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Landscape Images in 
Amazonian Narrative: 
The Role of Oral History in 
Environmental Research
Javier A. Arce-Nazario

Landscape and land-use 
change in the Amazon 
are most commonly 
addressed by the standard 

tools of land-cover change research: 
remote sensing, demographic 
methods, and political ecology 
approaches. These methodologies 
are used to construct a description 
of the causes and effects of land-
use transitions at broad scales. In 
contrast, studies that incorporate 
a very specific, human scale – 
individuals’ memories of the land 
– have already proven useful for 
correcting this picture in other 
regions.  Here I evaluate the use 
of oral histories with ribereño 
residents of the Muyuy-Panguana 
archipelago in the Peruvian 
Amazon, with the primary goal of 
integrating this information into 
ecosystem studies. 

Oral history approaches 
differ from other interviewing 
techniques in that they impose less 
structure on the conversation, and 
encourage evaluation rather than 
merging of the relationship between 
interviewer and interviewee. In 
this study individuals, couples, 
and small groups were interviewed 
about their personal histories, the 
formation of their communities, and 
their perception of culture-nature 
changes. Conversations progressed 

from short, specific questions to 
more open-ended queries intended 
to direct the discussion towards the 
interviewee’s personal history in 
relation to the landscape, and his or 
her ecological knowledge. I found 
that the recorded Amazonian 
landscape narrative exposed 
through this technique is a blend of 
environmental factual information 
and narrative art, and that both 
elements are useful in conservation 
and landscape change research.

Some of the factual 
information in the interviews is 
difficult or impossible to obtain 
through more traditional methods. 
For example, the narratives reveal a 
more precise history of a prominent 
river channel in the archipelago. 
Neither a typical remote sensing 
analysis using multi-temporal 
images, nor a study of historical 
maps, could determine that 
before the 1970’s the channel was 
sometimes almost dry and could 
be crossed by people and animals 
on foot. Through the interviews, 
I also obtained descriptions of 
forest successional patterns. The 
interviewees described processes 
that echo and sometimes extend 
the knowledge accessible in the 
ecological literature. The narrative 
art demonstrated in these interviews 
is useful for historical analysis since 

many experiences were shared, 
resulting in structural similarity. 
In some instances, the narrative 
includes precise descriptions of 
change processes. In other cases, 
the narrative of the floodplain’s 
dynamism is intertwined with 
mythological figures. Myth can 
arise alongside a conventional story 
of forest succession, or to account 
for more drastic and inexplicable 
changes in the landscape. As I 
overcame my bias towards the 
factual components of the interview 
and became more attuned to the 
contexts in which mythology 
entered the conversation, I found 
that they often reflected the 
relationship of the community 
to specific landscape features, or 
even my own relationship with the 
interviewee. The myths can serve as 
explanations for dramatic events, 
or to encourage certain codes 
of conduct in using resources or 
interacting with the landscape.

Integrating oral historical 
techniques into conservation 
research is not only another way to 
access historical and ecological facts 
or represent cultural interactions. 
The narratives also present the 
conservation goals of the interviewees. 
The goals of a conservation program 
are ultimately subjective judgments, 
and it is important to understand local 
preferences and techniques in devising 
conservation strategies. Oral history is 
especially appropriate for collecting 
this information, since people are 
allowed to explore their memories 
and evaluate their experiences. 

Through this freedom preferences and 
aesthetics enter the interview. Hence, 
the ribereño oral history is not only 
useful for understanding ecosystem 
dynamics and environmental history, 
but also for promoting a more 
inclusive conservation agenda for the 
communities of the Amazon.
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Local Communities and Wildlife
Management Reform in Tanzania
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During the past 20 
years, community-
based natural 
resource management 

(CBNRM) has become a central 
element of efforts to support rural 
livelihoods and sustain natural 
resources worldwide, including 
in Sub-Saharan Africa.  The 
widespread interest in CBNRM 
is rooted in the empirical failures 
of strictly centralized natural 
resource management policies 
and practices, broader trends in 
favour of decentralization in rural 
development and economic policy, 
and the desire to create stronger 
synergies between local economic 
interests and global conservation 
objectives. The main challenge 
facing CBNRM efforts, however, 
is that centralized resource 
management systems are often 
historically rooted, and develop 
their own sets of institutionalized 
interests. Reforming such systems 
is inherently challenging, and in 
many instances efforts to devolve or 
decentralize authority for valuable 
resources to local communities have 
made limited progress.  

The historical and 
contemporary experiences of 

wildlife policy and management in 
Tanzania provide an instructive set 
of experiences in relation to these 
broader ecological, economic, and 
institutional trends and issues. 
Tanzania possesses one of the 
world’s richest populations of large 
mammals, which continue to occupy 
not only state protected areas but 
many unprotected landscapes as 
well. Wildlife management has been 
a prominent social and political issue 
in Tanzania since the early colonial 
era, when regulations were first 
passed to control wildlife utilization 
and to set up game reserves.  Both 
the colonial and post-colonial 
state worked to increase central 
control over wildlife use and over 
the substantial economic value of 
wildlife generated by safari hunting 
and, more recently, by ecotourism. 
By the 1980s, regulation of wildlife 
use was entirely subject to state 
authority, with both foreigners and 
local people only able to hunt using 
government-issued licenses.  By this 
time, though, Tanzania’s wildlife 
populations were widely depleted 
as a result of the declining capacity 
of state law enforcement and the 
absence of any local incentives for 
conserving the resource. Given the 

need to address these problems, 
and influenced by the ideas 
and interests of foreign donors 
and international conservation 
organizations, Tanzania revised its 
wildlife policy in the 1990s. These 
reforms called for the devolution 
of management of wildlife outside 
the core protected areas to local 
communities.  

During the past decade this 
reformist narrative has continued, 
but in a rhetorical sense. The legal 
and administrative reality has been 
defined by further expansion of state 
agencies’ authority over wildlife, and 
the erosion of community rights and 
benefit flows.  This discrepancy between 
policy and practice is explained by 
the institutional incentives that state 
wildlife management agencies have for 
maintaining control over this valuable 
resource, while adopting a reformist 
narrative to legitimize continued 
support from foreign donors. Donors 
and NGOs have not possessed the 
capacity to force the adoption of reforms 
that state authorities view as contrary 
to their underlying interests, and 
there has been very little civic or local-
community engagement in the wildlife 
policy development process since its 

Photo: Pinedo-Padoch private collection


