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TO LAURENT

Nec minus ergo ante haec quam tu cecidere, cadentque.

LUCRETIUS,

De rerum natura, III, 969




Contents

Introduction and Notes by PATRICK WILCKEN

Translators’ Note

TRISTES TROPIQUES

PART ONE. AN END TO JOURNEYING

1. Setting Out

2. On Board Ship

3. The West Indies

4. The Quest for Power

PART TWO. TRAVEL NOTES

5. Looking Back

6. The Making of an Anthropologist

7. Sunset

PART THREE. THE NEW WORLD

8. The Doldrums

9. Guanabara

10. Crossing the Tropic

11. São Paulo

PART FOUR. THE EARTH AND ITS INHABITANTS

12. Towns and Countryside

13. Pioneer Zone

14. The Magic Carpet

15. Crowds

16. Markets

PART FIVE. CADUVEO

17. Parana

18. Pantanal

19. Nalike

20. A Native Community and its Life-Style

PART SIX. BORORO

21. Gold and Diamonds

22. Virtuous Savages

23. The Living and the Dead

PART SEVEN. NAMBIKWARA

24. The Lost World

25. In the Sertão

26. On the Line

27. Family Life

28. A Writing Lesson

29. Men, Women and Chiefs

PART EIGHT. TUPI-KAWAHIB

30. A Canoe Trip

31. Robinson Crusoe

32. In the Forest

33. The Village of the Crickets

34. The Farce of the Japim Bird

35. Amazonia

36. Seringal

PART NINE. THE RETURN

37. The Apotheosis of Augustus

38. A Little Glass of Rum

39. Taxila

40. The Kyong

Index


Plates

CADUVEO

A Caduveo woman with a painted face

A Caduveo belle in 1895 (taken from Boggiani)

Facial painting: an original drawing by a Caduveo woman

Two further facial paintings drawn by natives

A Caduveo girl made ready for her puberty rites

BORORO

The author’s best informant, in ceremonial dress

A meal in the Men’s House

Bringing out the mariddo

A funeral ceremony (photograph by M. René Silz)

NAMBIKWARA

The Nambikwara group on the move

Sabané, the sorcerer

The chief of the Wakletoçu

A Nambikwara woman piercing mother-of-pearl from river shells

The siesta

The native method of carrying a baby

Day-dreaming

A Nambikwara smile

TUPI-KAWAHIB

The Mundé village square

A Mundé woman with her child

A Tupi-Kawahib man (Potien) skinning a monkey

Taperahi, the Tupi-Kawahib chief

Kunhatsin, Taperahi’s chief wife, carrying her child

Pwcreza, Taperahi’s son

Penhana, the young wife shared by the two brothers

Maruabai, the co-wife of Chief Taperahi


Figures



	     1 An ancient figa, found at Pompeii
	111



	     2 A calvary cross, from the State of São Paulo
	114



	     3 The axle of an ox-cart
	117



	     4 Caingang pottery
	157



	     5 A water-jar
	173



	     6 Three specimens of Caduveo pottery
	174



	     7 Two wooden statuettes
	174



	     8 Caduveo jewellery
	175



	     9 Two statuettes representing mythological figures
	175



	10 and 11 Caduveo patterns
	179



	12–17 Motifs used in body painting
	181 and 183



	18 and 19 Drawings made by a Caduveo boy
	184 and 185



	     20 Two face-paintings
	186



	     21 A pattern painted on leather
	189



	22 and 23 Body paintings, as recorded in 1895 and 1935
	192



	24 and 25 Motifs used in face- and body-painting
	193



	     26 A facial painting
	194



	     27 The penis sheath
	217



	     28 A lip ornament and earrings
	218



	     29 Plan of Kejara village
	220



	     30 A wooden club for killing fish
	222



	     31 Bows with clan decorations
	223



	     32 Arrow-ends with clan decorations
	224



	     33 Emblazoned penis sheaths
	226



	     34 A black pottery bowl
	228



	     35 Two specimens of the Bororo ‘pocket-knife’
	228



	     36 A pendant decorated with jaguars’ teeth
	228



	     37 Crowns of dried and painted straw
	229



	     38 A bull-roarer
	231



	     39 Ceremonial earrings
	236



	     40 A Bororo painting representing religious objects
	238



	     41 A Bororo painting representing an officiant, trumpets, a rattle and various ornaments
	239



	     42 A diadem of macaw feathers
	242



	     43 A diagram of the apparent and real structure of the Bororo village
	245



	44 and 45 Ancient Mexicans, from south-eastern Mexico and the Gulf Coast
	255



	46 and 47 Bas-reliefs (‘the dancers’), from Chavin, northern Peru, and Monte Alban, southern Mexico
	256



	     48 Hopewell, eastern United States
	257



	     49 Chavin, northern Peru
	258



	     50 Hopewell, eastern United States
	259



	     51 Bamboo splinters defending the approach to the village
	345



	52 and 53 Details of hut wall-paintings
	347 and 348





Introduction

Throughout his long academic career, the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss built up a challenging and startlingly original body of work. Marrying advances in linguistics with the then emerging discipline of social anthropology, he wrote more than a dozen books on kinship, religious thought and Amerindian mythology—many dense and virtually inaccessible to the general public. Tristes Tropiques was the exception. Published in 1955, when Lévi-Strauss was already middle-aged but not yet the famous intellectual he would become, Tristes Tropiques saw him branch out into what would now be called literary nonfiction. The book blended memoir with travel writing, ethnography and philosophy, taking the reader on a journey through the anthropologist’s early life in Paris and São Paulo, with lyrical descriptions of his fieldwork expeditions into the interior of Brazil. For an intellectual with a reputation for austerity, it was surprisingly intimate. Far more than his famous academic works, Tristes Tropiques would come to embody the man and his ideas as his fame grew in the 1960s.

Tristes Tropiques has become a mid-twentieth-century classic. In the early 1960s, Susan Sontag called it ‘one of the great books of our century’;1 in the 1990s the Times Literary Supplement included Tristes Tropiques in its list of the hundred most influential books published since the Second World War. In France, it has been compared to the work of Montesquieu, Chateaubriand and Gide. In many ways, though, we are lucky that the book even exists. Hurriedly written during a dip in his academic career, it was produced at the one moment in Lévi-Strauss’s life that the desire to write, the opportunity and the intellectual space all coincided in a career that was otherwise devoted to academia and ‘structuralist’ analyses.

Its genesis came from Lévi-Strauss’s idiosyncratic background, which gave him a foot in both academic and literary/artistic traditions of the first half of the twentieth century. Claude Lévi-Strauss was born in 1908 in Brussels where his father, Raymond, a portrait painter by profession, was on a commission. He grew up as an only child in a secular Jewish family, in an apartment on the rue Poussin in Paris’s sixteenth arrondissement, surrounded by his father’s easels, tubes of paint, crayons and photographic equipment. It was in this apartment-cum-atelier frequented by artist friends of his father that the young Claude’s early intellectual formation took place. His father would take him to see Wagner at the Opéra; they would attend the Colonne and Pasdeloup classical concerts at the Châtelet, and would spend long afternoons in the Louvre. As an adolescent Lévi-Strauss became fascinated with the burgeoning modernist movement, making pilgrimages to Rosenberg’s gallery on the rue La Boétie to see the latest Picassos, and attending performances of Stravinsky’s avant-guard ballet, Les Noces.

To this artistic upbringing was added a conventional academic education of philosophy and law at the Sorbonne—courses which Lévi-Strauss criticizes in Tristes Tropiques as empty exercises in rote learning and intellectual acrobatics. Lévi-Strauss passed the agrégation at the first attempt—a great feat in what was a highly competitive exam. Newly married to fellow philosophy agregée Dina Dreyfus, he began a career as a lycée teacher in the provinces, first in Mont-de-Marsan then in Picardy. But he soon found himself casting about for a way out of what already felt like a stultifying intellectual environment. Flirting with the idea of anthropology—a discipline then in its infancy in France—in the autumn of 1934 he was offered a sociology chair at the newly founded University of São Paulo. It was from the base of what he described as a ‘tropical Chicago’, that he and his first wife Dina launched their famous fieldwork trips, recounted much later in the pages of Tristes Tropiques. The first was a short expedition to the far west of Brazil in what was then the state of Mato Grosso, where he encountered the Caduveo and the Bororo; the second, far bigger venture further to the north, took him to the seminomadic Nambikwara and a series of other groups as he made his way up a disused telegraph line across a vast scrub plateau and over the lip of the Amazon basin.

Over the next decade, the bulk of which he spent teaching at the New School of Social Research in New York as a refugee scholar from Nazi Europe, Lévi-Strauss honed his ideas. It was in New York where Lévi-Strauss would meet fellow exile Russian linguist Roman Jakobson and develop his pioneering theories of structuralism. In long mornings spent at the New York Public Library he researched his PhD thesis and first book, The Elementary Structures of Kinship—a monumental reinterpretation of one of the most technical aspects of anthropology.

As he built up his scholarly reputation, Lévi-Strauss never completely abandoned his fascination for the arts. At several points in his early career he made abortive attempts at creative writing. In Tristes Tropiques he describes trying to write a play—the Apotheosis of Augustus—on the reverse side of his field notes during a lull in fieldwork, and composing poetry in his head while tramping through the Amazon rain forest. On his return to France in early 1939, as he tried to index the haul of ethnographic materials—the nose flutes, ceramics and ornamental rattles—that he had collected on his voyages into the Brazilian interior, he began writing a ‘vaguely Conradian’ novel. Based on a newspaper article, the plot was to involve a cargo-cultlike situation: a group of refugees would use a phonograph to dupe a tribe on a Pacific island into believing their gods were about to return to earth. Although quickly abandoned, fragments from this attempt at literary fiction would be recycled in his famous memoir. The novel was to have been called Tristes Tropiques, and an elaborate description of a sunset, which had been written en route to Brazil, was incorporated into chapter seven. While Lévi-Strauss has said that he abandoned the novel fifty pages in ‘because it was so bad’ there may well have been other reasons.2 His ambitions within a conservative French academia undoubtedly inhibited him from pursuing his more artistic bent. It took an unexpected reversal in his fortunes—both personal and professional—to afford him the opportunity to express his literary ambitions at book length.

On his return to France in the late 1940s, it seemed Lévi-Strauss was destined for academic greatness. Although his progress in the French system had been interrupted by extended periods in Brazil and the United States, soon after his return to Paris he was nominated to enter the prestigious Collège de France. But he was rejected—not once, but twice—blocked by conservative and possibly anti-Semitic tendencies within the institution.

The early 1950s was a tough period for Lévi-Strauss. On top of his career frustrations, his second and short-lived marriage to Rose Marie Ullmo unravelled. But the biggest blow came in 1953, when his father Raymond died. His father had been a profound influence on him. His legacy would live on in Lévi-Strauss’s whole approach to his intellectual life: a blend of his father’s classicism with the modernist tendencies of midcentury that would make his thinking so beguiling and original.

At a low ebb, blocked professionally and moving into middle age, Lévi-Strauss was offered a book contract that in other circumstances he may not have taken on. It was a project that in one sense ran against the grain of his intellectual life, with his scepticism of what he described as the ‘illusions of subjectivity’.3 But Tristes Tropiques also chimed with the other side of his personality—a certain old-world romanticism imparted to him by his late father, and an unfulfilled desire for artistic creativity. His notes from Brazil were still boxed up, a good deal of the material as yet unused. ‘I had a full bag that I wanted to unpack’, he later said.4 On a purely practical level he needed the money. But what really released him was, ironically, a sense of professional failure. Had he believed that he was still in contention for a place in the Collège de France, he would never have dared take on a project that could be seen as intellectually lightweight. But under the circumstances, he felt he had nothing to lose.

Tristes Tropiques grew out of a specific moment in French intellectual and publishing history. In the early 1950s, the French empire, held in limbo through the Second World War, suffered a series of terminal crises. Revolts broke out across Francophone Africa; French forces faced humiliating defeat in Indochina in the famous battle of Dien Bien Phu; and across Algeria France’s northern Départements were convulsed with rebellions. After the humiliations of the Second World War, France was gripped once again by a sense of disillusionment and pathos. At the same time a whole new world of non-Western culture was opening up, emerging from the cloak of colonial prejudice. Anthropologists became well-placed witnesses to this moment of revelation. Their fieldwork sites were at the frontiers of collapsing empires; their material dealt with cultures that had long been written out of conventional histories.

Jean Malaurie, who had done fieldwork among the Inuit in Greenland, returned to France as this scenario was unfolding. In Paris, he approached the publisher Plon with not just an account of his travels, but a whole new series of books to be called Terre Humaine. The idea was to bring together a collection of voyages philosophiques for the twentieth century, featuring modern-day savants on the move through the cultural hinterlands. While leafing through titles in Paris’s old university press library, he came across Lévi-Strauss’s ‘petite thèse’—the complementary thesis to the Elementary Structures—that dealt with his fieldwork among the Nambikwara. Malaurie later confessed that the text had bored him, but that he had been struck by the images—Lévi-Strauss’s deftly photographed portraits of these nomadic groups, lying naked in the ashes of their campfires. Malaurie approached Lévi-Strauss to write what would end up being one the first books of the Terre Humaine series.

Over the winter of 1954–55, working at the astonishing pace of more than a hundred pages per month, Lévi-Strauss hammered through the first draft in ‘a permanent state of intense exasperation, putting in whatever occurred to me without any forethought’.5 Written on a small German typewriter that Lévi-Strauss had picked up in a bric-a-brac shop in São Paulo, the resulting manuscript was one continuous ream of words, with the occasional ‘changer de page’ or ‘CHAPITRE’ typed midpage the only indication of a break in the narrative. The pace of production gave the book a curious and often-commented-upon structure. Lévi-Strauss skipped over some parts of his life and dwelt on others in a Proustian interplay of memory and event, sensations and ideas.

The early sections meander through Lévi-Strauss’s early life, moving less by chronology than free association, drawing the reader into Lévi-Strauss’s distinctive style and rhythm. His ironic opening tirade against the travel-writing genre—‘I hate travelling and explorers’ the book famously begins—feeds into whimsical recollections of lectures given by the psychologist George Dumas in a dilapidated building in the Jardins des Plantes, setting the tone of a lament for the loss of a more authentic past. From his recruitment to teach in Brazil in the mid-1930s, Lévi-Strauss fast-forwards to his 1940 voyage into exile aboard a squalid refugee boat that took him to Martinique, from where he traveled on to New York; and then rewinds to his university years when, after being demoralised by the empty philosophising of the Sorbonne, he was called to the newly emerging discipline of anthropology. Embedded in the narrative are thoughts on his own intellectual formation, guided by his ‘three mistresses’ as he called them, Freud, Marx and geography; the development of world cities; juxtapositions between the Old World and the New; and the corrosive effects of overpopulation and Western expansion.

‘The end of one civilization, the beginning of another’ (p. 22) Lévi-Strauss writes in Tristes Tropiques, upon reaching the New World; and although his vision of the tristes tropiques is set against his own deeply European sensibilities, he switches between France, the Indian subcontinent, the United States and Brazil in relentless exercise of comparison and contrast. Rio de Janeiro’s ‘long boulevards planted with palms, mangoes and trimmed, purple-wood trees’ (p. 87) are reminiscent of residential districts of Calcutta or nineteenth-century Nice or Biarritz; Porto Esperança, built on the edge of the Pantanal swamplands, evokes Fire Island, the thin strip of sand dunes off Long Island. Fire Island is itself a kind of ‘inverted Venice’ since the land—the ever-shifting sand dunes—are fluid and the canals fixed (p. 163). Rapid developments in the New World, for Lévi-Strauss, gave it a kind of insubstantial air. São Paulo was not so much a town, but a ‘trompe-l’oeil hastily erected to serve as a background for a film or a stage play’ (p. 97) while the flimsy weatherboard buildings in Puerto Rico look ‘like some world exhibition that had become permanent’ (p. 35). In one of his more curious juxtapositions, he set off Neo-Gothic buildings of a university in Dacca against Oxford’s historic campus—‘a kind of India that had succeeded in controlling the mud, the mildew and ever-encroaching vegetation’ (p. 35).

No sooner has he arrived in Brazil, than he skips forward again into the early 1950s and a trip he made to the Indian subcontinent under the auspices of Unesco. A full two hundred pages has gone by before Lévi-Strauss gets to the meat of the book and recounts his first major ethnographic experiences amongst the Caduveo, followed by his encounters with the Bororo and the Nambikwara. Winding up, he returns again to his travels in the subcontinent, before pulling out into a grand philosophical finale. By the last section, the canvas has become so broad that at one point humanity is reduced to mere ‘transient efflorescence’, a fizzing chemical reaction, destined to burn itself out, ending in sterility and inertia (p. 413).

Much has been made of this strange, out-of-kilter structure. For the anthropologist Clifford Geertz, Tristes Tropiques’ combination of ‘autobiography, traveler’s tale, philosophical treatise, ethnographic report, colonial history, and prophetic myth’ is ultimately an imitation of the structure of an indigenous myth, with its surreal juxtapositions and chronological reversals.6 Others have seen a literary game, with shades of Marcel Proust’s A la Recherche du Temps Perdu or the compositional techniques of the Symbolists poets. Lévi-Strauss himself has compared the structure of Tristes Tropiques to a Max Ernst collage or an operatic composition, with recitatives, arias and orchestral interludes.

The reality might well have been altogether more prosaic. Lévi-Strauss worked fast, taking as little time out of what he considered his more serious academic work as possible. The collage metaphor, at least, is apt. In the rush to complete the book, Lévi-Strauss cut and pasted sections from old papers and notes onto the page, using strips of sticky tape. Whole chunks of his ‘petite thèse’, La Vie familiale et sociale des Indiens nambikwara, were included verbatim, stuck onto blank pages, modified only by replacing the academic nous with the more intimate je. He incorporated lectures, course notes and old articles. Chapter seventeen, for instance, which described Lévi-Strauss’s first disappointing field-work experiences among the Tibagy and the Kaingang in the state of Parana, was culled from ‘Entre os selvagens civilizados’ (‘Among the civilised savages’), an article that he had written for the culture supple-ment of the Brazilian national newspaper, the Estado de São Paulo. Since his own notebooks on the Caduveo had disappeared during the war, parts of chapters eighteen and nineteen were based on his then wife Dina’s notes. And he filled out discussions of Nambikwara familial relations with an early Freudian interpretation of tribal dynamics, ‘The Social and Psychological Aspects of Chieftainship in a Primitive Tribe’, published during the war in Transactions of the New York Academy of Sciences.

The speed of production showed up in the finished product. The first edition was littered with misspelled Portuguese words, many of which were simply rendered phonetically. There were no notes or bibliography—a great shame in a book that drew from such a wide range of sources. But as a result, the book had the fresh, slightly disorganised feel of stream-of-consciousness that still makes it an infectious read. The mishmash of materials was stitched together with Lévi-Strauss’s own distinctive voice, ending up creating a remarkably coherent persona. It was a self-portrait of the anthropologist at midcentury—an intellectual pioneer surveying the extremities of human experience, while tormented by his own feelings of rootlessness.

To sustain this romantic persona, and the book’s strong literary and intellectual narrative, Lévi-Strauss drew selectively on his experiences. In his account of his main expedition, his wife Dina, his fellow expeditionists the tropical-medicine specialist Dr Jean Vellard and a Brazilian anthropologist, Luiz de Castro Faria, are largely absent; the drivers, the herders, the missionaries and the canoeists appear only fleetingly in what is often a more intimate drama between the anthropologist and indigenous groups. Sometimes it is as if Lévi-Strauss is alone in the field, communing with his informants, winkling out the secrets of their cultures. On a broader scale, the blending of his trips to Brazil, America and the Indian subcontinent meant skipping over crucial periods—the many trips back to France during his stay in Brazil; the hard graft of teaching, reading and theorising in New York in the 1940s—giving the impression that Lévi-Strauss was some kind of wandering sage, travelling the world for enlightenment.

What won over readers beyond the confines of anthropology was Lévi-Strauss’s conversational style, his literary prowess and his moving descriptions of the indigenous peoples he studied. Lévi-Strauss has been much criticised for the brevity of his fieldwork—and indeed, a few snatched months of observation, captured through an interpreter via Portuguese, could hardly measure up to the kind of in-depth ethnography that was already being produced by British and American anthropologists. But Tristes Tropiques gave us something else: not the dry inventories found in conventional ethnographies, but a kind of immediacy—the vivid first impressions of each encounter. From the beguiling passages on the Caduveo’s body art—repeat patterns of arabesques, coils and volutes stencilled across the women’s faces as if they were ‘peering out from behind a complicated ornamental screen’—to the descriptions of Bororo men smeared with vegetable dye and decorated with shells, palm fronds and feathers, Lévi-Strauss brought the reader in close. Of the many groups Lévi-Strauss encountered, it was the seminomadic groups of Nambikwara which left the deepest impression on the young anthropologist, as he accompanied them filing across the savannah ‘like a column of ants’. Virtually naked, wearing only nose feathers, bracelets and waistbands, clustered together around their night fires, Lévi-Strauss found in these vulnerable groups what he described as ‘the most truthful and moving expression of human tenderness’ (p. 293).7

Lévi-Strauss was on a journey that was as much mental and sensual as physical. So vivid are some of the descriptions of sounds, smells and tastes that Lévi-Strauss has been not implausibly likened to a Symbolist poet. From his fantasies of the burning perfumes of the tropics (an association he later described, in an allusion to Proust, as coming from the similarities between the words ‘Brésil’ and ‘grésiller’ [to sizzle]); to descriptions of his sensations as he caught the scent of forest, fruit and tobacco, drifting off the Brazilian landmass out into the ocean, Tristes Tropiques is alive to the senses. In the field he jotted down tasting notes from the tropics, including the thirteen different flavours of honey that the Nambikwara gathered, whose aromas he likened to bouquets of burgundy, and detailed appreciations of exotic fruits. The araca had ‘a turpentine taste with a fizz of faint acidity’, crushed açaí produced a ‘thick raspberry-flavoured syrup’ and the bacuri was ‘like a pear stolen from the orchards of Paradise’. As he breathed in the chocolate aromas of decaying leaf litter, he wondered how soil produces cocoa, and how the gravelly earth of Haute-Provence could beget both the floral scent of lavender and the pungency of truffles. Incomprehensible native languages became natural sounds: the Caduveo’s abundance of liquid phonemes ‘give the impression of a stream leaping over pebbles’, he wrote; stress patterns of Munde speech were like ‘clashing cymbals’ in contrast to the ‘muted’, ‘aspirated or whispered’ (p. 279) tones of the Nambikwara dialects.

Tristes Tropiques was published in 1955. A fifty-page extract came out in the literary review Les Temps modernes in August, as ‘Des Indiens et leur ethnographe’ (Indians and their ethnography).8 When the book appeared in print that autumn, the genre-bending mix of confessional, travelogue, philosophy and science hit its mark with the critics. Raymond Aron, writing in Le Figaro, likened Tristes Tropiques to Montesquieu’s satirical epistolary novel Lettres Persanes (Persian Letters); Combat compared Lévi-Strauss to his boyhood hero Cervantes; while for the writer and critic François-Régis Bastide, Lévi-Strauss was the new Chateaubriand.9 Even though, as a work of nonfiction, Tristes Tropiques was not eligible for France’s most prestigious award for literary fiction, the Prix Goncourt, members of the academy issued a communiqué saying that they regretted they could not consider Tristes Tropiques for the 1955 prize. In an ironic twist, the following year Lévi-Strauss was offered another prize by the jury of the Golden Pen—for travel writing. He turned it down.

Tristes Tropiques’ reputation soon spread beyond France. In 1957 the book appeared in Portuguese in Brazil, where the national newspaper, the Estado de São Paulo, gave it a glowing three-part review. In the same year, although it had not yet been translated into English, the Times Literary Supplement featured the book on its front page, producing a further assessment when the first English translation appeared in 1961 under the title of A World on the Wane. In 1963, critic Susan Sontag, writing in the then recently launched New York Review of Books, hailed Tristes Tropiques as a classic. ‘It is rigorous, subtle and bold in thought’, she wrote. ‘It is beautifully written. And, like all great books, it bears an absolutely personal stamp…’10

Tristes Tropiques was certainly original in many respects, but Lévi-Strauss also drew heavily on his contemporaries. His memoir fitted into a long tradition of French intellectuals leaving the metropolis behind for enlightenment on the road. It was the South American counterpart to André Gide’s Voyage au Congo (1927), and owes much to Michel Leiris’s behind-the-scenes account of fieldwork he had carried out in Francophone Africa as a part of the Dakar–Djibouti expedition, L’Afrique fantôme (1934). There are hints of Conrad and Proust, both of whom Lévi-Strauss greatly admired. His long passages on the geological impact of human settlement followed the writings of his friend and colleague, the tropicalist geographer Pierre Gourou. The French travel writer, novelist and professional flâneur, Pierre Mac Orlan, whose books Lévi-Strauss had read and loved in his youth, provided another strand. After the publication of Tristes Tropiques, Lévi-Strauss was thrilled to receive a ‘particularly moving’ letter of congratulation from Mac Orlan. ‘I knew I had written Tristes Tropiques with Mac Orlan in mind’, Lévi-Strauss recalled after his retirement. ‘He probably liked my book because without realising it he found things in there that came from him’.11

Lévi-Strauss’s fears for his faltering career proved unfounded. Far from condemning him to obscurity, Tristes Tropiques provided the platform for his academic career that would flourish in the 1960s. Its first imprint sold sixty thousand copies, and established him as a leading thinker. After finally being admitted to the Collège de France in 1959, he would produce his finest academic work and achieve global fame with structuralism, a theory which sought to establish a kind of deep grammar of culture, analogous to the work then being done in structural linguistics. Tristes Tropiques was the literary rendering of structuralism; in the 1960s and 70s the arguments would be hammered out in a drier, academic prose. Although he would never again return to the genre, it is impossible to dissociate the tone and style of Tristes Tropiques from his later academic works, such as La pensée sauvage (The Savage Mind) and the Mythologiques quartet.

Aside from the literary merits of the book, Tristes Tropiques appeared at a propitious moment. Social science academics, disillusioned by the prevailing Marxist and existentialist interpretations, were searching for a new philosophical approach. His appeal to theory, to something as seemingly sure-footed as models drawn from linguistics, galvanised a generation of thinkers. His disparaging description of existentialism as ‘shop-girl metaphysics’, (p. 58) and his radically opposed proposition of a cooler, more abstract take on human behaviour, was the opening salvo against Jean-Paul Sartre—then the most important intellectual figure in France—that would culminate in his devastating attack in the early 1960s in the final chapter of La pensée sauvage.

Tristes Tropiques has gone on to become a landmark in anthropology, not just in France but also in the United States. Lévi-Strauss’s literary turn and confessional approach would be much imitated in the 1960s and 70s, as the wheel came full circle and anthropologists abandoned pretences to truly objective description in favour of what has since been called the ‘reflexive’ ethnography. The impossibility of absolute objectivity in any scientific enterprise, acutely felt in the social sciences, had brought ethnographers face-to-face with a philosophical dilemma, something that Lévi-Strauss only grasped after the fact:


In retrospect, I must admit that in Tristes Tropiques there is a certain scientific truth which is perhaps greater than in our objective works because what I did was to reintegrate the observer into the object of his observation. It’s a book written with a lens that’s called a fish eye, I think…It shows not only what is in front of the camera but also what is behind the camera. And so, it is not an objective view of my ethnological experiences, it’s a look at myself living these experiences.12



As the creator of structuralism, and the forbidding analyses that converted rich indigenous cultures into mathematical formulae, Lévi-Strauss found himself saddled with the reputation of the cold, heartless intellectual. Tristes Tropiques, though, is a passionate book. Passionate when excoriating the follies of Western expansion; and passionate when extolling the creativity and intelligence of the cultures he studied. His diatribes against late colonialism’s environmental and cultural destruction have a modern ring to them as early examples of ecological despair. When we travel around the world, we see not the pristine landscapes promised us through bogus explorers’ tales, he wrote, but rather ‘our own filth, thrown into the face of mankind’ (p. 38). Even in the interior of Brazil, a region at that point still relatively isolated, the indigenous groups he encountered were wracked by disease and alcoholism, their material culture degraded by cheap industrial goods, their campsites littered with rusted petrol drums, tin cans and broken bottles. In the final chapters Lévi-Strauss wrote of anthropology as ‘an attempt at redemption’; the anthropologist ‘the symbol of atonement’ (p. 389), as if all that was left to do was to bear witness and repent.

It is with this sentiment that Lévi-Strauss closes the book. Western civilization is a busted flush. It promised much but engulfed all in its path. Both nature and culture were made up of complex, delicately configured structures; the symmetries found in a flower or a crystal were directly analogous to the balance of narrative elements in myths or the mathematical precision of kinship systems. But under assault from Western expansion, these creations—whether natural or cultural—were being progressively broken down, their structures dismantled, as indigenous cultures disaggregated, losing their special forms and ideas, and finely variegated environments turned to scrub. The Nambikwara, as Lévi-Strauss had documented them, were already halfway there, scavenging on the edge of a degraded frontier.

For this reason, he wrote in the concluding pages of Tristes Tropiques, his own discipline anthropology should be renamed ‘entropology’ (p. 414) since it was really studying a process of decay ending in a sterile uniformity, akin to what cosmologists have dubbed ‘heat death’, when all temperature differentials are evened out and the universe enters a period of prolonged, perhaps eternal, stasis.

In his time he was considered overly pessimistic and negative about the spread of Western influence across the globe. But from today’s perspective, as vast coral reefs die off and the last substantial stands of once great tropical forests await their fate; as hundreds of indigenous languages face extinction along with whole bodies of religious and mythic thought, Lévi-Strauss seems more and more like a prophet, whose mid-twentieth-century warnings in Tristes Tropiques may well be coming to fruition in our lifetimes.

PATRICK WILCKEN
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Translators’ Note

Since this book was first published in 1955, it has become internationally famous under its French title, which—at M. Lévi-Strauss’s request—we have retained for this edition. The possible English versions, such as ‘Sad Tropics’, ‘The Sadness of the Tropics’, ‘Tragic Tropics’, etc., do not quite correspond either in meaning or in implication to ‘Tristes Tropiques’, which is at once ironical and poetic, because of the alliteration, the taut rhythm (– UU – U) and the suggestion of ‘Alas for the Tropics!’

The present work is an entirely new translation and the first complete rendering in English. There are some slight differences between this text and that of the latest French edition, because the author himself has made minor changes on reading the English version.


PART ONE

An End to Journeying


1. Setting Out

I hate travelling and explorers. Yet here I am proposing to tell the story of my expeditions. But how long it has taken me to make up my mind to do so! It is now fifteen years since I left Brazil for the last time and all during this period I have often planned to undertake the present work, but on each occasion a sort of shame and repugnance prevented me making a start. Why, I asked myself, should I give a detailed account of so many trivial circumstances and insignificant happenings? Adventure has no place in the anthropologist’s profession; it is merely one of those unavoidable drawbacks, which detract from his effective work through the incidental loss of weeks or months; there are hours of inaction when the informant is not available; periods of hunger, exhaustion, sickness perhaps; and always the thousand and one dreary tasks which eat away the days to no purpose and reduce dangerous living in the heart of the virgin forest to an imitation of military service … The fact that so much effort and expenditure has to be wasted on reaching the object of our studies bestows no value on that aspect of our profession, and should be seen rather as its negative side. The truths which we seek so far afield only become valid when they have been separated from this dross. We may endure six months of travelling, hardships and sickening boredom for the purpose of recording (in a few days, or even a few hours) a hitherto unknown myth, a new marriage rule or a complete list of clan names, but is it worth my while taking up my pen to perpetuate such a useless shred of memory or pitiable recollection as the following: ‘At five thirty in the morning, we entered the harbour at Recife amid the shrill cries of the gulls, while a fleet of boats laden with tropical fruits clustered round the hull’?

Nevertheless, this kind of narrative enjoys a vogue which I, for my part, find incomprehensible. Amazonia, Tibet and Africa fill the bookshops in the form of travelogues, accounts of expeditions and collections of photographs, in all of which the desire to impress is so dominant as to make it impossible for the reader to assess the value of the evidence put before him. Instead of having his critical faculties stimulated, he asks for more such pabulum and swallows prodigious quantities of it. Nowadays, being an explorer is a trade, which consists not, as one might think, in discovering hitherto unknown facts after years of study, but in covering a great many miles and assembling lantern-slides or motion pictures, preferably in colour, so as to fill a hall with an audience for several days in succession. For this audience, platitudes and commonplaces seem to have been miraculously transmuted into revelations by the sole fact that their author, instead of doing his plagiarizing at home, has supposedly sanctified it by covering some twenty thousand miles.

What do we learn from these illustrated lectures, and what do we find in the travel books? We are told the exact number of packing-cases that was required, or about the misdemeanours of the ship’s dog, and, interspersed among the anecdotes, are scraps of hackneyed information which have appeared in every textbook during the past fifty years and are presented with remarkable effrontery (an effrontery nevertheless perfectly in keeping with the naïvety and ignorance of the audience) as valid evidence or even original discoveries. No doubt there are exceptions, and every period has had its genuine travellers: I could quote one or two among those who enjoy public favour at the present time. But my aim is neither to condemn hoaxes nor to award diplomas of genuineness, but rather to understand a moral and social phenomenon which is especially peculiar to France and, even here, has made its appearance only very recently.

Twenty years or so ago, people travelled very little and it was not halls like the Salle Pleyel, filled to capacity five or six days running, which extended a welcome to tellers of tales. The only place in Paris which catered for this kind of thing was a small, gloomy, icy and dilapidated amphitheatre in an ancient building at the far end of the Jardin des Plantes. There, the Société des Amis du Muséum held – and perhaps still holds – weekly lectures on the natural sciences.

The projector, which was fitted with inadequate bulbs, threw faint images on to an over-large screen, and the lecturer, however closely he peered, could hardly discern their outlines, while for the public they were scarcely distinguishable from the damp stains on the walls. A quarter of an hour after the advertised starting-time, the lecturer would still be desperately wondering if there would be any audience, apart from the handful of regular attenders scattered here and there among the tiered rows. Just when he was about to abandon hope, the lecture-room would fill up to half-capacity with children accompanied by their mothers or nursemaids, some eager for a free change of scene, others weary of the dust and noise outside. To this mixture of moth-eaten ghosts and restless infants the lecturer was privileged – as the supreme reward for so much effort, care and hard work – to reveal his precious store of memories, which were permanently affected by the chill of the occasion, and which, as he spoke in the semi-darkness, he felt slipping away from him and falling one by one like pebbles to the bottom of a well.

Such, then, was the anthropologist’s return – only a shade more dismal than the ceremony which had marked his departure; this was a banquet given by the Comité France-Amérique in a mansion on what is now the Avenue Franklin Roosevelt; the building was uninhabited, and a professional caterer, hired for the occasion, would arrive two hours before and set up camp with his stoves, plates and dishes, and yet a desolate odour still hung about the place, in spite of a hurried attempt at ventilation.

We all met there for the first time, we who were as unaccustomed to the solemnity of such a setting as to the dusty boredom it exhaled. We sat round a table which was far too small for the vast room, where there had been no time to do more than sweep the middle part which we were occupying. We were all young teachers who had only recently started work in provincial lycées and, thanks to a somewhat perverse whim on the part of Georges Dumas, we were about to be translated from our damp and remote winter quarters, redolent of rum toddy, musty cellars and stale wood embers, to tropical seas and luxury liners – all of which experiences, moreover, were doomed to have only a very remote resemblance to the inevitably false picture we were already conjuring up, as travellers are always fated to do.

I had been a pupil of Georges Dumas at the time when he was writing his Traité de psychologie. Once a week – I cannot remember whether it was on Thursday or Sunday mornings – a group of philosophy students met at the Sainte Anne Hospital, in a room with one wall, the one opposite the windows, completely covered with gay paintings by lunatics. In that room, one already had the sensation of being exposed to a peculiar kind of exotic experience; there was a platform on which Dumas ensconced his sturdy, angular frame, crowned by a knobbly head resembling a large root that has been bleached and stripped through a long stay on the sea bed. His waxy complexion created a unity between his face, his short, white bristling hair and his goatee beard, which was also white and sprouted in all directions. This curious piece of vegetable flotsam, still bushy with little roots, was suddenly humanized by the flashing of coal-black eyes, which emphasized the whiteness of the head. The opposition was continued by the contrast between the white starched shirt with a turned-down collar and the broad-brimmed hat, the loosely tied bow and the suit, all of which were invariably black. There was not much to be learned from his lectures; he never prepared them, since he was aware of the physical charm exercised over his audience by the expressive movements of his lips, which were twisted in a constantly flickering grin, and above all by his voice, which was at once hoarse and melodious. It was a real siren’s voice, with strange inflections recalling not only his native Languedoc but, even more than any regional peculiarities, certain very archaic musical modes of spoken French, so that the voice and the face conjured up, in two different sense registers, the same single, rustic and incisive style – the style characteristic of those sixteenth-century humanists, who were simultaneously doctors and philosophers, and of whom he seemed to be, both physically and mentally, a descendant.

The second hour, and occasionally the third too, were devoted to the presentation of various patients; this was the occasion for some extraordinary performances involving the crafty practitioner and certain inmates who, after years of confinement, were well used to this kind of drill, knew what was expected of them, and could produce symptoms when required or would put up just enough resistance to give their tamer the opportunity for a dazzling display of skill. The onlookers were not taken in, but willingly surrendered to the pleasure of watching these demonstrations of virtuosity. When a student attracted the attention of the master, he was rewarded by having a patient entrusted to him for a private interview. No contact with savage Indian tribes has ever daunted me more than the morning I spent with an old lady swathed in woollies, who compared herself to a rotten herring encased in a block of ice: she appeared intact, she said, but was threatened with disintegration, if her protective envelope should happen to melt.

At once a scientist and something of a practical joker, as well as the instigator of broad works of synthesis which remained subordinated to a rather disappointing critical positivism, Georges Dumas was a man of great nobility; he gave me proof of this later, just after the armistice and shortly before his death, when he was living in retirement in his native village of Lédignan. Although almost blind, he made a point of writing me a kind and discreet letter, which could have had no other object than to affirm his solidarity with the first victims of the political events of the time.

I have always regretted not having known him in his youth when, dark and sun-tanned like a conquistador and full of enthusiasm for the scientific possibilities opened up by the psychological theories of the nineteenth century, he had embarked on the spiritual conquest of the New World. His relationship with Brazilian society was to be a case of love at first sight; by virtue of this mysterious phenomenon, two fragments of the Europe of four hundred years ago – certain essential elements of which had been preserved, on the one hand, in a Protestant family of southern France and, on the other, in an extremely refined and rather decadent bourgeois society leading a slow existence in a tropical environment – came together, recognized their affinity and were almost fused one with the other. Georges Dumas’s mistake was that he never realized the profoundly archaic nature of this coincidence. The only part of Brazil which succumbed to his charm (and a brief period of power was to give this part the illusion of being the true Brazil) consisted of landowners who were gradually transferring their capital to partly foreign-owned industrial investments and who were trying to provide themselves with an ideological cover in the form of an urbane parliamentarianism; it was precisely these landowners who were bitterly referred to as the gran fino (the upper crust) by our students, who were themselves either of recent immigrant origin or the children of minor resident landowners who had been ruined by the fluctuations in world trade. Strangely enough, the founding of São Paulo university, Georges Dumas’s greatest achievement, was to allow these students of humbler origin to begin their social ascension by obtaining qualifications which opened the way to administrative posts. Consequently, our university mission helped to form a new elite which was to turn away from us to some extent because Dumas and, following him, the Quai d’Orsay refused to understand that this elite was our most valuable creation, even though it was trying to overthrow the feudal landlords, who had certainly made it possible for us to come to Brazil, but had done so partly so that we could give them a cultural front and partly so that we could provide them with entertainment.

But on the evening of the Franco-American dinner, neither my colleagues nor myself – nor our wives who accompanied us – had any inkling of the involuntary role we were to play in the evolution of Brazilian society. We were too busy watching each other, and trying to avoid possible social blunders, for we had just been warned by Georges Dumas that we would have to prepare ourselves to lead the same kind of life as our new masters, that is, become habitués of the Automobile Club, casinos and racecourses. This seemed extraordinary to young teachers who had previously been used to earning 26,000 francs a year, and it still seemed so even when we were given thrice that salary because so few people wanted to go abroad.

‘The main thing’, Dumas had told us, ‘is to be well dressed.’ And, to reassure us, he added with rather touching innocence that we could rig ourselves out very economically at a shop called ‘A la Croix de Jeannette’, not far from Les Halles, where he had always had very satisfactory service when he was a young medical student in Paris.


2. On Board Ship

At any rate, we never suspected that for the next four or five years – with very few exceptions – our little group was destined to provide the total complement of first-class passengers on the cargo-cum-passenger liners of the Compagnie des Transports Maritimes plying between France and South America. We had the choice between second-class berths on the only luxury liner using this route, or first-class berths on less grand boats. Social climbers opted for the first alternative and paid the difference out of their own pockets, in the hope of hobnobbing with ambassadors and thus gaining certain doubtful advantages. The rest of us took the cargo-cum-passenger boats, on which the journey lasted six days longer, with calls at several ports, but where we enjoyed supremacy.

I wish now that I had been able, twenty years ago, to appreciate fully the unheard-of luxury and regal privilege of being among the eight or ten passengers who, on a boat built to accommodate 100 or 150, had the deck, the cabins, the smoking-room and the dining-room all to themselves. During the nineteen days at sea, all this space, which seemed almost limitless through the absence of other people, became our province; it was as if the boat were our appanage, moving with us. After two or three crossings, we felt quite at home on board, and knew beforehand the names of all the excellent Marseilles stewards with heavy moustaches and stoutly soled shoes, who smelt strongly of garlic as they served us with chicken suprěme and turbot fillets. The meals, which had been planned along Pantagruelian lines, were made even more copious by the fact that there were so few of us to eat them.

The end of one civilization, the beginning of another, and the sudden discovery by our present-day world that it is perhaps beginning to grow too small for the people inhabiting it – these truisms are brought home to me less tangibly by figures, statistics and revolutions than by the fact that when, a few weeks ago, after a lapse of fifteen years I was toying with the idea of recapturing my youth by revisiting Brazil in the same way, I was told on the telephone that I would have to book a cabin four months in advance.

I had fondly imagined that since the introduction of passenger air services between Europe and South America, only one or two eccentric individuals still travelled by boat. Alas, it is an illusion to suppose that the invasion of one element disencumbers another. The sea has no more regained its tranquillity since the introduction of Constellations than the outskirts of Paris have recovered their rustic charm since mass building developments began along the Riviera.

Between the marvellous crossings of the ‘thirties and this latest projected one which I hastily abandoned, there had been another in 1941, which I had not suspected at the time of being so extraordinarily symbolic of the future. After the armistice, thanks to the friendly interest shown by Robert H. Lowie and A. Métraux in my anthropological writings, and to the diligence of relatives living in the United States, I was invited to join the New School of Social Research in New York as part of the Rockefeller Foundation’s plan for rescuing scholars endangered by the German occupation. The problem was how to get to America. My first idea had been to say that I was returning to Brazil to carry on with my pre-war researches. In the cramped ground-floor premises in Vichy where the Brazilian embassy had taken up its quarters, a brief, and for me tragic, scene was enacted, when I went to ask about renewing my visa. The ambassador, Luis de Souza-Dantas, with whom I was well acquainted and who would have behaved no differently had I been a stranger, picked up his seal and was about to stamp the passport when one of his counsellors interrupted him with icy politeness and pointed out that new regulations had been introduced depriving him of the power to do so. For a few seconds his arm remained poised in mid-air. With an anxious, almost beseeching, glance, the ambassador tried to persuade his subordinate to look the other way so that the stamp could be brought down, thus allowing me at least to leave France, if not to enter Brazil. But all in vain; the counsellor continued to stare at the hand, which eventually dropped on to the table alongside the document. I was not to have my visa; my passport was handed back to me with a gesture of profound regret.

I went back to my house in the Cévennes, not far from Montpellier where, as it happened, I had been demobilized during the retreat, and from there I set off to explore possibilities in Marseilles. According to port gossip, a boat was about to leave for Martinique. By dint of inquiring from dock to dock and in one grimy office after another, I finally discovered that the boat in question belonged to the same Compagnie des Transports Maritimes for which, during all the preceding years, the French university mission to Brazil had provided such a faithful and exclusive clientele. One day in February 1941, when an icy wind was blowing, in an unheated and practically closed-down office, I came upon an official, whose task it had been in the old days to pay his respects to us on behalf of the company. Yes, the boat did exist and was due to sail, but there was no question of my taking it. – Why? – I could not be expected to understand; it was difficult for him to explain; things would not be as they had been in the past. – What would they be like? – It would be a very long, very distressing voyage and he could not even imagine me on board.

The poor man still saw me as a minor ambassador of French culture, whereas I already felt myself to be potential fodder for the concentration camp. Besides, I had just spent the two previous years, first in the heart of a virgin forest, then moving from one billet to another in the course of a disorderly retreat which had taken me from the Maginot Line to Béziers by way of Sarthe, Corrèze and Aveyron; I had travelled in cattle-trucks and slept in sheep-folds, so that the official’s scruples struck me as being rather misplaced. I had a vision of myself resuming my wandering existence on the high seas, sharing the toil and the frugal meals of a handful of sailors who had ventured forth on a clandestine boat, sleeping on deck, and forced during long and empty days into a salutary intimacy with the sea.

Finally I got my ticket for the Capitaine Paul-Lemerle, but I did not begin to understand the situation until the day we went on board between two rows of helmeted gardes mobiles with sten guns in their hands, who cordoned off the quayside, preventing all contact between the passengers and their relatives or friends who had come to say goodbye, and interrupting leave-takings with jostling and insults. Far from being a solitary adventure, it was more like the deportation of convicts. What amazed me even more than the way we were treated was the number of passengers. About 350 people were crammed on to a small steamer which – as I was immediately to discover – boasted only two cabins with, in all, seven bunks. One of the cabins had been allocated to three ladies and the other was to be shared by four men, including myself. For this extraordinary favour I was indebted to M.B. (and I take this opportunity of thanking him), who was unable to tolerate the idea that one of his former first-class passengers should be transported like livestock. The rest of my companions, men, women and children, were herded into the hold, with neither air nor light, and where the ship’s carpenters had hastily run up bunk beds with straw mattresses. Of the four privileged males, one was an Austrian metal-dealer, who was no doubt well aware of the price he had paid for the privilege; another was a young ‘béké – a wealthy Creole – whom the war had cut off from his native Martinique and who was felt to be worthy of special treatment since he was the only person on board who could reasonably be presumed to be neither a Jew nor a foreigner nor an anarchist; lastly, there was an extraordinary North African character who maintained that he was going to New York for a few days only (a weird claim, given the fact that we were going to spend three months getting there) and who had a Degas in his suitcase. Although he was no less a Jew than I was, he seemed to be persona grata with all the policemen, detectives, gendarmes and security agents of the various colonies and protectorates – an amazing mystery which I never managed to elucidate.

The riff-raff, as the gendarmes called them, included, among others, André Breton and Victor Serge. André Breton, who was very much out of place dans cette galère, strode up and down the few empty spaces left on deck; wrapped in his thick nap overcoat, he looked like a blue bear. A lasting friendship was about to develop between us, through an exchange of letters which lasted for quite some time during that interminable voyage and in which we discussed the relationships between aesthetic beauty and absolute originality.

As for Victor Serge, I was intimidated by his status as a former companion of Lenin, at the same time as I had the greatest difficulty in identifying him with his physical presence, which was rather like that of a prim and elderly spinster. The clean-shaven, delicate-featured face, the clear voice accompanied by a stilted and wary manner, had an almost asexual quality, which I was later to find among Buddhist monks along the Burmese frontier, and which is very far removed from the virile and superabundant vitality commonly associated in France with what are called subversive activities. The explanation is that cultural types which occur in very similar forms in every society, because they are constructed around very simple polarities, are used to fulfil different social functions in different communities. Serge’s type had been able to realize itself in a revolutionary career in Russia, but elsewhere it might have played some other part. No doubt relationships between any two societies would be made easier if, through the use of some kind of grid, it were possible to establish a pattern of equivalences between the ways in which each society uses analogous human types to perform different social functions. Instead of simply arranging meetings on a professional basis, doctors with doctors, teachers with teachers and industrialists with industrialists, we might perhaps be led to see that there are more subtle correspondences between individuals and the parts they play.

In addition to its human load, the boat was carrying some kind of clandestine cargo. Both in the Mediterranean and along the west coast of Africa, we spent a fantastic amount of time dodging into various ports, apparently to escape inspection by the English navy. Passengers with French passports were sometimes allowed to land: the others remained parked within the few dozen square centimetres available to each. Because of the heat, which became more intense as we approached the tropics, it was impossible to remain below and the deck was gradually turned into dining-room, bedroom, day-nursery, wash-house and solarium. But the most disagreeable feature was what is referred to in the army as the sanitary arrangements. Against the rail on either side – port for the men, starboard side for the women – the crew had erected two pairs of wooden huts, with neither windows nor ventilation; one contained a few shower sprinklers which only worked in the morning: the other was provided with a long wooden trough crudely lined with zinc and leading directly into the sea, for the obvious reason. Those of us who were averse to crowds and shrank from collective squatting, which was in any case rendered unsteady by the lurching of the ship, had no choice but to get up very early; and throughout the entire trip a kind of race developed between the fastidious passengers, so that towards the end it was only at about three o’clock in the morning that one could hope for relative privacy. Finally, it was no longer possible to go to bed at all. Except for the time difference of two hours, the same was true for the shower-baths, where the idea uppermost in every mind was, if not to protect one’s modesty, at least to succeed in finding a place in the crowd under the insufficient supply of water, which seemed to turn to steam through contact with so many clammy bodies, and hardly touched the skin. In either case, there was a general urge to complete the operation quickly and get out, for the unventilated huts were made of planks of unseasoned, resinous pine which, after being impregnated with dirty water, urine and sea air, began to ferment in the sun and give off a warmish, sweet and nauseous odour; this, added to other smells, very soon became intolerable, especially when there was a swell.

When, after a month at sea, we sighted the Fort de France lighthouse in the middle of the night, it was not the prospect of an edible meal, a bed with sheets and a peaceful night’s sleep which caused the passengers’ hearts to swell with anticipation. All those who, previously, had enjoyed what are called the amenities of civilization, had suffered not so much from hunger, fatigue, sleeplessness, overcrowding and the disrespect in which they had lived for the past four weeks, as from the enforced filth, which was made still worse by the heat. There were young and pretty women on board; flirtations had begun and sympathies had ripened. For them, to appear in a favourable light before the final separation was more than mere coquettishness: it was an account to be settled, a debt to be honoured, a proof they felt they owed of the fact that they were not fundamentally unworthy of the attentions bestowed on them. With a touching delicacy of feeling, they had taken these attentions only, as it were, on credit. So there was not only an element of farce but also a slight hint of pathos in the cry which arose from every pair of lungs. Instead of the call ‘Land! Land!’ as in traditional sea stories, ‘A bath, at last a bath, a bath tomorrow!’ could be heard on every side, while at the same time people embarked on a feverish inventory of the last piece of soap, the unstained towel, or the clean blouse which had been carefully preserved for this great occasion.

This hydrotherapeutic dream implied an exaggeratedly optimistic view of the civilized amenities to be expected after four centuries of colonization (bathrooms are few and far between at Fort de France), but the passengers were soon to learn that their filthy, overcrowded boat was an idyllic refuge, in comparison with the welcome they were to receive almost as soon as the ship docked. We fell into the hands of soldiers suffering from a collective form of mental derangement, which would have repaid anthropological study, had the anthropologist not been obliged to use his entire intellectual resources for the purpose of avoiding its unfortunate consequences.

Most French people had experienced a peculiar war, a drôle de guerre; but no superlative could do justice to the war as it had been experienced by the officers stationed in Martinique. Their one assignment, which was to guard the gold of the Bank of France, had degenerated into a kind of nightmare, for which the excessive drinking of punch was only partly responsible; other factors, which played a more insidious but no less essential part, were their isolated situation, their remoteness from metropolitan France, and a historical tradition rich in pirates’ tales, so that it was easy to replace the old, one-legged, gold-earringed characters by North American spies or German submarines on secret missions. There had thus developed an obsidional excitement which had driven most individuals into a state of panic, although no fighting had as yet occurred – and for the best of reasons, since no enemy had ever been sighted. The conversation of the native inhabitants revealed the same kind of mental processes, only on a more prosaic level: ‘There’s no more salt cod, the island’s done for’ was a frequently heard comment, while some people explained that Hitler was none other than Jesus Christ, who had come back to earth to punish the white race for having failed to follow his teachings during the previous two thousand years.

At the time of the armistice, the non-commissioned officers, far from joining the Free French, felt themselves in harmony with the Vichy government. They proposed to remain ‘uninvolved’; their physical and moral state, which had been undermined for months, would have rendered them unfit for active service, supposing they had at any time been up to it; their sick minds found a kind of security in replacing the Germans, their real enemy, but one so far away as to have become invisible and as it were abstract, by an imaginary enemy who had the advantage of being close at hand and tangible – the Americans. Besides, two United States warships cruised continuously outside the harbour. A clever assistant-commander of the French forces used to lunch on board every day, at the same time as his superior officer deliberately stirred up hatred and bitterness against the Anglo-Saxons among his troops.

They needed enemies on whom they could vent their feelings of aggressiveness, which had been accumulating for months; they needed someone to blame for the defeat of France, in which they felt they had no share since they had not taken part in the fighting, but for which, in another sense, they felt obscurely guilty (they themselves, in fact, had provided a consummate example and the most extreme instance of the unconcern, illusions and apathy which had overcome part, at least, of France). In this respect, our boat offered a particularly apposite collection of specimens. It was rather as if the Vichy authorities, in allowing us to leave for Martinique, had sent them a cargo of scapegoats, on whom these gentlemen could relieve their feelings. The soldiers in tropical kit, complete with helmets and guns, who took up their positions in the captain’s cabin to interview each one of us individually, seemed to be less concerned with conducting pre-disembarkation interrogations than with giving a display of invective to which we could only listen. The non-French passengers found themselves classed as enemies; those who were French were rudely denied this distinction, at the same time as they were accused of having abandoned their country in a cowardly fashion. The indictment was not only a contradiction in terms; it sounded strange, coming from men who had been living under the protection of the Monroe Doctrine ever since the outbreak of war.

There was no question of baths. It was decided that everybody was to be interned in a camp called Le Lazaret on the far side of the bay. Only three people were allowed to land: the ‘béké’, who was in a category by himself, the mysterious Tunisian, who was able to show some document or other, and myself – as a special favour granted to the ship’s captain by the naval authorities; he and I had discovered we were old friends, since he had been chief officer on one of the boats in which I had travelled before the war.
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