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INTRODUCTION TO THE SPECIAL ISSUE

The Diversity of the Modern in Amazonia

SUZANNE OAKDALE , Department of Anthropolog y, University of New Mexico,
Albuquerque, NM 87131, USA. Email: soakdale@unm.edu

MARNIE WATSON , Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Missouri State University

Key words: Amazonia, Brazil, Modernity

As several scholars have observed, modernity is a mode of understanding time and
space, a chronotope in the Bakhtinian sense. The modern understanding of progress
has made the present radically discontinuous with the past and the future empty or
open to possibility in ways that they had not been previously (Koselleck 1985). In
tandem with the growth of global managerial connections, a range of locales became
spaces of “‘the primitive Other’ against which European Enlightenment and colonial-
ism were elevated and justified” (Knauft 2002:6). The construction of these locales
as non-modern is an artifact of modernity itself, not an absence, in fact, of the mod-
ern (Trouillot 2002). Social life in modern parts of the world came to be understood
as “disembedded,” or pulled away from local contexts and expanded across space and
time (Giddens 1990). Non-modern locales, by contrast, were seen as repositories of a
still locally situated social life. The inhabitants of a modern type of space-time came
to be characterized by interiority, self-monitoring, and individualism, and those of
the non-modern, by a relative lack of these features (Foucault 1979, 1990; Knauft
2002; Taylor 1989).

Despite the fact that, as Stephen Nugent observes, the Amazon can be considered
“nothing but modern,” having been integrated into the world system for half of a mil-
lennium, Amazonia is viewed as one of the most “non-modern” regions of the world,
one of the starkest contrasts to the modern that is still in existence (2000:233; Nugent
and Harris 2004). In nation-building, literature, the sciences, and the global imagi-
nation more generally, it has been considered a repository for the primitive, the tradi-
tional, the backward, the raw, the natural, and the past. Whether “green hell” or “the
lungs of the planet” or “a land out of time,” the Amazon region is seen as a space of
nature rather than culture, frozen in time in what McClintock (1995) dubs “anachro-
nistic space,” instead of being involved in a forward march of progress (see also Camp-
bell 2015: Nugent 2000). Simultaneously, Amazonia is considered a place of untapped
potential, waiting to yield its riches if only the proper technology, scientific technique,
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or development project were implemented. Inhabitants of the Amazon have been
viewed as unable to manage the region on their own, because of either innate biological
shortcomings, social and cultural deficiencies, or environmentally induced indolence,
and rarely have they been consulted or considered as equal partners in modernizing
and developmental schemes. Discourses that view modernity as springing from fun-
damentally European roots have placed Amazonia and Amazonians on the lowest evo-
lutionary rung, and even urban inhabitants of the region are still viewed as what Chat-
terjee (1997) terms “consumers,” rather than “producers,” of modernity. At the same
time, Amazonia is idealized as a locale of authenticity and viewed nostalgically as a
place where people live meaningful simple lives, all part of the fetishization of the past
that is a symptom of capitalism itself (Chakrabarty 2000; Ferguson 2010).

The articles in this special issue are part of the growing body of scholarship which
looks beyond an exclusive focus on the peoples usually considered to be representative
of this area, namely indigenous Amazonians, to the rich range of societies inhabiting this
region (Campbell 2015;Chibnik 1991, 1994;Harris 1998, 2000;Despres 1991;Nugent
1981, 1993, 1995, 1999;Nugent andHarris 2004; Pace 1998; Raffles 2002; Slater 1994,
2002; Wagley 1976). The four articles presented here all focus on Amazonian Brazil to
examine how a range of peoples (urban, rural, migrant, immigrant, indigenous, or mixed
race, etc.) have engaged with discourses and practices of modernity and non-modernity
in high-profile, relatively spectacular or monumental events and processes that have
unfolded in this region (Figure 1). As such, they form a complement to research that
centers on the quotidian lives of Amazonians being carried on behind the overblown
rhetoric about Amazonia (see Despres 1991; Nugent and Harris 2004; Slater 1994,
2002). The articles here all show examples of how the rhetoric and stereotypes about
Amazonia and modernity circulating at national and international levels have been en-
gaged by locals, how they have been assumed, contested, or reworked. We shed light
on this process at four historical moments ranging from the late nineteenth century
to the present. We begin in the city of Manaus, examining the way in which late-
nineteenth-century postcard production assertively represented this city as a mod-
ern “technometropolis,” on par with European cities. Next, we turn to one of Henry
Ford’s projects to build a town in the model of the “village industry” on the Tapajós
River in the early twentieth century. The following article examines a project to estab-
lish Brazilian aviation networks across the interior during the mid-twentieth-century
state-sponsored “March to the West.” The final article focuses on a highly mediated
and commodified folklore festival produced by the working class of contemporaryMa-
naus, home to a 10,000-km tax-free assembly and production zone. In these examples,
peoples’ engagement with the spectacular rhetoric of modernity and its alter-image, the
traditional, does not necessarily lead to less authentic, or less directly lived, experiences
(contrary to Debord 1983), but rather to a range of emotional responses—the aspi-
rational and optimistic celebration of Manaus as a modern world city (Chernela and
Pereira), the development of a heartfelt engagement with the “nature” constructed in
these modern projects’ wake (Killick), the long-term partnerships between individuals
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from different social worlds (Oakdale), and deeply satisfying identifications with past
ways of life (Watson).

While modernity has moved into the domain of the “sublime,” a term often evoked
more than defined (Kelly 2002), we understand it here as an attitude or mode of ex-
periencewhich encompasses what has been termed “modernization,” or its political and
economic effects, as well as “modernism,” the ideas and values animating art and other
aesthetic sensibilities (Burman 1988; see also Nugent 2000). As Nugent observes, the
Brazilian Amazon has usually been seen as a locus only for the study of modernization,
given that it has been the setting of significant, large-scale economic projects (Nugent

Figure 1. The Brazilian Amazon, showing locations discussed in the special issue
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and Harris 2004:5). The authors in this issue examine how claims to modernity (in-
cluding both modernization and modernism) and its alter image, “the traditional,”
have been made in the Brazilian Amazon, and how modernity has been evoked and
used at particular historical moments by Amazonians themselves (see Cooper 2005).

The eras covered here are clearly not exhaustive, but they are key moments when
assertions of modernity (or tradition) have become high-profile spectacles. These mo-
ments include firstly, with Chernela and Pereira’s (2018) article on the postcard rep-
resentation of Manaus’s spectacular architecture, the Amazon of the rubber era (early
1800s to 1914), characterized by a system of extraction, debt, and trade that linked
rubber tappers in the Amazon (migrants as well as locals) to trading houses in Manaus
and Belem as well as more distantly to foreign industrialists. This socioeconomic sys-
tem atrophied when, in the early twentieth century, rubber prices fell precipitously as
Asian rubber entered the market (Dean 1987; Weinstein 1983). During his time in of-
fice at the height of the rubber era, Eduardo Gonçalves Ribeiro, governor of Amazonas
from 1892 to 1896, embarked on a program of beautification and modernization that
would transform Manaus into the “Paris of the Tropics,” with electric lights, the fa-
mous Opera House, a British-designed floating wharf, paved roads, schools, hospitals,
bridges, and a cathedral (Despres 1991; Mesquita 1999).

With Killick’s article (2018) on Henry Ford’s second Amazonian company town
built in 1934, Belterra, as well as Oakdale’s discussion (2018) of the Roncador-Xingu
Expedition, initiated in 1943 as a part of “Brazil’s March to the West,” we turn to the
next historical era of concern. This is one in which large-scale projects to develop the
Amazon were also high-profile, newsworthy events. Both projects involved harvesting
Amazonian resources—for Ford, rubber, and for the March to the West, a variety of
minerals. They were also concerned, however, with populating the area withmore ideal
sorts of societies. For Ford, this meant communities based on a Midwestern Ameri-
can pastoral and sanitary ideal (Grandin 2009) and for the March to the West, it
meant nonindigenous agriculturalists from eastern Brazil (Garfield 2001). Both proj-
ects were also of interest to the press; for example, by establishing plantations and
towns in the Amazon, Ford was involved in a “titanic fight between nature andmodern
man,” according to one German newspaper (Grandin 2009:4). Similarly the March to
the West appeared frequently in Brazilian media, such as the illustrated weekly mag-
azine O Cruzeiro and the state-funded Cultura Política (Andrade 2010; Costa and
Burgi 2012). President Getúlio Vargas, who initiated the March to the West, in fact
began what was later called the “discourse of the Amazon River” in government pro-
paganda of this era (Andrade 2010).

Killick’s article (2018) also moves to the present, with his discussion of Belterra
today, as does Watson’s (2018) article on contemporary Manaus. Both the present-
day town of Belterra and the free trade zone of Manaus were shaped by government
modernization projects in the Amazon. While Manaus languished after the collapse
of the Brazilian rubber industry, it remained a strategic location for governmental proj-
ects seeking to encourage settlement in the Amazon, in part to protect the vulnerable

4 | JOURNAL OF ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH SPRING 2018



forest border. The military regime’s (1964–1985) slogan was “integrar para não entregar,”
or “integrate so that others may not appropriate” (Nugent 1999). The Zona Franca de
Manaus, a tax-free manufacturing and assembly district, was established in 1967 as
a strategy to draw industry and workers to the Amazon. The Transamazon Highway
was financed in 1970 and the National Integration Plan drew small farmers to culti-
vate along its course, which stretched from the eastern states of Maranhão and Pará,
passing very close to the town of Belterra, to the western state of Acre (Schmink and
Wood 1992). By the mid 1970s capital-intensive investments were favored again. Large
investors, who had been given government tax and credit advantages, arrived, pushing
these smaller agriculturalists out to create pastures for cattle, mines, and farms encom-
passing large tracts of land, causing a significant number of migrants to become land-
less (Schmink and Wood 1992). Many of those migrants who stayed in the Amazon
moved to Manaus or small towns along the highway.

Performing or asserting modernity involves two different ways this complex of
ideas (related to both modernization and modernism) can be deployed: “modernity”
can be evoked in the singular or “modernities” in the plural. Modernity in the singular
is understood to originate in theWest—Europe, North America, and in the context of
Brazil, usually in the country’s more urban and industrialized south. Only after orig-
inating or touching down in urban Brazil is it carried to the Amazon. Modernity in this
singular sense can be understood either as involving a liberation from backwardness
and inferior, local standards or as an imperial construct that “tames and sterilizes di-
versity” (Cooper 2005:113). “Plural” or “vernacular modernities,” in contrast, are un-
derstood as equally valid alternative versions of how to achieve progress, usually self-
consciously distinct in at least some ways from modernity in the singular (Cooper
2005).

Claims to modernity in the singular, as an import from centers of power, fore-
ground the larger political economic networks and inequalities that have contributed
to shaping Amazonia and Brazil (see Donham 2002; Knauft 2002). It has been argued
that the concept of “plural modernities,” which implies that each modernity is on
“equal footing,” in fact “smooths out what are in reality vast differences in power and
wealth” (Donham 2002:241). In each of the contexts discussed here in which moder-
nity in the singular is asserted, the wealth and technologies from elsewhere that have
significantly shaped Amazonian people’s lives do in fact come into view. Evan Killick’s
article, for example, looks at how the philosophy of industrialist Henry Ford shaped a
company town, Belterra, in the rubber-rich Tapajós River area and, as a result, not only
created a distinctive town structure but also had considerable influence on the con-
struction of areas now considered, even by residents, to be examples of Amazonian
nature. Janet Chernela and Ester Pereira’s article about a German photographer who
crafted images of the city of Manaus during the height of the rubber era in the mold
of the ideal European modern city, demonstrates how technology in the hands of even
a single artist, in the right time and place, can have significant impact on forging a city’s
image on the global stage. Suzanne Oakdale’s work on the aviation projects that took
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place in midcentury Brazil opens up a context in which the Brazilian military’s access to
US airplanes and techniques of surveying significantly reduced indigenous control of
territory. MarnieWatson’s, which focuses onManaus during its life as a free trade zone,
is sensitive to how modernity in the singular is a constant idea lurking in the back-
ground, a discourse with which residents of Manaus must continually contend as they
are typecast as marginal to progress, even as they work to build high-tech products.

Articles focusing on the invocation of modernity in the singular also carry on the
impulse to complicate and enrich the picture of what this sort of modernity entails.
As Frederick Cooper (2005) has observed, modernity even in the West is a much less
integrated and coherent package than is often assumed. Emphasizing what is gener-
ically seen to be “modern” causes one to miss the importance of other aspects (Coo-
per 2005:126). As Marshall Burman writes, commenting on Marx’s characteriza-
tion of modern life, this state is “radically contradictory at its base,” it is “a world
where everything is pregnant with its contrary” (1988:22). Donald Donham, empha-
sizing the heterogeneous nature of “modernity,” likewise observes that the French
Revolution inspired missionary societies which attempted to bring history to a close
as well as the idea more frequently associated with modernity, that the future is an
empty, unknowable space (2002:246). For him, modernity produces “refractions
and refusals,” what he calls “anti-modernisms.” Killick’s article finds one such anti-
modernism in one of the most unlikely places: the works of Henry Ford. In Ford’s
writings and plans for a company town in the Amazon, Killick finds not a separation
between modernity and ecology, but rather an interest in attaining the pastoral ideal
while also pursuing industrial production. Ford’s ideas, according to Killick, show “a
much more hybrid and unseparated vision of the relation between nature and human
actions than is usually associated with the term [modernity].” Similarly, Oakdale’s
article identifies an openness to “multinaturalism,” or an appreciation of the subjec-
tivity of nonhuman entities, seen to be characteristic of Amazonian cosmologies (Vi-
veiros de Castro 1998), in the diaries of the leaders of Brazil’s midcentury March to
the West, a quintessentially modernizing project to explore and colonize the interior.

Some of the following articles also focus on how plural modernities (Brazilian,
Amazonian, indigenous) have been claimed as this discourse on modernity in the sin-
gular was adopted, rejected, or reshaped in Brazilian contexts. Oakdale explores the
midcentury state commentary on how the interior would be incorporated into the
“progress” of the rest of the nation by merging the distinctive, old-fashioned Brazilian
elements (the tried-and-true home remedies, traditional foods, and travel by canoe)
with the modern elements (imported medicine, canned goods, and air travel). The
mestiço or hybrid modernity idealized in this state project is self-consciously distinct
from European or North American modernity.

Chernela and Pereira’s article as well as Watson’s focus on the tensions between
high-profile images and the lived reality of residents of Manaus with respect to moder-
nity in the singular and plural. Chernela and Pereira reveal how postcards of the rubber
era were produced in a public relations effort to prove the city was indeed the famed
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“Paris of the Tropics.” These images deliberately chose to depict an idealized reality
from an angle that concealed the daily struggles of those who were excluded from par-
ticipation in this modernizing project. Watson’s article takes up where the former
leaves off, after the collapse of the rubber economy and the implantation of the Zona
Franca de Manaus that now encompasses the city. In the twenty-first century, people
from Manaus remain unable to convince their compatriots of the city’s modernity, as
national media images generally erase all signs of urbanization or technology from de-
pictions of Amazonia.Watson demonstrates how the creators and celebrants of the boi-
bumbá festival knowingly play with nostalgic images of pre-modernity as they con-
struct a modern identity rooted in local history but intended for a global audience.

Taken as a whole these articles, following the work of others (see above), suggest
that the “modern” is a complex category, especially in the Brazilian Amazon. The con-
texts they explore show how Amazonians themselves have engaged with some of the
more spectacular assertions of modernity and non-modernity over the past one hun-
dred and fifty years. They focus on how a range of people, including immigrants, mi-
grants, descendants of migrants, indigenous individuals, expedition leaders who took
on the interior as a second home, as well as urban workers, have asserted in different
ways that they are both modern and non-modern, thereby deploying, reacting to, and
reshaping the terms in general circulation with respect to the Amazon and modernity.
While the complexity of the “modern” has been recently explored in the social sci-
ences, including notably by Bruno Latour (1993), “modernity” and those who inhabit
it, “the moderns,” in caricature, seem to have slipped back into some ontologically ori-
ented Amazonian anthropology. “The modern” often provides a neat contrast to the
indigenous groups (“the Amerindians”) that have long been taken to represent the Am-
azon (Nugent 1993) (see Killick 2018). Offering historically situated examples with
which to think through some of the less tidy ways that people have made claims about
modernity, modernities, and anti-modernity in Amazonia, the articles that follow
show how those who live there (including indigenous people) have themselves been
in dialogue with these terms for a very long time.

NOTE
We would like to thank all of the participants in the session on Modernity in Amazo-
nia at the annual meeting of the American Anthropological Association held in Wash-
ington DC on December 7, 2014, especially Beth Conklin, for her insightful com-
ments as discussant, as well as Sean Mitchell and Jeremy Campbell for the papers
they each presented in the session. We also thank the audience members for the lively
discussion afterward. This introduction has benefited greatly from the comments of the
anonymous reviewers as well as from the editor, Lawrence Straus.
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