alfred Russel Wallace, Henry Walter Bates, and Louis Agassiz (even William James went to the Amazon to see if tropical nature collecting was for him; he found it was not) (Stepan 2001:91).

Several points can be made about the mid-to-late-nineteenth-century development of tropicality. First, we note the way Amazonia comes into clearer focus as the primary exemplification of the tropical. Travelers had of course been there before; but Amazonia, in its popular representations, is largely a nineteenth-century phenomenon. By mid-century, many of the most important tropicalists, Humboldt’s heirs in this regard, had been in the Amazon for years—Spruce for fourteen, Bates for eleven, Wallace for four. In Europe there was a growing demand for books on natural history, popular geography, ethnography, adventure, and travel. Such books were in fact second only to novels in popularity in the nineteenth century, and the difference between scientific and fictional genres was not as great as one might think. Many natural history books were illustrated, which of course added to their appeal. If we analyze the way they were illustrated, we can see how they contributed much of the misinformation or exaggerations by which the tropical world was shown. For instance, a picture would show a number of animals in a tropical ensemble, in a way they could never be seen together at the same time or place in reality. By selection, there was a perhaps natural preference for representing species that were bizarre, deadly, and exotic, at the expense of more ordinary and mundane ones.

Most of the ideas in Humboldt’s work were repeated in the work of the nineteenth-century naturalists, even though the new evolutionary outlook, following the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species in 1859, was alien to the Humboldtian world view (Darwin 1964). The naturalists, for example, repeated Humboldt’s views about the superfertility of the tropics and its connection to the low capacities of tropical peoples. Natives were found to be remarkably uncurious (especially about visiting Europeans), and generally “indolent.” As Hecht and Cockburn (1989) have shown, almost to a person the European naturalists failed to understand indigenous harvesting techniques and their relation to the ecology of the tropical forest. Instead European visitors saw a lack, an absence of cultivation and culture owing to the hot climate, and especially the lassitude of the native and mixed populations. “Where is the population to come from to develop the resources of this fine country?” inquired the British naturalist Henry Walter Bates, referring to Amazonia. “They might plant orchards or the choicest fruit trees . . . grow Indian corn, rear cattle or hogs, as intelligent settlers from Europe would certainly do, instead of relying on the produce of their small plantations, and living on a meagre diet of fish and farinha” (Bates 1892:117, 139). The image of the carefully manufactured landscape of Europe, the tidy farm, remained the ideal in the European imagination; and it was to the European that the task of overcoming the tropics, and producing its development, was assigned. Given the devastating effects that cattle ranching has had on the vulnerable soils in the Amazon in the twentieth century, the comments of these nineteenth-century naturalists make ironic, indeed painful, reading today; but they were common. The Swiss-born and naturalized American scientist Louis Agassiz, for example, dreamed of a European population of millions in the Amazon, and took pride in the fact that he had helped persuade the Brazilian emperor, Dom Pedro II, to open up the Amazonian waterways to European trade and communication (Stepan 2001:92).

But as the Amazon was opened up to commerce, trade, and exploitation, its image darkened; the tropical sublime was replaced by an image of tropical degeneration. Many factors contributed to this shift in representations at the end of the nineteenth century, paramount among them being perceptions of disease. The diseased tropical Amazon is not a theme in Bates’s or Wallace’s writings, even though both suffered from malaria, and it was disease, as well as loneliness, that eventually sent Wallace back to London after four years of nature collecting. It was not really until the early-twentieth-century rubber boom-and-bust, when a series of medical investigations carried out by Brazilian physicians revealed the truly appalling rates of malaria mortality, that the Amazon came to be viewed as a morbid site of devastating disease. By then, the new tropical medicine, based on parasitology and the vector theory of disease transmission, had emerged to emphasize the idea that tropical spaces were spaces of pathology (Stepan 2003).

The new picture of tropical disease merged with, and was reinforced by, the growing racism in scientific thought. Humboldt’s universalism and enlightenment optimism was replaced with polygenic views of racial difference. Tropical hybridization was singled out for study and censure, as a dangerous process hastening the degeneration that the tropical climate produced. But though the fear that Europeans would be unable to acclimatize in the tropics gave rise to a huge literature, on the whole it was believed that it was only through European rationality that the fruits of the tropical world could be reaped.

Anti-Tropicalism

One of the insights the concept of tropicality provides is that, being a human invention, it takes cultural work to maintain; it is also open to challenge and change. I present here just a few examples of what I have called elsewhere “anti-tropicalism,” by which I mean an alternative or revisionist view of tropical spaces that challenges the conventional stereotypes of the tropical world.

The nineteenth-century naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace, for example, was a maverick and social radical who is especially interesting, historically, for opposing the notion of tropicality that was standard in his day. He developed a conservationist and environmentalist outlook, expressed especially in his ironically titled book The Wonderful Century (1898), an outlook that he acquired during years of fieldwork in the Amazon and in the tropical environments of the Malay Archipelago. In such places he observed the devastating results that European export monoculture could have on tropical environments, and especially the human harm it caused (such as famines). Richard Grove (1995), in his book Green Imperialism, points out that many of the first scientists to sound environmentalist warnings had worked in tropical colonies, where serving for many years, they could see at first hand how European systems of cultivation and settlement had quite the opposite impact than had been hoped for. Imperialism thus set in motion the movement for conservationism and a kind of environmentalism (thus reinforcing perhaps the long-standing image of the tropics as a place to be thought of largely in terms of nature, not culture).

One of the most interesting shifts in tropical perceptions, though, involves those people—artists, writers, scientists—living in tropical countries who responded to European representations of the tropics with counterrepresentations and images of their own. It is an indication of the power of the European idea that the tropics stood for nature and race degeneration that so many of the significant works of interpretation produced by Latin Americans rely on these same terms. For example, in his famous work, Rebellion in the Backlands, the writer Euclides da Cunha (1944) gives a brilliant account of the armed revolt of poor Brazilians in the northeast. His book opens with two long chapters on the land and on man, locating the rebellion in relation to the environment/climate and race, the two most important biological parameters of tropicality in European thought. When Euclides da Cunha went to the Amazon in 1905 to report on the rubber boom, his account conjured up for the reader an image of nature at its very birth; Genesis, he said, was newly writing itself there (Cunha 1976). It was as though geography, geology, natural history, and ethnology provided both the burdensome, or negative, narratives of Brazil and the inescapable terms by which the country could even be imagined or described at all.

This is especially evident, I think, in the works produced by the scientific, artistic, and literary modernists of the 1920s and 1930s (my focus is on Brazil because this is the area I know best). Many of these works were preoccupied with the problem of civilization in the tropics—whether such a thing could exist, given the climatic and other conditions that had long been taken to be an impediment to culture, or what forms it might take. In a familiar process of cultural appropriation, intellectuals turned to Europe for new ideas in art, architecture, science, and literature, which they proposed to remake in indigenous terms. In the 1922 Modern Art Week, held in São Paulo to celebrate one hundred years of independence, European stereotypes were attacked in order to declare a new artistic independence.

The tone was set by the “Pau-Brazil Poetry” Manifesto written by the poet Oswald de Andrade, in which he asserted the identity between the tropical and the modern (Ades 1989:310–311). He called for a Brazilian poetry for export, like brazilwood itself, a poetry that would be like the country: barbaric and modern, skeptical and naive, of the jungle and of the school. The other Andrade, Mário, who like many other artists and writers sought to claim an authenticity and originality in homegrown Brazilian cultural forms and popular traditions, wanted to overcome the dread in the face of nature, a dread that permeated Brazilians’ attitudes toward their environment and culture. Writing to the painter Tarsila do Amaral, in Paris, he said, “Tarsila! Tarsila, go back within yourself. . . . Leave Paris! Tarsila! Come to the virgin forest.” (M. de Andrade, quoted in Herkenhoff 1995:243); and come back to Brazil she did, to make her mark as a modernist painter whose pictures comment wittily on, and reformulate, many of the stereotypes of tropicalism as nature.

Mário de Andrade made his own journey of discovery to Brazil in 1924 (Andrade 1993), during which he traveled through the Brazilian Amazon, camera in hand, westward all the way to Iquitos, Peru. Like the scientists who had explored the Amazon a few years before him, Mário de Andrade did not look for, nor did he find, a tropical paradise. But neither did he find the disagreeable portrait of racial degeneration in the Amazon that Agassiz had found fifty years before. He found poverty and disease, but also the bedrock of Brazil’s real national creativity, in the ordinary people he encountered. Macunaíma, the title of his literary masterpiece and the name of its fictional hero, is a Brazilian Everyman, a black man who could transform himself into white, a person who belongs to the Amazon and to the city, a universal hero of modern times (Andrade 1984). The story is a wonderful parody of the “Brazil as natural history” genre, with the author drawing on academic and scientific studies of ethnology, linguistics, and natural history in order to stuff his text with lists of rivers, animals, plants, and Indian vocabularies. Brazil, like the novel’s hero, says Andrade, is an Indian primitive; a cunning trickster; a liar; a sensual charmer; a multiple, unstable being (a being “without any character,” as the novel’s subtitle puts it) who is also a new universal of modernity. Brazil cannot choose between these different selves, but can only accept their contradictions; this is what it means to be modern. To be tropical is to be modern.

My last example of many efforts to reimagine the meaning of tropicality is the work of the brilliant modernist landscapist Roberto Burle Marx, whose public garden of Flamengo is such a distinctive feature of modern Rio de Janeiro. Burle Marx’s chosen medium of expression, the designed landscape, engaged him directly with the tangible, material stuff of nature that had dominated foreign interpretations of the country. Using tropical plants as signature elements, Burle Marx constructed austere, abstract landscape gardens that made no effort to recreate the feeling of an immersion in a tropical Eden; in their pared-down abstractions, they could not be further, visually, from the expected Western picture of tropical nature as an overgrown and entangled jungle. They are thus both a celebration of the tropical and its reconfiguration (Stepan 1991:220–239).

In making these gardens, which have often puzzled garden historians and critics, Burle Marx relied on geometrical patterns in order to give, he said, “a full place to the existence of man” (Leenhardt 1994:55). The garden was his means of making the environment adequate to the demands of civilization and human creativity. In European history, tropical nature had been largely represented as forest, or jungle, something generally disliked because it was disorganized, overexuberant, unbalanced, and excessive, especially in relation to human occupation and the development of civilization. “It seems that all people encounter in our nature is designated jungle, and because it is jungle, it is of no use,” he commented (Burle Marx, quoted in Cals 1995:87). Burle Marx’s solution to the problematic of tropicality was not to Europeanize the garden (as the elite historically had done), but to question this view of tropical nature itself by placing tropical nature in the artificial setting of the human-made landscape, which he then manipulated to suggest alternative possibilities.

He combined plants with human artifacts, such as stone pillars; he massed together many examples of a single plant species, creating wide swaths of color in gardens, as though challenging Humboldt’s idea that the tropics lacked social plants (i.e., large tracts of the same plant) and therefore social life. He mixed and matched plants from Amazonia with those of the arid sertão (scrubby backlands in the northeast) and with plants from the temperate regions farther south. He also used tropical plants from India. They all, he seems to imply, belong here, in the so-called tropics. He experimented with creating ecological niches to accommodate plant combinations not seen in nature. He was no purist; indeed, we could say that in so combining plants, and plants with artifacts (such as his strange sculpture posts made of palm tree stumps, or metal, or stone), he indicates the real heterogeneity of human and natural elements that in fact make up the tropical world, while commenting as well on the processes of exchange and acclimatization of plants that have characterized the modern age.

Another feature of Burle Marx’s gardens that relates to his concern to reconfigure the meaning of the tropical is their urbanism; his well-known willingness to mould the landscape to achieve particular effects—to actually move mountains, or mountains of earth—can be interpreted as part of a system of urban reference, rather than merely a willful demonstration of the power of his art to conquer nature. Rio’s own famous mountains, he seems to be saying, are artifacts too, creations of human civilization in the tropics—they have been bored through to make tunnels for transport, cleared of vegetation, and more recently, replanted with trees. Nature, his gardens suggest, is always culture before it is nature. And this is as true of the famous “tropical nature” as it is of any other kind.

Tropical Nature as Garden

Yet in all these reworkings of the tropical, we see that scientists and artists found it difficult to escape from the very terms they were interrogating. This leads me to ask whether the concept of the tropical is one that we can refashion in order to express our understanding of the complex social and natural world we find in places situated near the equator.

I might in this regard start with something Claude Lévi-Strauss said. In his famous Tristes Tropiques, Lévi-Strauss (1973) confessed that an unanticipated invitation to go to Brazil in the 1930s had immediately conjured up for him a mental picture of a world utterly different from the one he knew. “I imagined exotic countries to be the exact opposite of ours,” he wrote, “and the term ‘antipodes’ had a richer and more naive significance for me than merely its literal meaning. I would have been most surprised if anyone could have told me that an animal or a vegetable species could have the same appearance on both sides of the globe. I expected each animal, tree or blade of grass to be radically different, and its tropical nature to be glaringly obvious at a glance. . . . Looked at from the outside,” he added, “tropical nature seemed to be of a quite different order from the kind of nature we are familiar with; it displayed a higher degree of presence and permanence. As in the Douanier Rousseau paintings of exotic landscapes, living entities attained the dignity of objects” (1973:55). But after a few months of living in the tropics, Lévi-Strauss changed his mind. He concluded that the tropics, as a concept, was simply out of date (1973:106).

Must we agree with Lévi-Strauss? Where does the concept of the tropical stand today? Certainly the stories we tell about the tropical regions are different from those of the past. Instead of the jungle, we now speak of the rain forest; instead of imagining Amazonia as pristine, unspoiled, virgin forest, we speak of how the Amazon region has been shaped, and in this sense produced, by Amerindians over the course of centuries (the preconquest population being estimated today as much larger than previously thought, and archeologically more sophisticated). Instead of superfecundity, we worry about the fragility of the forests. The detailed steps leading, conceptually, from the old stories to these new ones, have barely been outlined historically, let alone told; but conceptually and representationally, our view of Amazonia is undergoing radical revision.

But of course, we should not expect there to be easy consensus on how to narrate the tropics. Just because we now call tropical nature a rain forest instead of a jungle does not mean that we are now able to see it, and represent it, correctly, once and for all, as we could not do in the past. For my rain forest may not be the same as your rain forest, or an Amerindian’s rain forest. There are different visions of Eden, which often conflict with each other. To some environmentalists, tropical rain forests are the last remaining forms of wilderness, exemplars of pure nature that must be left alone at all costs. To others, tropical nature signifies biodiversity, or a genetic library, a rich and endangered source of genetic information, which must be actively harvested, extracted, or “read” before it disappears. To some, sustainable development is compatible with preserving the rain forests; to others, it is not. To the remaining Amerindian populations, the Amazonian rain forest is not a source of world commodities or an aesthetic landscape in the European sense, but rather a local, lived-in space, and perhaps, a land title. To call something a rain forest is not, therefore, to settle what its significance is, either scientifically or emotionally.

Even the proper place of human beings in Amazonia is disputed. Historically, tropical nature was imagined by means of an erasure of human history and culture. Today, of course, so-called development in the Amazon is occurring at a staggering rate; the vast geographical terrain is filling up with new populations, much as the European naturalists in the nineteenth century hoped it would. New cities, roads, schools, and hospital clinics are sprouting up, along with mining, cattle ranching, and other agribusinesses that turn the natural resources of the world into commodities. All of these activities are destructive of the Amazon region as it once was; they are aspects of the culture-nature exchange that are as old as human beings, though their pace is unprecedented, and their consequences are of a different kind than those experienced before (because the land beneath the tropical canopy is relatively infertile, once the cover provided by the trees is gone the soil cannot support agriculture for long, as deforested temperate land can). But the human inhabitants of the tropical rain forests (estimated at 50 million people across the globe) have their claim to a space in the world, and it is only by seeing Amazonia as a human-nature hybrid that we can devise adequate policies toward its tropical environment.

Nature in the tropics, then, like other kinds of nature, is a heterogeneous thing, a mix of the natural and the artificial, the human and the nonhuman, the organic and the nonorganic; it is both a physical space of living and nonliving things and a human invention, as the landscape gardener Roberto Burle Marx grasped. Indeed, I would like to propose, as a kind of conclusion to this overview of the concept of tropicality, that in looking to the future, and in considering whether the concept of the tropical itself has a future, thinking in terms of a tropical garden may be a useful way of rethinking the human relationship to the natural world in a period when concepts of untouched “wilderness” and “pure nature” have lost scientific credibility or possibility. A garden might be thought of as both an expression of, and a metaphor for, the culture-nature nexus. As a human invention it is an artifice; but as a human construction it is also made out of the material, malleable stuff of the world. It is therefore unpredictable and not always easy to control (which is why a gardener’s work is never done). A garden provides aesthetic pleasure, and an escape from the built environment of the city (something that becomes increasingly important as the city environment becomes everyone’s). But as a human invention and aesthetic escape, to be successful as well as environmentally sustainable, a garden has to respect the ecological interdependence of species, both vegetable and animal, and allow untidiness to be part of the garden’s achievement. This is an idea that Peter Coates (1998:177), in Nature: Western Attitudes since Ancient Times, has also discussed, namely the view of some environmentalists that the garden, rather than wilderness, is the appropriate metaphor to use as we think about how to repair our relation with nature.

Of course, as tropical nature becomes an endangered species, it may well be that a garden (or a theme park, or a picture, or a representation) is all that we will have left; that tropical nature will exist only as a Disneyland imitation, or as a greenhouse rain forest built for amusement in a Las Vegas hotel, which will even put on a show of a tropical downpour for its restaurant guests, while managing to keep the diners dry.
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