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colonial profile, which in turn corresponds with race and form of government. A tem-
perate colony is one in which whites can “live and thrive and bring up healthy chil-
dren,” whereas a subtropical colony is one in which whites can maintain themselves
but “cannot do hard and continuous work.” In a tropical colony, whites are “forbid-
den by the heat not only to support open-air labor, but also to retain its original ro-
bustness of mind and body.” The temperate colony, now completely occupied, he con-
tinued, is the “natural home of the European races,” whereas colored people or those
of “a different blood” belonging to “a lower type of civilization” are most numerous
in the subtropical colony, and more marked is the race distinction in a tropical colony
where a small group of “civilized” white men rule over an enormous mass of “savage
or semi-civilized men . . . of a different color.”>> Although Bryce’s advice on colonial
acquisition and rule provoked commentary, virtually unquestioned was his claim that
climate shaped the contours of the colonial project and formed correspondences with
race and civilization.>

That critique would come later in the work of physicians and scientists who found
that white bodies, although susceptible to tropical diseases, could adapt and survive
in the torrid zone, contrary to the assertions of such writers as Kidd and Bryce.’” Dis-
case, not climate, was the enemy of whites in the tropics, a 1919 report in the Journal
of Tropical Medicine emphatically announced.’® Building upon that finding, J. W.
Gregory, a University of Glasgow geologist, noted that climate has worked an “in-
stinctive sorting” of racial types in which “the tropics are the natural home of the
coloured races and the temperate regions that of the white races.” That “racial dis-
tribution” arises from the geographic principles of climate and population differen-
tiation and density and from the struggle for land and resources in which the infe-
riors survive because they can get by with less. And yet the body temperature of
American soldiers in the Philippines differs little from that of whites in the United
States, and those soldiers have shown an ability to acclimatize to the heat and hu-
midity of the tropics. In addition, studies indicate that the lungs, kidneys, and nerves
of whites undergo no important change in the tropics, as was commonly believed,
and some insurance companies have concluded that the higher rates they charge for
living in the tropics are unmerited.>

White penetration of the tropics is, then, physiologically possible, Gregory con-
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cluded, but in the cohabitation of white men and colored women rests the danger.
Miscegenation, he warned, is “mischievous and dangerous,” as if against nature, be-
cause “the interbreeding of widely different races of mankind produces inferior off-
spring.” Instead, the professor advised, the white should secure “as his home” the con-
tinents of Europe, North America, and Australia, and from that base “for the benefit
ofall, continue to conquer the forces of Nature and thereby strengthen the broad foun-

dations of civilization.”®

LIFE’S COMPLEXION

French historian Lucien Febvre took up that concern of modernity—the relations be-
tween humans and nature—and favored human agency over the environmental de-
terminism of earlier periods of European thought. The ancient Greeks, Febvre recalled,
including Hippocrates, Plato, and Aristotle, fixed human bodies (races) and their so-
cieties (cultures, civilizations) to the land (environment) bounded by climatic zones
or latitudes. Jean Bodin, he pointed out, represented an advance over the absolutism
of both Greek tradition and Christian dogma and superstition, and Friedrich Ritzel
helped to shift geography’s center from the physical to the human in his “anthropo-
geography”” “It is not true that four or five great geographic influences weigh on his-
toric bodies with a rigid and uniform influence; but at every instant and in all phases
of their existence,” Febvre asserted, “through the exceedingly supple and persistent
mediation of those living beings endowed with initiative, called men, isolated or in
groups, there are constant, durable, manifold, and at times contradictory influences
exercised by all those forces of soil, climate, vegetation—and many other forces
besides—which constitute and compose a natural environment.”®!

Determinism, for Febvre, is not history; rather, “the very basis of history” is the
understanding of humans as “efficacious agents” of somatic and social constitutions
and changes. Additionally, although climate has produced the tropical and temper-
ate bands with their distinctive life forms and possibilities, it does not mandate hu-
man imagination or behavior, nor is it the sole factor in a multiplicity of complex

influences shaping human nature and society. Geographic categories exceed the
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bounds of climatic latitudes such as mountains and coasts, islands and continents
with their diverse plant and animal life and human economies of hunting and fish-
ing, pastoralism and agriculture. Boundaries, in fact, are human creations, because
along the frontiers formations such as “the Eastern world, the world of Islam, the
Asiatic world” and European civilization interact, blurring distinctions. The move
from “determination” to “only approximations and probabilities,” Febvre admitted,
might lose “the beautiful simplicity and certainty of the mechanical explanations”
but gain “a richer and more complex view, better matched with the exact complex-
ion of the phenomena of life.”®

It was precisely that intention to capture “the exact complexion of the phenom-
ena of life” that led to the search for formal and systematic explanations freed from
superstition and religion among the ancient Greeks. And although theoretical and
philosophical in orientation, these explanations more closely modeled reality in ac-
tual encounters and insisted upon evidence and demonstration. Geography, as con-
ceived in Europe, grew from that imperative to apprehend the world, its lands and
waters, its resources both animate and inanimate, its peoples, and its place in the heav-
ens. Human movement, including migration, exploration, trade, and conquest, en-
abled and required mappings of familiar and novel climes and peoples. That geogra-
phy posited a circular and later spherical island world of lands surrounded by seas and
divided by “airs, waters, and sites” into habitable and uninhabitable girdles of freez-
ing cold, moderation, and scorching heat. The sole causal connection they and their
intellectual descendants established between environment and human physiques, na-
tures, and organizations, as Febvre pointed out, eventuated in the influential false-
hood of race and its differentiation and hierarchy.®®

The reciprocal of those movements from the homeland to the edges of the known
world were imports, including goods—the objects of desire—and peoples, from the
peripheries to the centers. Nature, as analogized by Ellen Churchill Semple to con-
vection currents, is insufficient as an explanation for that traffic between the temperate
and tropical bands, and “destiny;” whether manifest or divinely ordained, fails to ac-
count for the naming and characterizing of those latitudes and their peoples. As
pointed out by Lucien Febvre, those acts are complex and multifaceted and are, above

all, interventions of “living beings endowed with initiative, called men.” In fact, white
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desires for tropical products and the region’s enormous array of untapped resources
and fecund lands provisioned trade vessels and seeded anchorages for colonies. And
from that penetration arose problems of white morbidity and the “breeding” of mixed
and hence inferior stock in the tropics and the infiltration of nonwhite bodies, dis-
cases, and cultures into the white turfand gene pool. Prodigious profits and perils were

close companions, then, in this quest for tropical empires.
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