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Abstract

RESOURCE USE AND CONSERVATION IN THE PROPOSED MIDDLE JURUA
EXTRACTIVE RESERVE: COMMUNITY AND HOUSEHOLD VARIATIONS AND
THEIR IMPLICATIONS FOR RESERVE SUCCESS

by
Stephen Robert Cameron
In 1985 rubber tappers in Brazilian Amazonia issued a
statement to the Brazilian Government demanding the
formation of extractive reserves throughout the region.
Support for these reserves in based on their perceived
conservation and development potential. One proposed
reserve, The Middle Jurud Extractive Reserve, is currently
in the process of formation in the Municipio of Carauari, in
a remote portion of Amazonas State. Household interviews
indicate that the resident population of this reserve
exhibits a great deal of heterogeneity and faces social and
environmental circumstances that differ from those in other
reserves. Variations in resource use practices and exchange
relations call into question the applicability of the
proposed reserve in meeting locally defined conservation and
development goals. The reserve will have a differential
impact on households and communities within its boundaries,
therefore great caution must be exercised to ensure the
well-being of the resident population and economic viability

of the reserve.
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CHAPTER 1l: INTRODUCTION

The plight of Amazonia continues to be one of the major
environmental issues confronting human society as we head
into the next millennium. Though concern has waned somewhat
from the fevered pitch reached in the mid to late 1980s,
researchers and laypersons alike continue to rank the loss
of tropical forests, specifically in the Amazon Basin, among
the most pressing environmental concerns of our time. As
this region is home to more than one third of the world’'s’
remaining tropical forests, such concern is certainly
warranted (Millikan 1992).

After nearly thirty years of development projects and
over $15 billion in investments, the Amazonian environment
exists in a continuously more impoverished state and the
region’s traditional inhabitants! face a worsening in their
material conditions of existence (Moran 1993). Various
authors have linked the devastation of the Amazonian
environment and the impoverishment of its traditional
inhabitants to the dominant top-down development ideology of
the Brazilian state and international aid organizations
(Hecht 1985; Hecht and Cockburn 1990; Millikan 1992; Schmink

and Wood 1987 and 1992). Disillusionment with these

' The term traditional inhabitants is used here to refer to cultural groups who have a history of interaction
with, and adaptation to, the Amazonian environment. This includes indigenous groups and non-colonist
peasants and is used to differentiate between these peoples and non-traditional groups such as colonists,
ranchers. loggers, gold miners. and urban inhabitants. See chapter 3 for further discussion on classification
of cultural groups in Amazonia.



ineffective, and often counter-productive, top-down
strategies has led many to question the dominant development
ideology and search for alternatives.

Among the alternatives to top-down projects are
approaches that pay greater attention to the basic needs and
environmental concerns that rural Amazonians themselves have
identified and organized to confront. These so called
‘grassroots’ or bottom-up approaches have received increased
attention from researchers and policy makers alike. With.
this increased focus on the self-identified needs and goals
of local organizations has come a greater appreciation of
the environmental knowledge and resource use practices of
traditional populations. Moran, speaking on the traditional
populations of Amazonia, argues that “[i]f we are to
contribute to balancing the use and conservation of this
habitat, it will be necessary to begin with an appreciation
of the knowledge that these local populations have about the
environment.” (1993, p. xiv)

In 1985, in the Brazilian State of Acre, the national
rubber tappers council, CNS (for Conselho Nacional dos
Seringueiros), issued a statement demanding certain rights
for the traditional peoples of the Amazon. Among these
demands was a call for the formation of extractive reserves
in areas of the Amazon inhabited by rubber tappers. These

reserves are to be formed on lands expropriated from large



rubber estates and granted for use in perpetuity to local
inhabitants.

The goal of these reserves is to promote conservation
of the Amazonian environment and to better the lives of the
reserves’ resident populations. Conservation goals are to
be met through the restriction of certain activities such as
logging and commercial fishing and the promotion of more
sustainable activities such as rubber tapping and the
collection of naturally occurring fruits and nuts.
Improvements in the well-being of the residents is to be
accomplished through the cessation of exploitative trade
relationships, improved marketing opportunities, and the
provision of basic health and education services.

Conservation advocates and policy makers concerned with
a more equitable and environmentally benign development
strategy for the Amazon have promoted the extractive
reserves model as a grassroots approach to conservation and
development in the Amazon. The enthusiasm over this new
approach stems from an appreciation of the intimate
knowledge that rubber tappers have about their surrounding
environment and the resource use patterns informed by this
knowledge, but also in part from romantic assumptions that
rubber tappers are, by nature, more conservation minded than
other non-traditional populations of the Amazon (Browder

1992).



This study examines the resource use practices of six
communities that are involved in the formation of an
extractive reserve in a remote portion of Amazonas State,
Brazil. It is argued that a more in-depth understanding of
the way in which traditional inhabitants of the forest
felate to and utilize their surrounding environment is a
prudent and necessary element in any conservation and
development strategy.

1.1 Statement of Problem

The extractive reserves model of conservation and
development, as presented by the CNS and adopted by
conservation advocates and international development
organizations, is based on many generalized assumptions
about the Amazonian environment and the region’s traditional
inhabitants. These generalizations stem from research
conducted in dissimilar portions of vast Amazonia that are
subsequently applied to other areas with little attention to
their applicability.

The literature on Amazonia is rife with
generalizations. The terrestrial environment is generally
divided into two broad categories: the vdrzea, a seasonally
inundated floodplain; and terra firme, the upland forests.?
The river system is analyzed using an equally simplistic

system based on the origin of the sediments carried by a



given river. Whitewater rivers carry and deposit heavy
loads of nutrient rich sediments derived from the
geologically young Andes. Clearwater rivers drain the
ancient crystalline Guiana and Brazilian Shields and carry
lesser sediment loads. Blackwater rivers drain through
sandy soils and are discolored by the acids and tannins of
decaying plant matter. These so called ‘rivers of hunger’
carry the lowest sediment levels of all. The non-urban
population of the Amazon is subjected to a similarly
simplistic typology and generally divided into three
categories of inhabitants: indigenous peoples, colonists,
and caboclos or ribereros.?

These generalizations are useful and necessary at some
scales of analysis. When working at a regional level or
higher scale of analysis, the generalizations noted above
serve as useful analytical categories. It would be
difficult to formulate a national policy on indigenous land
rights that takes into consideration the often subtle
differences between indigenous groups. Likewise, a national
directive which prohibits logging in the vdrzea is much more
facile than one which differentiates between locally

identified micro-environments within the floodplain. At a

2 Some authors, notably Moran (1993), are beginning to call attention to the heterogeneity of the
Amazonian environment though most continue to rely on the more simplistic varzea/terra firme dichotomy.
3 Caboclo and ribererio are the respective Portuguese and Spanish terms for the non-colonist Amazonian
peasantry. See chapter 3 for a further discussion of these terms.



lower scale, however, an approach which highlights local
variations is more useful.

The extractive reserves model evolved largely out of
the struggles of the CNS in Acre under the leadership of
Chico Mendes. Faced with the encroachment of colonists and
ranching enterprises into the lands they traditionally used
for the extraction of rubber, brazil nuts, and other forest
products, the rubber tappers organized to press the
government for more secure rights to this land. Extractive
reserves were seen as the best means to achieve the goals
set out by the tappers of Acre.

After initial successes in Acre and Rondénia,
international conservation advocates and local affiliates of
the CNS began to call for the formation of extractive
reserves throughout Amazonia. Extractive reserves are now
being planned and implemented in areas of the Amazon
significantly different from the locale of their inception,
with little attention to the applicability of this approach
to unique local circumstances.

One proposed reserve, the Middle Jurud Extractive
Reserve, is now in the early stages of planning in the
Municipio of Carauari in Amazonas State, Brazil. Support
for this reserve is based on generalized assumptions about
the local population and their relationship with the natural

environment and the potential of an extractive reserve as a



solution to locally defined problems. Though they share
many similarities with caboclos in other parts of Amazonia,
the population of Carauari also exhibits striking
differences. Among these are the minor importance of
extractive products such as rubber and Brazil nuts, the
latter virtually non-existent in the local economy, and the
absence of many of the specific environmental concerns, such
as the encroachment of colonists, loggers, and ranchers,
that spurred the call for extractive reserves in Acre.

In addition to the differences between the caboclos of
Carauari and other areas of Amazonia, the population of the
proposed reserve exhibits a significant degree of
heterogeneity itself. These variations justify a more
detailed analysis, one which highlights local variations in
environmental and social systems and explicitly examines the
nature of human-environment interactions in the area of this
proposed reserve, as opposed to a reliance on
generalizations imported from other areas of Amazonia. Such
an analysis would provide a more holistic understanding of
caboclo society, their unique relationship with the natural
environment, and provide a sound base from which to evaluate

the potential of alternate development strategies.
1.2 Objectives of this Study
This thesis is written with two broad objectives in

mind.



e to document and explain the heterogeneity of resource use
among the residents of the proposed Middle Jurué
Extractive Reserve

e to evaluate the impact of household and community
variations and the potential of the extractive reserves
model in meeting locally defined conservation and
development goals

The first objective of this thesis is to document and
explain the heterogeneity of resource use practices among
the population of the proposed Middle Jurud Extractive

Reserve. Within the growing body of literature in caboclo

studies, all but a few authors have painted a picture of

caboclos as a homogenous group whose resource use practices
are somewhat static and vary little from one portion of

Amazonia to another (see chapter 3 for a further discussion

of this topic). This broad and generalized approach to the

study of caboclos has served to call attention to a segment
of the Amazonian population that for some time was largely
unnoticed (Nugent 1993). It has also served to highlight
the distinctiveness of the group in relation to other
segments of the rural Amazonian population, notably
indigenous groups and colonists. This study builds on the
works of previous authors and offers a more detailed
analysis of resource use practices and micro-level human-

environment interactions.



The second objective of the study is to evaluate impact
of household and community variations and the potential of
an extractive reserve in meeting the locally defined
qonservation and development goals (see chapter 4 for a
further discussion of extractive reserves). Coomes (1996)
argues that:

#“ [plrograms aimed at promoting extraction-based

conservation through enhanced property rights,

harvesting technologies or marketing subsidies may

meet with very mixed results because ribererfio

households differ substantially, even with([in]

(sic) a single community, in their ability to

participate in such programs.” (p. 60)

By analyzing variations in resource use between communities
and individual households in relation to the local and
broader political economic forces that inform resource use
decisions, this study will highlight the strengths and
weaknesses of the extractive reserves model in relation to
locally defined goals.

In meeting these objectives, it is hoped that this
study will contribute to the struggles of the residents of
the study area for a more environmentally sound and socially
equitable development of Amazonia. A documentation of the
variations in resource use patterns and local-scale human-
environment interactions among the study area residents will
broaden the body of literature in caboclo studies. A

detailed analysis of these variations utilizing a political

ecology approach will improve our understanding of the way



in which individuals, households, and communities interact
with the surrounding environment and the ways in which local
and external political-economic forces condition local
resource use. It will also call attention to the importance
of a theoretical framework that can incorporate local
contextualities and human agency with broader structural
forces in explanations of resource use and conservation.
1.3 Methodology

Research for the present study was conducted in the
Municipio of Carauari between March and June of 1994 (see
figure 1.1 for a map of the study area). Data was collected
in six of the seven riverine communities within the
boundaries of the proposed reserve. These communities
represent only one of three different settlement patterns
within the study area.? Interviews were conducted in
Portuguese with the self-identified head of the household,
who in all cases but one was the senior male resident.® 1In
all, 97 households out of a total of 99 were surveyed. The

two households that are not included in the study were away

4 Other settlement types, colocacées and campos do barracdo, were omitted from the study due to my
limited time in the study area and the logistical difficulty of reaching some households (see section 3.4 for
definitions). Though communities account for a significant portion of the local population, it is important to
note that the findings of this research do not represent a statistically random sample of the population.
Communities were chosen because of their greater accessibility and higher population concentrations and
also due to the fact that the communities are the driving force behind the movement for the reserve.

* As this study was conducted to examine variations between households and communities, little attention
was given to gender differences within or across households. For a more gendered perspective on resource
use among caboclos, see Campbell (1996), Hecht (1992), and Whitesell (1993).

10



Figure 1.1 The Middle Jurua Study Area

E|

lose

Carauari

Carauari

e Community N
— — Municipio Boundary
i Proposed Reserve
= Jurui River
—— Other Rivers ,
0 50
| A R R N |
kilometers

[68°

|6

(adapted from Whitesell 1993)

11



from the study area and unavailable at the time research was
conducted.

Data collected in the household surveys was largely
aimed at documenting the collection and production of
various products for exchange, whether through formal market
transactions or more informal trade relations.® As
households tend to exhibit very similar subsistence.needs,
less attention was given to these activities. The survey
also included questions relating to household demographics,
education levels, exchange relations, affiliations with
local organizations, material possessions, attitudes toward
conservation and the reserve, preferences for certain
resource use practices over others, levels of indebtedness,
and intentions for future resource use.

In addition to formal household surveys, this study
draws on less formal sources of data collected through
casual conversations with community members, clergymen,
members of MEB (Movimento de Educacdo de Base, an NGO funded
by the Catholic Church of the Netherlands), union leaders,
representatives of commercial logging firms, participation
in several formal gatherings held to discuss progress toward
the reserve, and information gleaned from MEB and ASPROC (A

Associagcdo dos Produtores de Carauari) records.

% Lacking from this study are data on the actual methods by which products are collected or produced.

12



The analysis of this data draws on both quantitative
and qualitative methods. The more empirical survey data is
analyzed to document the heterogeneity of resource use both
within and across communities and to help identify
relationships between certain resource use practices and
other variables thought to inform resource use decisions.
Qualitative analysis is used to explain resource use
variations as they are conditioned by local and broader
structural forces.

It is important to note that no attempts are made to
test or contest any standing grand theories of human-
environment interaction. The intent here is to provide what
sociologists Glaser and Strauss (1967) have termed “grounded
theory”. What this means is that theoretical inferences
will be drawn from the data and presented as contextual
hypotheses on the nature of human-environment interactions
within the given locale. Though this information provides a
small piece to the overall puzzle of theorizing human-
environment interactions, its scope is limited and should be
taken as such.

1.4 Organization of this Thesis

The remainder of this thesis is divided into five
chapters. Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature on
geographic theory related to human-environment interactions.

It begins with a historical overview of geographic thought

13



on human-environment interactions and then presents
political ecology as a synthesis of two separate schools of
thought on this topic, cultural ecology and political
economy. The chapter ends with an examination of recent
trends in political ecology research and presents the
author’s own views on the use of this approach in the
present study.

Chapter 3 reviews the literature on the cultural group
to which the study area residents belong, the Amazon
caboclo. It begins with an examination of how the
literature on Amazonia has dealt with the region’s
traditional peasantries. The second section addresses the
evolution of the Amazonian peasantry from its indigenous
antecedents. This is followed by an examination of
contemporary resource use practices among caboclos and other
closely related groups. The chapter concludes with an
overview of two studies that are similar to this work in
their examination of variations between caboclo households
and communities.

Chapter 4 is an overview of the literature on
extractive reserves. It begins by tracking the efforts
toward reserves from the grassroots movement in Acre and the
subsequent adoption of this approach for conservation and
development in the Amazon by other local populations and the

international conservation community. Next, the process for

14



reserve formation is presented, as outlined by the Brazilian
government. Finally, the strengths and weaknesses of this
approach are analyzed.

Chapter 5 presents the data collected from the
communities of the proposed Middle Jurud Extractive Reserve.
This begins with a brief description of the area’s physical
and human geography and an introduction to the communities
under investigation. The remainder of the chapter addresses
four separate categories of data: the local socio-economic
setting, commercial agricultural production, commercial
extraction, and conservation efforts. Trends and variations
in each category are identified at both the household and
community level. These are addressed using a political
ecology approach to explain why variations occur and examine
the impact of a variety of local and external factors as
they relate to the above categories.

Chapter 6, the final chapter, examines the implications
that the data presented in chapter 5 bear on the proposed
extractive reserve. The chapter concludes with
recommendations on the feasibility and appropriateness of an
extractive reserve in meeting the conservation and
development goals of the study area population and suggests

areas for further research.
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO HUMAN -
ENVIRONMENT INTERACTION’

This chapter begins with an overview of the different
approaches used in the study of human-environment
interaction and concludes with a review of political
ecology, a relatively recent approach that is used in the
present study. Section 2.1 presents a brief historical
account of humanity’s interpretation of the relationship
between the natural environment and itself. The goal here
is to root present geographic debates in their proper
historical contexts. Section 2.2 covers two often competing
schools of thought on the nature of human-environment
interactions, cultural ecology and political economy. Most
theorists cite these approaches as the parent disciplines of
political ecology. Section 2.3 examines the evolution of
the political ecology approach from the framework proposed
by geographers Piers Blaikie and Harold Brookfield in their

1987 landmark work, Land Degradation and Society. This

section concludes with a discussion of the more recent
trends in research and the attempts to expand the scope of

political ecology beyond its traditional areas of inquiry.

” The term “human-environment interaction™ used in this thesis is one of several terms used in gcographic
literature to denote the dialectical relationship between humanity and the natural environment. Other terms
include: society-environment interaction, society-nature interaction, the man/land tradition. etc. The choice
of human-environment interaction is a matter of taste and is in no way meant to challenge the validity or
usefulness of other terms. It is felt that humans relate to the natural environment as individuals, households,
communities, and societies and that the term human-environment interaction is more encompassing than the
alternatives.

16



Section 2.4 addresses the use of a political ecology

approach in the present study.

2.1 Overview of Thought on Human-environment
Interaction

Man has long been concerned with the way in which he
interacts with his surrounding environment. Clarence
Glacken (1967) states that:

*In the history of Western thought, men have

persistently asked three questions concerning the

habitable earth and their relation to it. 1Is the
earth, which is obviously a fit environment for

man and other organic life, a purposefully made

creation? Have its climates, its relief, the

configuration of continents influenced the moral

and social nature of individuals, and have they

had an influence in molding the character and

nature of human culture? In his long tenure of

the earth, in what manner has man changed it from

its hypothetical pristine condition?” (p. vii)

The first of these questions has generally fallen to
philosophers and theologians, while the latter two have been
pursued in earnest by geographers and other social
scientists and bear their mark on present debates over the
nature of human-environment interactions.

In a similar vein, Kates, Turner, and Clark (1990)
speak of three broad perspectives that humanity has taken on
the human-environment relationship. The first of these is
that of humanity in harmony with nature. It serves as the
basis for many contemporary efforts at conservation of

natural landscapes and biodiversity. This perspective can

be expressed in a descriptive form where humanity is seen as

17



part of nature, and is by default in harmony with his
surrounding environment, or in a more prescriptive form,
wherein humankind ought to act in a certain way toward his
surrounding environment.

Lovelock’s Gaia Hypothesis, which is more descriptive
than prescriptive, posits that the earth and its atmosphere
are similar to a self-regulating, living organism that is
capable, at least to a certain limit, of healing the scars
left by the workings of man. 1In its less severe
prescriptive forms, this approach advocates environmental
protection, sustainable development, and eco-development as
the best means for mankind to tread softly upon the earth.
In its more extreme forms it calls for the radical
reorganization of human society to make it more compatible
with the natural world and borders on the misanthropic. On
the fringe of the U.S. environmental movement, a small group
of ecocentrists led by Dave Foreman has proposed a
conservation scheme known as the Wildlands Project that
would depopulate large areas of the U.S. and set them aside
as uninhabited wilderness reserves.

The second perspective taken is that humanity is at
least partially determined by nature. This approach can be
traced as far back as the writings of Hippocrates and served
as the basis for the environmental and climatic determinism

movements of the mid to late 19th and early 20th centuries.
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During the age of exploration, scientists were faced
with the task of explaining the variety of human cultures
encountered throughout the globe. Charles Darwin’s Origin

of the Species (1859) adequately explained the role played

by the natural environment in shaping the development of
non-human species. It required only a small intuitive leap
to apply this same logic to human populations, as in the
works of Herbert Spencer, Ellen Churchill Semple, and
Ellsworth Huntington (Goudie 1990). 1In addition to
explaining the superiority of the more “advanced” societies
of North America and Europe in relation to their less
temperate neighbors, the deterministic approach legitimated
foreign intervention in the affairs of culturally “inferior”
nations (Peet 1985; Peet and Thrift 1989). Peet and Thrift
claim that under the auspices of environmental determinism
*BEuro-American hegemony was the natural, even god-given,
consequence of the superior physical environments of Western
Europe and North America.” (1989, p. 4)

Another area in which deterministic ideas continue to
be found, although in a less explicit form, is the arena of
population/resource debates. The concept of carrying
capacity, borrowed from the biological sciences, sets
specific limits on the ability of the natural environment to
support life. When applied to human populations, “war,

vice, and misery” are the likely result when the strict

19



limits set by the natural environment are exceeded.
Influenced heavily by the writings of Thomas Malthus,
present-day neo-Malthusians such as Paul and Anne Erlich and
Garrett Hardin continue to view the natural environment as
the key limiting factor of human population growth.

Distaste with the racist and imperialistic implications
of environmental determinism led to a softening of the
original thesis and the promotion of less severe forms
through environmental possibilism and probabalism. Olson
(1992) claims that the backlash against environmental
determinism within academic geography was more significant
than its actual contribution. Harlan Barrows and Carl Sauer
were among the early critics of determinism. Sauer went on
to become one of the leading figures in American geography
with the “landscape” school of thought (Goudie 1990). 1In
the post World War Two era, many geographers shifted focus
to the more scientifically neutral topics of areal
differentiation and spatial analysis. This was done in part
to avoid association with the criticisms leveled against
environmental determinism (Goudie 1990; Peet and Thrift
1989).

The third perspective portrays mankind as the modifier
of nature. In contrast to environmental determinism, this
approach sees man, as opposed to the environment, as the

active agent in the relationship. Man’s desire to conquer

20



nature and bend it to his will is often traced ﬁo biblical
passages where man is given dominion over the earth and
license to make it bear fruit (Kates, Turner, and Clark
1990). Accounts of the impact that man has had on his
surrounding environment date back as far as the writings of
Plato. This approach was championed by Marsh in the 19th

century with the publication of Man and Nature, which served

as the inspiration for several later assessments of man’s
imprint on the natural world. The most notable of these are

Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth (Thomas 1956),

and The Earth as Transformed by Human Action (Turner II

1990) .

Man in Nature was the seminal work in assessing the

changes that man had wrought upon his surrounding
environment. It was also significant in that it called
attention to “.. the dangers of imprudence and the necessity
of caution in all operations which, on a large scale,
interfere with the spontaneous arrangements of the organic
or the inorganic world ..” (Marsh 1864, p.3). He went on “..
to suggest the possibility and the importance of the
restoration of the disturbed harmonies and the material
improvement of waste and exhausted regions ..” (op. cit., p.
3). His work set the stage for future efforts of a similar
bent, and still serves as an inspiration for the study bf

anthropogenic change of the natural environment.

21



In 1955, William Thomas and Carl Sauer organized a
symposium at Princeton to commemorate the work of Marsh. 1In
addition to the commemoration of Marsh’s work, this
symposium was organized to update the assessment of
humanity’s impact on the environment. The efforts of the
contributors were published the following year as Man’s Role

in Changing the Face of the Earth. In addition to updating

Marsh’s work, “Man’s Role” covered topics that were not

included in Man and Nature such as the modification of mid-

latitude grasslands and the depletion of mineral resources
(Thomas 1956) .
The third comprehensive accounting of anthropogenic

change of the earth, The Earth as Transformed by Human

Action, was explicitly written as a continuation of the two
previous works. Changes in the scope of human impact and
the scale of alterations led to the call for an updated
assessment and the bold statement that the earth had not
just been changed by the hand of man, but literally
transformed. Whereas the prior volumes were largely
concerned with changes wrought upon the face of the earth,
this latest work also examined changes in the flows of
energy and materials within the biosphere (Turner, Kates,
and Clark 1990). Technological improvements in data
collection and analysis allowed for the measurement of

changes in our atmosphere, specifically the accumulation of
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greenhouse gases and ozone depletion in this latest
assessment. Three “driving forces” effecting transformation
were identified. These are population, technology, and
sociocultural organization, ranked in order of importance.
Though lacking a comprehensive analysis of why humans alter

their environment, The Earth as Transformed by Human Action

went beyond its predecessors, which merely sought to catalog
changes.

These three perspectives have laid the groundwork for
more cogent theories of human-environment interaction within
geography. Though they appear mutually exclusive at a brief
glance, they are often incorporated together, in whole or in
part, in the study of human-environment interaction (Kates,
Turner, and Clark 1990). The following section presents two
alternative theories that provide a more comprehensive
approach to the study of human-environment interaction.

2.2 Cultural Ecology and Political Economy

Within geography, two main schools of thought evolved
out of debates over the nature of human-environment
interactions: cultural ecology and political economy. The
former has as its main focus efforts to “..describe systems
and to explain the interconnections among people and
environments which sustain the system and keep it
equilibriated.” (Porter 1978, p. 19) This research is

usually conducted at the microscale. Political economy, on
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the other hand, applies a Marxist analysis to the spatial
unevenness of development on a global scale. Our discussion
now turns to these two approaches.
Cultural Ecology®
The cultural ecology approach is described by Grossman
(1981) as follows:
“Cultural ecology stresses the importance of
resource-use patterns and production as the vital
elements linking the natural environment and the
human population and also influencing
relationships among individuals and social groups.
Particular emphasis is placed on alterations in:
the intricate, complex, reciprocal relationships
between the human population and the natural
environment; the spatial patterns within the local
system; and the influences binding the village
community to the outside world.” (p. 221)
The modern face of cultural ecology is the result of over a
century of experimentation with models borrowed from the
biological sciences by social scientists who concern
themselves with understanding human-environment relations.

In 1868, German biologist Ernst Haeckel published

Natural History of Creation and introduced the concept of

ecology as a subdiscipline of zoology. Social scientists,
mainly anthropologists and geographers who had become
disillusioned with their old models based in environmental
determinism, found in ecology a new approach to the study of

human-environment interaction. Though not widely accepted

* The term cultural ecology is used here in its broadest sense, after the convention of Grossman (1981), to
encompass the range of approaches in geography and anthropology that in one fashion or another view the
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at first, the human ecology approach became a recognized
discipline within geography by the 1930’s (Smith and Reeves
1989).

In his 1922 presidential address to the Association of
American Geographers, Harlan Barrows put forth a new agenda
for human geography, one that would eventually replace the
deterministic models of the 19th century. He proclaimed
that:

*.geography is the science of human ecology.. [and

that] ..geography will aim to make clear the

relationships existing between natural

environments and the distribution and activities

of men. Geographers will, I think, be wise to

view this problem in general from the standpoint

of man’s adjustment to environment, rather than

from that of environmental influence.” (1923, p.
3)

Smith and Reeves (1989) have described human ecology as

#.the study of the relation of human populations to the
biophysical environment, which usually includes other human
populations.” (p. 2) Studies by human ecologists have
tended to take place in the non-Western world and focus on
the interconnections, as opposed to unidirectional
influences, between man and the biological and physical
systems of the environment.

Initially, this approach differed slightly within the
disciplines of geography and anthropology. Grossman (1977)

states that “..geographers have stressed the theme of man’s

study of human-environment interaction in terms of human adaptation to and of the systems of the natural
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adaptation of nature, whereas anthropologists have
investigated man’s adaptation to nature.” (p. 126, emphases
added) While anthropologists focused on the social and
cultural variables that affected the dialectic relationship
between man and nature, geographers were “.mostly concerned
with the processes of change that were produced by human
activity..” (op. cit. 132).°

The direction of human ecology within geography was
strongly influenced by Carl Sauer, who stamped out the last

0" century.

vestiges of explicit determinism in the mid 2
The landscape school was offered as an alternative model.
Under the guidance of Sauer, the role of human geography was
the investigation of the transition of the natural landscape
into a cultural landscape at the hands of man. In the words
of Grossman (1977):
“The landscape approach mostly stressed form and
content, the visible, concrete, mappable patterns
revealing the human occupance of an area. The
social and cultural processes producing the
features of the landscape were, however, usually
ignored.” (p. 129)
In time, this approach was criticized by Harold Brookfield
and others for failing to provide a theoretical perspective

to replace determinism and for ignoring the obvious role of

human values, beliefs, and social organization in the

environment.
° This focus was a direct descendant of the Marsh school and continued until the adoption of the ecosystems

approach in the 1960’s.
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relationship between man and the environment (Grossman
1977).

In the mid 1960’s the approaches in geography and
anthropology moved closer together. Anthropologist Julian
Steward offered cultural ecology as an alternative to
environmental possibilism in the 1950’'s. Meanwhile Harold
Brookfield sought to shift the focus of human geography back
to the study of the human ecosystem as opposed to the areal
differentiation of man’s work. The advances of general
systems theory within ecology and the growing acceptance of
the ecosystems approach provided cultural ecologists with a
conceptual and methodological framework for the study of
human-environment interaction.

Grossman (1977), following the work of Stoddart, notes
five advantages that the ecosystems approach provided to
cultural ecology:

1) it is monastic in that man and the environment
are analyzed within a single framework

2) it directs attention to structures within the
ecosystem

3) it focuses on the functioning of the system,
emphasizing the quantification of exchanges

4) ecosystems are a type of general system, and
they therefore possess the attributes of all
general systems, and

5) the concept can be applied at any level.

For the first time, geographers had an analytical framework

capable of dealing with man and nature together, an obstacle
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that had divided the discipline throughout its history
(Porter 1978). 1Instead of investigating how the actions of
man influenced his surrounding environment, or the inverse
of this relationship, geographers could now view man and the
environment as integral parts of a broader system.

In the early 1970’'s, Kates (1971) applied a systems
approach to Gilbert White’s work on natural hazards.!?

Kates (1971) placed hazards research within human ecology
arguing that:

“.. a natural hazard is an interaction of man and

nature, governed by the coexistent state of

adjustment in the human use system and the state

of nature in the nature event system. It is those

extreme events of nature that exceed the

capabilities of the system to reflect, absorb, or

buffer that lead to the harmful effects .. but it

is also the continuous process of adjustment that

enables man to survive and indeed benefit from the

natural world.” (p. 438)

The cultural ecology approach has not been without its
critics. Enzensberger (1974) argues that human ecology
takes on too great a task, and that the absence of
monocausal arguments leads to confusion and the inability to
inform realistic policies. Others have gone in the opposite
direction. Zimmerer (1994) claims that *“.. the geographical
literature on ecological relations .. is remiss for its

negligence of the ‘new ecology'’s’ insights on the dynamics

of biophysical environments.” (p. 108; emphasis in original)

' For some within geography, hazards research was seen as a move back toward determinism. See Waddell
(1977) and Watts (1983) for a further examination.
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He calls for the incorporation of ideas such as
disequilibria, instability and chaotic fluctuations of the
natural environment into ecological models of human-
environment interaction. This criticism relates to the
concept of homeostasis whereby the ecosystem is maintained
in a state of equilibrium through human adaptation to and of
the environmental system.

Another point from which cultural ecology has heen
criticized is its failure to incorporate the influence of
broader political and economic structures in its
explanations of human relations with the environment.
Campbell and Olson (1990) claim that:

#Lacking in this approach is the recognition that

the capacity of rural people to adapt responses

and innovations is determined not only by the

interaction of society with its physical

environment, but also by both the structure of

relations within the society and between local

communities and the broader national and

international socio-political structure.” (p. 13)
Many of the criticisms of this sort leveled at cultural
ecology came out of the radical movement in geography and
the political economy school examined in the following
section.

Political Economy

In the 1960’s a number of geographers began to apply

insights from political economy to critique conventional

themes in geography. Though this approach has been applied

to the study of human-environment interaction, it is by no
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means limited to this. Other areas of inquiry include: the
spatial unevenness of development at the global scale; urban
social movements; historical change in the process of
capital accumulation; the impact of capitalist transition on
agrarian societies; and the nature of dependent development
in the periphery (Pickles and Watts 1992; Peet and Watts
1996a).

Peet and Thrift (1989) characterize this broad scope
stating that:

“We use the term ‘political economy’ to encompass

a whole range of perspectives which sometimes

differ from one another and yet share common

concerns and similar viewpoints. The term does

not imply geography as a type of economics.

Rather economy is understood in its broad sense as

social economy, or way of life, founded in

production. 1In turn, social production is viewed

not as a neutral act by neutral agents but as a

political act carried out by members of classes

and other social groupings.” (p. 3)

The origins of the political economy approach can be
found in the radical geography movement of the 1960’s. The
failure of conventional models to adequately deal with
pressing social events of the day, such as the U.S.
involvement in Vietnam and urban social movements in the
U.S. and abroad, lead geographers such as David Harvey to
propose new, ‘critical liberal’ formulations as alternatives
to conventional theories. 1Initially concerned with the

social injustices of capitalism, the critical liberal

approach soon came to address other issues such as
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environmental crises and economic recession (Peet and Thrift
1989). This interest in alternatives to the conventional
views in geography is evinced in the publication of new
journals such as Antipode and Radical Geography (Peet 1977).
The critical liberal approaches were soon found lacking and
geographers turned to Marx, more specifically the
structuralist approach based on the writings of Althusser
and his followers (Peet and Thrift 1989).

Peet and Thrift (1989) divide the history of political
economy in the discipline of geography into three phases.
The discussion that follows is a summary of that work. The
first phase began in the 1970’s and ran through the early
80’s. It was marked by the introduction of structural
Marxism to geography. Marxist analysis was applied to “..
the structures of precapitalist societies .. the historical
transition and articulation of modes of production .. the
state .. and critical analysis of culture, ideology and
consciousness.” (op. cit., p. 10) The major contribution
during this era was, however, the study of the connection
between social structures and spatial structures. In the
late 70’s and continuing into the mid 80's, attention turned
to the debate over the relative importance of overriding
economic structure versus human agency in the making of
history. This ‘structure-agency’ debate focused on three

themes in geography: 1) the relative importance of
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structure and agency and how they might be reconciled; 2)
the usefulness of a realist methodology; and 3) the
importance of localities. From the mid 80’s and into the
90’'s, political economists have engaged in postmodern
discourses that question the epistemology and language of
human-environment studies.

The political economy approach has played an
increasingly significant role in the study of human-
environment interaction. The strengths it offers 1lie not so
much in its characterization of the human-environment
relationship, but in the application of Marxist analysis to
the political and economic forces and power relations that
condition the distribution and use of natural resources and
the impact of environmental problems. Pickles and Watts
(1992) note this as follows:

“While not explicitly concerned with the physical

environment, political economy emphasizes the

social relations of production-what Eric Wolf ..

calls social labor-that provide the realms of

possibility and constraint for managing

environmental resources.” (pp. 309-10)

Watts (1987) likewise argues that “.. the social relations of
production and exchange are central to understanding not
only the complexities of land-use decisions but also in
broaching the paradox of why-and for whom-the problem of

environmental change arises at all.” (p. 189, original

emphasis)
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Some of the major human-environmental themes that
political economists have addressed include, but are not
limited to: the differential impact of, and reaction to
natural hazards by social groups; access to natural
resources; and land degradation in its many shapes and
guises.

Not surprisingly, the application of a political
economy approach to hazards research came about as a
critical response to the work being done in human ecologyt
Political economists argued that the differential impacts
and responses to natural hazards were conditioned by broader
political and economic structures. Analysis of the Sahelian
drought in the early 1970’'s served as the impetus for much
of this work (Olson 1992).

Watts (1983a) offered one of the major critiques of the
human ecology approach and sought to apply political economy
to hazards research. He argued that “..in spite of the
recognition by Kates, White and others of the strategic
import of social causality, they have no social theory
capable of addressing social process, organization or
change.” (p. 240) 1In his study of drought in Northern
Nigeria, Watts concludes that household responses can only
be understood when placed in the historical context of

changing social relations and that *“.. the forces and social
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relations of production constitute the unique starting point
for human adaptation.” (op. cit., p. 242)
Blaikie (1985) applies a political economy approach to

the study of soil erosion in The Political Economy of Soil

Erosion in Developing Countries.!! He argues that “.. soil

degradation and erosion directly result from cumulative
land-use decisions through time and that these decisions
must be considered as part of a wider political economic
analysis.” (op. cit., p. 117) He proposes a ’'bottom-up’
approach where attention is first directed to land users and
intra-household politics. Analysis is then expanded to
include village, regional and national scales and the
interplay of economic and political forces across these
scales. He contrasts this approach to classic and colonial
models “.. in which the problem of soil erosion is seen
primarily as an environmental one, rather than a complex
‘socio-environmental’ problem ..” and where blame is placed
#. on land users themselves, and identifies them as lazy,
ignorant, backward or irrational.” (op. cit., p. 4)
Criticism of the political economy approach has
generally centered on its lack of attention to human agency
and local contextualities and an undue emphasis on the
importance of macro-structuralist forces. Moore (1996)

claims that “[m]acro-structural accounts miss .. local
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differentiation among resource users, particularly those
mediated by class, gender, ethnicity, and age.” (p. 126)
Pickles and Watts (1992) approach this from a postmodernist
stance claiming that “.. postmodernists are skeptical of
explanations that reduce causality in human geography to
central principles such as economy, culture, and
environment-or even space.” (p. 318)

2.3 POLITICAL ECOLOGY

The political ecology approach used in this study is a
relatively recent addition to the tradition of geographic
inquiry into the nature of human-environment relations. It
builds on the strengths of former approaches, drawing
liberally from both political economy and cultural ecology.
This section examines the evolution of the political ecology
approach, various frameworks used in political ecology
research, and applications of the approach to the study of
different aspects of human-environment interaction.

Geographers Piers Blaikie and Harold Brookfield (1987)
are often cited as the source of the term political ecology,
but others have traced its origin to earlier works such as
Enzensberger (1974), Turshen (1977; cited in Mayer 1996),
and Wolf (1982; cited in Sheridan 1988 and Whitesell 1993).
It was not until the late 1980’'s, however, that the term was

used in a widely accepted form. For most this was taken to

' Although Blaikie did not use the term. many authors cite this book as one of the seminal works in
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mean a blending of the political economy and human/cultural
ecology approaches (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987; Campbell
and Olson 1991; Chapman 1989; Grossman 1993; Mayer 1996;
Millikan 1992; Moore 1996; Pickles and Watts 1992; Zimmerer
1991, 1994).

In the words of Pickles and Watts (1992), the political
ecology approach:

“.. weaves together the strengths of 1960s cultural

ecology, such as sensitivity to patterns of

indigenous knowledge and ethnobotany and focuses

on the resiliency and stability of ecosystems, and

the powerful tools of Marxian political economy

that examine structures of access and control.”

(p. 310)
Researchers utilizing this approach have not always been in
agreement on the relative importance of the parent
disciplines. Grossman (1993) cautions against an over-
emphasis on political economic forces arguing that “.. use of
this perspective should not imply a lessening of attention
to the intricate, complex interactions in human-environment
systems that are at the heart of traditional cultural-
ecological studies.” (p. 348) Thrupp (1991), on the other
hand, blatantly states that political economy is the more
important component, while Peet and Watts (1996a) note the
ties to traditional political economic analysis claiming

that:

#. this new ‘political ecology’ was not inspired
by the isolated rural communities .. but by peasant

political ecology (e.g. Bassett 1988; Black 1989; Bryant 1992; Grossman 1993; Hecht and Cockburn 1990).
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and agrarian societies in the throes of complex

forms of capitalist transition. Market

integration, commercialization, and the

dislocation of customary forms of resource

management -rather than adaptation and homeostasis-

became the lodestones of a critical alternative to

the older cultural or human ecology.” (p.5)

In the 1980’s the boundaries between political economy
and cultural ecology began to blur. Cultural ecologists
such as Grossman (1981) started to pay greater attention to
the role of macro-structural forces in conditioning local
adaptation. Meanwhile, political economists such as Watts
(1983b) and Blaikie (1985) were attempting to incorporate
ideas of human agency and local contextualities into their
own work. This broader focus on concepts not adequately
covered in their respective disciplines lead to the search
for more holistic frameworks. Somewhere in the midst of
this blurring, political ecology was born.

In 1987 Blaikie and Brookfield laid the groundwork for

future political ecology studies in Land Degradation and

Society. Though not explicitly concerned with uniting
cultural ecology and political economy, their work provided
a more holistic framework for the study of human-environment
interactions and is often cited as the starting point for
political ecology. They outline a ‘regional political
ecology’ approach for the study of the relationships between
land degradation and society claiming that the:

“. complexity of these relationships demands an
approach which can encompass interactive effects,
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the contribution of different geographic scales

and hierarchies of socioeconomic organizations

(e.g. person, household, village, region, state,

world) and the contradictions between social and

environmental changes through time.” (p.17)

Their approach for understanding land degradation draws
on what they term ‘chains of explanation’. A chain of
explanation begins at the lowest possible scale with land
managers and their specific relationship with the land. It
is then expanded to include relations among different land
mangers and with groups beyond their immediate surroundings
that influence land-use decisions. Finally, the
relationships with national and international bodies are
examined.

They argue that this approach allows for:

“. complexity, uncertainty and great variety,

and .. takes as its point of entry those data which

are beset with least uncertainty-the direct

relationship between the land-user and manager and

the land itself.” (op. cit., p. 16, original

emphasis)

From this information, one is then able to draw ‘conditional
and multiple hypotheses’ about the complex relationships
between land degradation and society.

Although lauded as a step in the right direction,
Blaikie and Brookfield’s regional political ecology approach
did not provide the necessary framework for the synthesis of

the political economy and cultural ecology approaches.

Three years after the publication of Land Degradation and

Society, geographers were still lamenting the lack of a
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holistic framework. Kates, Turner and Clark (1990) claim
that:

“.there is a growing recognition of the global and

interactive character of nature-society

relationships and of the need to develop

frameworks that merge the roles of human agency,

societal relations, and adaptation in the

transformation of the earth.” (p. 5)

Another framework designed for a more holistic
examination of human-environment interactions was put forth
by geographers Campbell and Olson in 1991. It is named ‘the
Kite’ due to the unique shape of its schematic
representation of human-environment interactions (see figure
2.1). Campbell and Olson argue that conventional approaches
“.. view the environment merely as a passive backdrop .. which
is either inexhaustible or amenable to management and
technological manipulations.” (1991, p.4) They also claim
that another “.. limitation of past approaches is their
bounded spatial and linear scales.” (op. cit., p.4)

In the Kite model, the environment is taken as one of
four ‘elemental building blocks’ used in the study of human-
environment interaction. In addition to the environment,
this relationship is conditioned by three other factors:
social/cultural; political; and economic. These factors
interact horizontally within specific scales of analysis

(local, national/regional, and global), and also vertically

across these scales. All of this occurs on different
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temporal scales that are unique to the factors under
investigation. The outcome of these inter;ctions is
conditioned by power relationships. *“The exercise of power
is felt in the interaction between groups with different
status, access to resources and influence .. but it also
affects the direction of interaction between social,

political and economic forces.” (op. cit., p.19)

Figure 2.1: The Kite
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The use of the political ecology approach varies from
study to study. Authors such as Black (1990) and Campbell
and Olson (1991; 1992) have drawn on specific frameworks to
guide their study, Blaikie and Brookfield’'s ‘regional

political ecology’ and the Kite respectively. Others have
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drawn pell-mell from aspects of political economy and
cultural ecology as suits their needs.

The literature that identifies itself as political
ecology has covered a broad spectrum of issues ranging from
traditional studies of environmental degradation and
conflict over natural resources to the emancipatory
potential of social movements. Initially, political
ecologists concerned themselves with issues that had
formerly been addressed using political economy and cultural
ecology approaches.'? As political ecology has matured,
applications have expanded beyond these traditional aspects
of the human-environment relationship.

From the outset, political ecologists have addressed
issues related to anthropogenic change of the environment.
Major themes in this area of inquiry include soil erosion
(e.g. Blaikie 1985; Blaikie and Brookfield 1987) and
deforestation (e.g. Hecht and Cockburn 1990; Millikan 1992).
Other areas of interest include issues of access to natural
resources (e.g. Campbell and Olson 1991, 1992; Bassett 1988)
and the impact of capitalist penetration in traditional
societies (e.g. Black 1990; Schmink and Wood 1987, 1992;

Sheridan 1988).

s interesting to note that the reasons cited for utilizing a political ecology approach in many of these
studies was the inadequacy of traditional explanations of environmental degradation such as over
population, inappropriate technology. and ignorance on the part of land-users as opposed to the short
comings of political economy and cultural ecology.
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More recently, political ecologists have applied the
approach to a broader range of issues. Several authors have
promoted a political ecology that goes beyond the
examination of human-environmental problems to address
issues of conservation and sustainability. Whitesell (1993)
claims that *“.. political ecology studies will have the most
practical utility if, collectively, they address both the
causes and the possible solutions of anthropogenic
environmental degradation.” (pp. 87-88) Blaikie (1994b)
calls for an application of political ecology to the study
of sustainability.

Others have proposed a postmodern form of political
ecology. Peet and Watts suggest a more activist
perspective. They use tﬁe term liberation ecology to denote
this new approach and claim that their

“.intention is not simply to add politics to

political ecology, but to raise the emancipatory

potential of environmental ideas and to engage

directly with the larger landscape of debates over
modernity, its institutions , and its knowledges.”

(1996a, p. 37, original emphasis)

Blaikie (1994a) notes a similar role stating that
“[plolitical ecology is the arena in which epistemology,
ideology, and politics of environmental information must be
critically examined.” (p. 5)

In a similar vein, feminist social scientists have

called for the incorporation of a gendered perspective in

political ecology research. Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and
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Wangari (1996) criticize the absence of a gendered
perspective in most human-environment studies and identify
three areas of analysis where gender should be included:
the basis of environmental knowledge; environmental rights
and responsibilities; and environmental politics and
grassroots activism. They note the components of a feminist
approach stating that:

“Feminist political ecology treats gender as a

critical variable in shaping resource access and

control, interacting with class, caste, race

culture, and ethnicity to shape processes of

ecological change, the struggle of men and women

to sustain ecologically viable livelihoods, and

the prospects of any community for ‘sustainable

development’.” (op. cit., p. 4)

Mayer (1996) argues that political ecology has
adequately addressed human-environmental problems such as
famine, soil erosion and deforestation but has failed to
examine the health implications such as disease and
mortality that accompany these problems. He claims that “..
the emergence of diseases can frequently be traced to
intentional or unintentional social policy, political
decisions and profit-driven land development decisions.”
(op. cit., p. 452)

Mayer demonstrates the application of political ecology
to medical geography with a brief examination of lyme
disease in the U.S. He claims that recent changes in

settlement patterns and land-use policy have increased the

risk of exposure to the disease. These changes are directly
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linked to the U.S. housing market, the process of
suburbanization and reforestation projects. Mayer concludes
stating that political ecology “.. has great potential in
leading to a greater systemic understanding of health and
disease.” ( op. cit., p. 441)

While not unified under a holistic theory of human
environment interaction, the literature that identifies
itself as political ecology shares certain similarities.
Whitesell (1993) notes the following “common, though not

universal, characteristics” (p. 55):

e a central empirical concern with anthropogenic
environmental change

e the application of a systems approach where the
ecosystem and social system are seen as
interactive

e a recognition that the interaction of these
systems need not result in equilibrium

e an examination of social and ecological factors
at many levels/scales of analysis

e the provision of contextualized conclusions,
rather than general theories of human-
environment interaction

e the attempt to unite empirical studies with a
search for policy options to achieve
conservation with social equity
Though lacking as a full-fledged theory of human-
environment interaction, political ecology has served as a

useful guide to researchers investigating this complex

relationship. Whitesell (1993) sums this up, stating that:



“What is emerging under the rubric of political

ecology, is a convergence, among certain natural

and social scientists, around a political

economic, ecological, cultural, historical and

multi-level approach to the study of

human/environment interactions.” (p. 81)

Political ecology is thus best viewed as a framework, within
which researchers can analyze the interaction of the myriad
components that condition human-environment interaction and
offer explanations and solutions derived from contextual
findings.

2.4 The Use of Political Ecology in the Present Study

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate and
explain the variations in community and household resource
use in a proposed extractive reserve. A deeper
understanding of the factors that influence land-use
decisions is necessary to evaluate the potential of the
proposed reserve in meeting locally defined conservation and
development goals. Some of the characteristics that make
political ecology a useful analytical approach in this study
are addressed below.

Resource use in the study area is the result of the
interaction of many factors. Aspects of the ecological
system and the social system interact across different
scales to influence land-use decisions. Mayer (1996) argues
that “.scale is an artificial construct, what happens at one

scale is not extraneous to occurrences at another, but

rather that all scales are mutually enmeshed.” (p. 447)
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Scales may be ‘enmeshed’, but for analytical purposes it is
useful to examine interactions as they occur across and
between different scales. One of the main features of the
political ecology approach is its ability to deal with
multi-scale analysis. Blaikie (1994a) notes this stating
that:

“[s]ince political ecology is usually located, as

part of its concerns, in place-based and locally

specific interactions as well as in larger,

pervasive and often non-place-based political and

ideational forces (e.g. environmental ideologies

or state policies), a number of different levels

or scales of analysis are implied. These have to

be made specific.but also linked by credible

explanations ..” (p.7)

Social relations of production are one of the key
factors influencing the resource use decisions of Amazonian
caboclos. One of the main objectives of the extractive
reserves proposal is to overcome the system of debt peonage
that has characterized Amazonian extractivism from the
outset. Present forms of surplus extraction are closely
linked to the history of capital penetration and
accumulation in the region. Political ecology provides a
framework for the analysis of recent shifts in power
relations between producers and land owners and the impact
that these changes have on resource use decisions.

The natural environment is another significant factor

conditioning land-use decisions in the study area. It plays

an active, though not deterministic role by providing
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opportunities and imposing certain risks. Blaikie (1994a)
calls attention to the active role given to the environment
within a political ecology framework stating:

“[olne of the most productive ways political

ecology can approach environment-society relations

is to treat the environment as ‘enabling,’ in the

sense of providing resources and services as they

are defined and redefined by a constantly changing

society. Environment therefore is constantly in a

state of being conceived of, learned about, acted

upon, created and recreated and modified, thus
providing a constantly shifting ‘action space,’

both productive and ideational for different

players, as they create and recreate their own

history.” (p.6)

Political ecology has proved a useful approach to the
present study in two ways. First, it served as a guide to
direct field research by identifying specific factors for
the investigation of human-environment interaction in the
study area. Second, it provides a framework for the
analysis of the data collected. My use of the political
ecology approach does not rely directly on either of the
specific frameworks outlined in the previous section. I do,
however, draw from aspects of both. The Kite points to the
principal factors that influence resource use decisions. It
also provides a heuristic device for examining the
interaction of these factors across different scales.
Blaikie and Brookfield’s concept of ‘chains of explanation’

is a useful tool for linking these factors and explaining

the outcome of their interaction.
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The political ecology approach is not without its
problems. One the main criticisms leveled at the approach
is its inability to derive generalized theories of human
environment-environment interaction from contextual
research. Pickles and Watts (1992) claim that:

“Geography .. is becoming more pluralistic and less

comfortable with calls for grand theory. 1In place

of unified theory are varied frameworks of

analysis that in one sense reflect the lesson ..

that our scientific concepts do not mirror nature

but are socially constructed.” (p.318)

At this early point in the author’s career it is deemed
best to simply state that this study is not intended to
contribute to grand theory, but rather to make theoretical

inferences to the nature of human-environment interaction in

a small part of Amazonia and let the chips fall where they

may.
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CHAPTER 3: CABOCLOS, RUBBER TAPPERS, AND
RIBERENOS

The Amazon caboclo is one of three broad cultural
categories used to subdivide the rural population of
Amazonia. The term is used to separate the group from other
peasants, such as newly arrived colonists, and other
‘traditional’ populations such as the region’s various
indigenous tribes. This chapter provides an overview of the
literature from caboclo studies relevant to the present
study. Section 3.1 examines the conceptualization of this
unique cultural group in the literature. Particular
emphasis is given to the various definitions used and the
utility of theoretical generalizations made about such a
diverse group of resource users. Research on the evolution
of the Amazonian peasantry is presented in section 3.2.
Section 3.3 summarizes several studies of caboclo resource
use and environmental knowledge. Research closely related
to the present study is addressed in section 3.4

3.1 Conceptualization of the Amazon Caboclo

Caboclos have been defined by Hecht and Cockburn as “..
the population of backwoods folk formed out of the long
history of detribalization, miscegenation, and extraction
from each immigrant wave that left people behind in the
region.” (1990, p. 167) 1Initially applied to deculturated
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