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Nearly thirty years ago, influential Latin American historian and social critic Eduardo Galeano wrote, "[t]he division of labor among nations is that some specialize in winning and others in losing."
  In his landmark book, Open Veins of Latin America, Galeano argues that the natural resources of Latin America have been plundered with little, if any, beneficial economic development in return – first by the colonial powers of Spain and Portugal, and later by industrial powers such as Britain and the United States.  Galeano's imagery of the "open veins of Latin America" is a powerful illustration of this concept of the division of labor.  Natural resources, the true economic lifeblood of Latin America, flow out and over its borders, draining the vitality of Latin American nations and enriching others, the "winners."  Galeano asserts that this is an entrenched pattern, that "[o]ur part of the world… was precocious: it has specialized in losing ever since those remote times when Renaissance Europeans ventured across the ocean and buried their teeth in the throats of the Indian civilizations."
  In a very broad sense, Latin American national economies have always been extractive, focused on the export of natural resources or monoculture crops from large plantations, an orientation that does not lend itself toward democratization of wealth or the development of powerful, autonomous national economies.  This free-trade orientation in underdeveloped countries almost inevitably benefited the foreign recipients more than the exporting nations themselves.


The extractive, export-oriented focus has remained an important, lasting legacy of the Portuguese colonial period in Brazil.  From the very beginnings of the brazil wood trade with the Tupian peoples on the northeastern coast of Brazil, the Portuguese were much more interested in collecting and selling the natural resources of their soon-to-be-colony than well organized development and settlement.  Of course, colonial powers have no interest in developing autonomous economies in their territories because they wish to maintain their hegemony over these regions, but the extractive pattern did not disappear with Brazil's independence from Portugal in 1822.  Britain and other emerging industrial powers pounced on the opportunity for cheap resources.  The costly War of the Triple Alliance, among other events, increased Brazil's debt to Britain and partly explains why Brazil remained a peripheral contributor to European development.  Today Brazil remains dependent.  To quote just one statistic, Brazil's foreign debt nearly doubled in the last decade of the twentieth century.


Today, the Amazon River basin is recognized as an important region containing much of nature's wealth and biodiversity.  The rainforest offers what at one time seemed like an endless supply of lumber.  The region is full of mineral resources, too, including silver, diamonds, bauxite, titanium, mercury and other precious or industrial metals.  For these very reasons, the Amazon, which once was looked upon as a mysterious, terrifying black hole, is now one of the regions on earth that is most coveted by large corporations, both Brazilian corporations and multinationals, a phenomena termed by Galeano as "mankind's poverty as a consequence of the wealth of the land."
  In general, these corporations have little interest in preserving the biodiversity of Amazonia, illustrated by the well-known track record of the devastation of the region wreaked by deforestation.  The Amazon basin, then, seems to fit very easily into Galeano's concept of the "open veins of Latin America."  This region whose wealth was not recognized earlier in Brazil's history now has the full attention of both businesses and their opposition, including environmental groups and intellectuals like Galeano.  To further understand the situation facing the Amazon basin today, we must turn to earlier attempts at harvesting the wealth of the region.

Rubber in the Amazon


Industrialization in European and United States created a large demand for Amazonian rubber in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  Rubber was needed primarily for the making of tires for automobiles and other vehicles.  Because a single worker could accomplish the collection and processing of rubber in a large area, the most cost-effective method of extracting the resources was not large-scale settlement of the Amazon by workers and their families.  Instead, rubber companies carried individual workers hundreds of miles upriver and dropped them off by themselves, where they stayed alone for months on end, tapping sap from trees and boiling it into large, solid balls.
  At its height in 1910, rubber constituted forty percent of the profit made from Brazil's exports.
  The profits of the "rubber barons" began to decline after 1910 when the British established more cost-effective rubber plantations in East Asia.
  

The nature of rubber harvesting did not destroy the Amazon or even scar it, because there was no need for large, intrusive settlements or the destruction of the trees themselves.  Before the resurgence of interest in the Amazon, one could fly over the basin in an airplane and observe the area virtually unchanged from the pre-Columbian era.
  In human terms, however, the trade was far from benign.  The profits from the rubber trade did not benefit those who did the lonely, dangerous work.  Rubber profits were virtually thrown away on luxury items by the wealthy owners of the companies; the building of the ornate Amazonas Theater in Manaus put nothing back into the new economy of the Amazon basin, attracted few people to the area, and was the "chief symbol of that vertigo of wealth at the beginning of our century."
  Meanwhile, rubber harvesters faced the hardships of distance, debt and disease.  These workers often ended up in debt to the corporations that employed them, because they were paid "in kind" - with food and liquor - not in legal tender.  Rubber harvesters surely faced psychological distress from their isolation in unfamiliar territory with little hope of escape.  Probably the worst hardship was diseases such as malaria and tuberculosis, which may have killed as many as five hundred thousand workers.
  Future business ventures into the Amazon might not cause the same human suffering, but the destructive effects on the land would be much greater.

The Amazon "Land Rush" of the 1960s

Large scale extraction of Amazonian resources by United States- and other foreign-based corporations began in the middle of the 20th century.  Before the right-wing military coup of 1964, president Goulart had tried somewhat to protect Brazil's economy from foreign investment and debt by restricting access to the Amazon, among other policies.  The 1964 coup, led by generals of the Brazilian military with the sympathies of North American governments, was hailed by US officials as "the single most decisive victory of freedom in the 20th century," and a development which would "create a greatly improved climate for private investment."
  Indeed it did.  During the period of 1965-1984, economic inequality increased drastically.
  The very same year as the coup, as domestic Brazilian dissent was being crushed, American airplanes were granted permission to fly over the Amazon.  Using special photographic techniques, the flights discovered large deposits of gold, silver, diamonds, bauxite, and mercury, among other minerals.
  Just before, during and after the 1964 coup, multinational corporations bought up enormous tracts of land in a large swath which effectively separated the Amazon from the rest of the country.  A subsequent Brazilian congressional investigation discovered that 20 million hectares of land had been sold to multinational corporations.
  Brazilian congress was suspicious of the purchased land for another reason – North American religious missions had been set up in the areas and tried to convince the indigenous peoples to sterilize themselves.  The implication is clear.  If indigenous people can be cleared from the Amazon basin, a major barrier to business will have been lowered.  But not all of the economic activity was even nominally legal.  Four Americans were charged with illegally smuggling forty tons of atomic minerals from the Amazon basin in 1966.  Other illegal enterprises include the smuggling of diamonds, estimated at a value of $100 million per year in the 1970s.

Logging in the Amazon Rainforest

Environmental movements present a new, radical challenge to business interests in the Amazon basin.  Unlike traditional political theories – left and right – it does not see nature as simply a resource to be exploited, regardless of who benefits.  Groups like Greenpeace assert that regenerating rainforest land is much more difficult than planting seeds (which, in any case, is not usually done).  Environmental groups point out that the biodiversity of Amazonia relies upon symbiotic relationships: when one species of plant, insect or animal is destroyed, many others may perish.  In areas of just three acres in Amazonian rainforest, there are about 750 species of trees, more tree species than in the rest of North America.
  These trees, along with other plant and animal life in the rainforest have already provided breakthroughs in medicine and saved countless lives.  But the life that grows back after deforestation will only be a very simplified version of what was there before.
  Greenpeace reports that fifteen percent of the Amazon rainforest has already been destroyed.
  The Brazilian government is currently constructing a trans-Amazon highway and recently passed a $40 million Amazonian industrial development package ("Avanca Brasil"), beginning with the road construction.

Logging is only the beginning.  By building roads into the region, the logging industry opens the door to further exploitation through clearing for agriculture, hunting, fuel wood gathering and mining.  Scientists predict that this plan… will lead to the damage or loss of between 33 and 42 percent of Brazil's Amazon rainforest.

The deforestation of the Amazon also has another major impact: a threat to the livelihood of the surviving indigenous Tupian peoples, who have made the Amazon their home since pre-Columbian times.

Though Brazilian law recognizes certain areas for indigenous Amazonian peoples to live (similar to the Indian reservation system in the United States) the area of indigenous ownership is determined by a process of "demarcation."  In order to have their right to a land area recognized, indigenous tribes must petition the Brazilian government, which does not always respond promptly and sometimes breaks its promises.  One Tupian tribe, the Deni, waited for 20 years without receiving a demarcation approval from the Brazilian Congress.  During the 1990s, a Brazilian landowner began selling hundreds of thousands of acres of land in the Amazon, some of which overlapped with the traditional Deni claim.  Much of the land was bought by a multinational logging corporation, WTK, which according to Greenpeace had a record as a "global forest destroyer."  Finally, in 2001 the Deni and environmental activist groups hired a company to cut down trees in a one and a half meter wide perimeter of the Deni lands to prevent WTK and other logging companies from intruding upon their land.  Greenpeace stresses that the victory for environmental preservation and Deni rights is not the usual pattern:

This "self-demarcation" is not common.  Usually the federal government sends in anthropologists, geographers, and inspectors who determine the range of the Indian community's lands, write reports and draw a  map, submit their findings to FUNAI, and await the approval of the physical demarcation.  Once approved, FUNAI contracts a company to go to the land and cut a border through the jungle, marking the outer limits of the property. The Indians themselves are usually involved only peripherally. But the Deni grew tired of waiting for the government to demarcate their land; they want to finish the demarcation process now before any other logging companies attempt to invade their territory.

In addition to asserting indigenous rights to the land, environmental groups advocate other measures such as recognizing ecologically responsible companies and expanding the area of rubber-tapping because it does not require deforestation.  All these measures are noble and far-sighted, but it is unlikely that environmental groups, which have little real political power, will be able to make an effective, large-scale resistance against the powers of international economics.

Meanwhile, the back cover of a book by a popular Brazilian business economist asks, "Is our company ready to take advantage of the new growth cycle that is beginning in Brazil and should last the next ten years?"
  Stephen Kanitz, "the editor of the Brazilian equivalent of Fortune 500," points out several factors that make Brazil attractive to foreign investors today.  But among these statistics are a double in the national debt over from 1990 to 2000, a small proportion of workers employed by the public sector, and a right-of-center congress sympathetic to business interests.

The Bitter Fruits of Brazil's Labor

Were it not for the lingering colonial legacy, Brazil would almost surely be more prosperous and economically democratic than it is today.  Galeano's assertion that Latin America "has specialized in losing" certainly applies to the history of Brazilian export economics.  The rich natural resources flow out, and little economic beneft is gained.  Noam Chomsky, who like Galeano, is a critic of Europe and the United States' role in Latin America, describes the bitter fruits of Brazil in 1991:

Brazil is another country with rich resources and potential, long subject to European influence, the US intervention…  The problem is that this cornucopia is inhabited by a population enduring social conditions among the worst in the world.  Two-thirds do not get enough to eat.  Brazil has a higher infant mortality rate than Sri Lanka, a higher illiteracy rate than Paraguay, and worse social indicators than many far poorer African countries…  It has no progressive income tax or capital gains tax, but it does have galloping inflation and a huge foreign debt….  [I]t is widely alleged that babies are sacrificed for organ banks, a belief that can hardly be true but that reveals much about the conditions under which it can take root.

Brazil is not the poorest Latin American nation.  But relative to its economic potential, it has failed to prosper due largely to the sapping of its natural resources by industrial powers like the United States with the blessing of dictator-generals and other sympathetic Brazilian leaders.  Certainly, Brazil needs foreign investment to help build its economy, but continuing the extractive legacy can only spell doom once again.


In many ways, the Amazon River basin is similar to the coastline of Brazil before Portuguese colonization in the 1500s.  Undisturbed in many areas, the basin is now facing a major threat of deforestation and large-scale extraction of mineral resources from the "neo-colonial" power of multinational corporations, illegal loggers and large Brazilian firms.  Like pre-Columbian Brazil, the Amazon River basin is sparsely populated with indigenous people who have little means of legal recourse in the face of powerful economic interests.  If the lessons of history hold true, the new "colonization" of the Amazon River basin can only mean a degradation of indigenous rights and environmental destruction with benefits for the few who are already wealthy and little improvement for the many Brazilians who hope to lead a better life.
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