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Understanding Cultural Ecology and Poli t ical Ecology

Jhe impact  of  Spanish agr icu l rura l  innovat ions on
I the culture of rhe indigenc'us people of the Cenrral

Andes repir rn r r f  Snr, r th A. ' l : r i : :  ( r ' :n : ls l  c : :cCi : i ia33

ing the n l ( )untarnous por t ions of  Peru,  Bol iv ia,  and
Eculdor)  presents an cxcel lenr  case studv in  cul tura l
ecologr .  The r r i rnsfbrnr l r ion of  Arrdc ln cul rure began
u'hen Pizarro arr ivcd in  Peru f ronr  Spain in  15- l  t  and
sel  abour r .anq u is l r  ing rhe pol i r ica l  l r .  rechnol<ry ica l  l r i
i r n . l  eu l t u r i r l l v  soph i s r i c r l t ed  I ncas .  T -he  Span ia rds
brought  r r  i ih  r l re  nr  nor  onl l  donresr ic  p lents and ani -
nra ls  {nr . r i i ' r l r  bv wer '  o f  Nicar i rgua r rnd Me\ ico)  hur
also knrlu'ledqe irborrr h(r\\ '  to i.rhrrcrre the rools rhe*'
necclecl and fl Strr)! l!4 sen.e ()f \r 'hr'r! \r ' :rs necrsSgrv f<lr
: r  " c i r  i l i zed "  l i i c .

Bv the 1590s a bundle of  Spanish cul tura l  t ra i rs
had been inregrirted into the Central Andean rural cul-
ture compler ,  creat ing a hvhrrdrzed rura l  cu l rure.  Thc
hvbr id ized cul r r r re-r r r rd cul turs!  l r rndscape-conr-
b ined a much s inrp l i t ie t l  rers ion o i  Spanish mater ia l
l i fe u'irh importanr (though altcred) lncan pracriccs r-rf
crop grr-'rving, herding, lgricultural rechnologr'. and
sert lement  par terns.  Thar rh is  hvbr id cul rurc comple r
rem:r ins idenr i f iab le tc ldar ' ,  even afrer  four  ce ntur ies
and in the face of  conrenrporan'g lobal iz ing forces,  is
due to the peasants' srrong adherence to cusromr ge-
ographic isolirt ion, and povertr'.

Br  1620 rhe indigenous Andean people had losr
90 percenr of their popularion and had been forced ro
make significanr changes in the ir sul' 'sisrence lifesry'les
(an i l lusrrar ion of  demographic col lapse as d iscussed
on  p3ges  144 - l 48 ) .  The  Inca  en rp i r r ,  r v i t h  i r s  h rge
pttpularion base, had once engaged in intensive agri-

cu l ture pract ices,  inc luding bui ld ing and m,r in t r r in ing
irrigetion s)'stems, terracing fields, and furr<-rwing hil l-
s idc; .  Y ' ; th  i l - .c  . ic i . , .  . ! , , , , ,  i , ,  , ' , , , , ,1  , . i . - .^  :n , j  c : - - : - . .  -

quent  loss of  labor  power,  the surv ivors turned io
pastoralism because herding requires less hftor than ir-
terrsire agriculture. Ulrimarely, it u' irs the introducrion
of Old rWbrld domesticared lnirnirls rlr;rr h:ri l  rhe src--.i-
esr  impirc t  on the Cenrra l  Andes lF igure 4.A) .

Cul tur l l  ecologisrs s tudv the n i t rer i r r l  pr . r ( . r i -  js

i food product lon,  shcl rer  prov i r i t ln ,  lcvels  of  l r io l , ,g ! -
c , t l  reproducr ion)  as s 'e l l  as rhe nonm.r tcr i . r l  pr . ret i - :s
(he l i e f  svs ten rs ,  i r a ' j i t i ons ,  soe i . r l  i i r s r i r i . i r i r i ns ) , , f
cu l t r i r r r l  gr ( )u i rs .  Thci r  i i im is  to i i r rderstarr t l  hou' i l : ' -
rural processes affecr groups' adrprarion ro rhe en., r-
ronment .  Where:rs  the t radi t ior r r r l  approach to t ' te
cultural landscape focuses cln hum:rn imprrcts on rl.e
landscape or  i rs  fornr  or  h isrorr ' ,  cu l rur l l  ecologi . . :s
seek to expl ; r i r r  hrr rv  cu! tur . r l  proecsses r f fect  adrrpr i -
r ion to the envi ronment .  Culrura l  adlprar ion involvts
the conrpl t r  s t rarcgies human groups emplov to l i , . .e
successfu l l r  as par t  o[a narr r r , r l  svstcm. Culrur ; l  ecol -
ogisrs recognize that people i lre contponcnts ()f co:r-
pler ecosl'stems and that the iva)' thc)' m,rnage and
consume resources is shaped by' culrural be l iefs, prrrc-
r ices,  r 'a lues,  and t radi r ions,  as wel l  i rs  bv larger  ins: i -
tu t ions and porver  re lat ionships.

The culturrrl ecolosr- approilch incorporares rh;:e
ke1' points:

r  Cul tura l  gr( )ups and the envi r<>nment are inre: -
connected b1 '  svstemic inrcrre l l r ionships.  Culrurr l
ecologisrs examine how people manilge resources

t

;

Figure 4.A Andean woma -:
weaving ihoueh shr,ep .rre r.  :
ind igenous to  the  Anc les ,  t l : t ' .
harc bccn u i t lelr arlolrterl  i rr  l i ,  :
reqiorr sirrce the coloni.-r l  perio<i.
Sheep .rrc rvel l  aclalt t t 'd to hi1::
alt i tudes and l trovicle rvool ar.r i
nreat. Shon,n here is a \4,om.r.r
weaving accompanierl  I tv anoth-
er \{'ontan.



through a range of strategies to comprehend how
the environmcnt shapes culture, arrd vice versa.

r Cultural behavior is examined as a function of rhe
cul rura l  group's  re lat ionship to the envi ronnrent
through both mater i l l  and nonmater i , r l  cu l tura l
- t - - - ^ _ - _  c . - - t -  - _ , - - - - : - - - - : . . - - -  _ - - _ t . _ - - . . 1
l r L l l r l r l t ) .  . r u L r l  L , \ J r l r r r l . r l l \ r l t )  d t  \

through intensive f ie ldrvork.

r  \ l r ;s t  cr i rd ies in  crr l t r r r l l  c . -o los l  in lcst igrr re fooC
producrion in rtrral and agriculrtrral scrtings in the
r . . r ' i r . l r e r r  i r r  . , r ' , 1 . r  t c  unJ r r : l . r nJ  l r , l r . . , : l r : r r g t  : t -
i..r i th" rr- ' l ;r it lnshin lrcnteen c'.rIrui-iI grt.. ' .rps ln,1
rh r ' en i  i r o r t r r t en t . I

Cul tura l  ccologisrs Iook et  io , r t !  pror luct iorr .  dc-
mourrrphic  chi rnee and r rs  rmprrcts  on ecosvsterns.  and
eci ) lo i l iea l  s t rsr . r in . ib i l i r r ' .  T l - re sc. t l r  o f  . r r i . r l ts is  is  n, ; i  i r r r
cr : l i i . : re l  Jrc i l )  ( ) r  cr i l t i i r r t l  ; -e t io i rs ,  h i i t  on snr . r l lgr i ; i i i . t '
irdaptive srrltegies to J pilrricLll. lr plitce or selri| lg.

In  the Andean exanrple x[ r1 lve,  cu l tur , r l  ecoklg isrs
hlve l ' reen a l ' r le  to urrdersr . rnt l  cornpler  re ler ionships
betu ecn r r , r 'o  cu l rur . r l  qr ( )ups ; r r r r l  rhc i r  cnvi ror- r r lcnt .
shou'ing horv the firoups' chorce s rrere shirped bv botlr
cu I t u re  and  env i ron l l en t l l  c c l t d i r i ons .  Some c r i t i c s
hlve argtred, hos'ever. th.rt cultural ecoiogv leaves ctut
other  in te r rening in f luences of  rhc re lar ionship be-
nveen cul ture and the envi ronnrent :  the impact  c l t  po-
l i t ica l  end econonr ic  insr i rur iorrs  and pracr ices.

Dur in{r  rhe 19t i0s cul rura l  ecokrg isrs l reg,rn mot-
ing ani r r  f rorr r  a srr ic t  focus on a par t icu lar  group's
interirctions rvirh thc environrlrcnr. insread placing that
rc lat ionship l r  i th in i r  rv ic ler  c( )nrc\ r .  The resul r  is  po-
l i t ica l  eeologr ' ,  the rnerg inu of  pol i r ica l  ecorr< lnr i '  n ' i t l r
cultr,rral ecoklgr'. Polit icrrl ecologv srresses thlr hurnan-
snvi ronnrenr  re l i r r ions can he aCcquate lv  unCcrstood
onlr  bv reterence ro the re lar ionship o i  p, r r rerr rs  < l f  re-
sourcc use t ( )  pol r r ica l  and ec<lr rorn ic  forccs.  Jusr  as
n  r t l t  r he  s tud l '  o f  ag r i cu l t u re ,  i r r c l us t r i i r l i z r r t r o r t .  r r r -
[ ' ra t t iz i r t ion. i , r r rd cornpar lb le ccog,raphic l I  phcnorr . re-
na ,  t h i s  pc rspcc t i \ e  requ i res  a l l  e \ i l n t i nJ t i on  o f  t he
i rnplcr  of  rhc sr . r re and the nrarker  on thr :  rvr rvs i l r
s ' l r ich par t icu l l r  groups ut i l ize rhei r  rcsourcc brsc.

Pol i r ica l  ecologv incorporates rhe s i r rnc l ruman-
envi ronmenr comp() l rents anal l 'zed h1 '  cu l r r r ra l  ecolo-
g isrs.  Hou'ever ,  because pol i t ica l  ecologisrs f rame
cul ture l  ecologv s ' i th in rhe conter t  o f  pol i t ica l  and
econornic relationships, rhey go bel,ond what cultr.rr-
al ecologists seek ro understand.

A case srudy of the banana indusrry on St. Vincent
and the Grenadines, an island nation in the Caribbean,
il lrrstr:rtes the difterence (Figure 4.8).r Beginning in the
1980s, agriculturalists in the main island of St. Vincent
shiited to banana producrion for erport Jr rhe same

rK .  Bu rze r .  "Cu l t u re l  Lcok rg r i ' i n  C .  L .  Ce i l e  end  C .  J .  V ' i l n ro t

{eds.  ) .  Ccrrgr . rp ht '  in  Antr ic . t .  Colunrbus.  OH: \ lcrr i l l  Publ ishing
Co . ,  l 9 l i e .  p .  192 .
lAdrpred from L. Grossman,'The Politicel Ecok4;1'of B;rn:rn,rs: Con-
rr:rct Firrnring, Pers;rnfs..rnd .\grarian Chlnge in l-estern Carihhean,'
Ch.rpel  Hi l l ,  NC: Univers in of  Nonh C:rro l ina Press.  1998.
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Figure .1.8 St. Vincent and the Crenadines Tncsc isl.rnC ,r:rrl
r. land rlrotrPinqs .rre r)nrt of the ch.rin of the Lesser Antil les in
1t'p (,.- ' l i) l1eln Se.r. The total population is .rbout l l  r ()(X), or'-
cuovirrq .rbout 390 scluare kilometers tl -50 squlre nri lest.

rinre th;rr local food production begln to decline. V'irh-
out recognizing the irnpacts of polirics and the vvider
econom); it u'ould be impossilrle to understand whv
these nvo processes have been occurrirrg sirnulraneous-
lr.. Disirrcenti\es and incentives h,rve bclrh plar-ed a role.
Disincentives to rnaintirin lt>cirl tbod producrion irrclr.rde
nr;rrketing constri l ints, cr()p rheh, compctit ion fronr in-
c\pensive tbod erports. and inldequate qorernnrenr l ls-
sistrrnce. Incentives ro produce for erport include stirre
s'.rl ' tsidies ro eyport-()riented rgriculture and 3ccess t()
credit for bananit producers. i 'rs rvell as a strong Brit ish
inrlrket f irr Cari[rlrean bananas. As ir resulr, locll food
pr<xlucr ion,  , r l though feccd rv i th  thc srnte cr : r ' i ron-
llrrnti l l  conditions as banJna production, drrs nor enjol '
t ire srrnre polirical and econolrric benefits. Becrruse prt>-
duction firr esport is potenti.rl l l '  nlore lucrlt i..e irnd i ln
cc()nonricall\. sat'er oprion, and to sonlc e\tcnt hecluse
of changing dietary practices, local iood production is
ir less irrtrirctire option for agriculrurirl ists.

As the St .  V incent  case i l lust rates,  the pol i t ica l
ecologv approach provides a framervork fbr under-
sranding how the processes of the rvorld economy af-
fect local cultures and practices. It also indicates how
state p<ll icies and practices and economic demand in
the global economy shape local decision making. Fur-
thermore, local cultural practices (especially dietar,v)
are being abandoned as people develop a taste for low-
cost and convenient imported agricultural commodi-
ties such as flour and rice. Unfortunatelv, horvever,
production for export also opens up rhe local econo-
m)' to the fluctuations of the wider global economy.
Recent changes in European Union policv on banana
impons, for example, are having negrtive eftects on
banana production in St. Vincenr. 137
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