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For many of us, just the name "Costa Rica"
conjures lush green rainforests, peeping tree
frogs, and cool clear waterfalls. Images of Costa
Rican nature come to us by multiple pathways--
tourism brochures, wildlife documentaries, envi-
ronmentalist campaign literature. With them
come a host of corollary concepts, like "sustain-
able development" and "ecotourism" that have
come to be almost synonymous with Costa Rica
for those of us in the North. The particular histo-
ries of social mobilization and global connection
that make Costa Rica the "Green Republic" are ac-
tually quite recent and contingent in some sur-
prising ways.

In Green Encounters, Vivanco (an associate
professor in anthropology at the University of
Vermont) explores some of the tensions between
locality, ownership, justice, and nature that
emerge with the phenomenon of Costa Rica's
greenness. He draws on ten years of fieldwork in
Monte Verde, a region widely--and uncritically--
celebrated for its conservation projects, eco-
tourism industry, and participatory sustainable
development. Rather than challenge these success
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stories on their own terms (number of hectares
purchased, quantity of tourist dollars), Vivanco
asks what particular histories made them possi-
ble, and what discursive strategies defined their
"success."

In the first section, Vivanco discusses the
emergence of Monte Verde as it now appears in
terms of visibility. The biodiverse forests of Mon-
teverde (note that the original one-word name
"Monteverde" became "Monte Verde" with the in-
creased attention from without-to emphasize its
green-ness?) only became legible as part of a
process of agricultural development. The state
and NGOs began interventions in the region to im-
prove agricultural production and livelihoods for
colonists. In order to do so they mapped the terri-
tory and defined the natural features of the land-
scape in ways that made land tenure simultane-
ously more rational and more tenuous. Colonists
found themselves engaging with the state and oth-
er actors in these new terms that led more and
more to a concept of the region's landscape as
valuable nature.



Green Encounters' second section addresses
"environmentalism's social work," the process by
which sustainable development and conservation
initiatives set out to transform campesino collec-
tivities and individual subjectivities. Vivanco of-
fers two particularly telling examples of these
processes. In the first, a participatory community
development project is repeatedly forced to rede-
fine its mission, and the community it intends to
serve, in order to maintain any kind of working
membership. In the second, Vivanco's host
Manuel brings his camera on an aventura in the
forest instead of a gun, demonstrating his interest
in "foreign" environmentalist attitudes towards
wildlife. The senses of self and the new social or-
ganizations that emerge from encounters with en-
vironmentalism provide campesinos with new re-
sources for engaging with the larger world.

Finally, Vivanco turns to the role of eco-
tourism. How could we understand contemporary
Costa Rica without unpacking this concept? In
Monte Verde ecotourism is the dominant source
of income; and since the region is relatively isolat-
ed, more of that income stays with local residents
than is usually the case in tourist destinations.
Thus ecotourism represents not only a significant
livelihood, it also represents a prime point of con-
tact between locals and foreign travelers. Ways of
understanding and valuing wildlife and land-
scapes are exchanged along with the money. Lo-
cals involved with ecotourism speak of the nature
that sustains them in ambivalent terms that en-
compass a tourists' sense of wonder and an entre-
preneurial spirit. Material effects emerge on the
landscape as well, as the cumulative impacts of
"low-impact" tourists begin to mount. Vivanco ex-
plores the options for campesinos and environ-
mental organizations to deal with the challenges
raised by ecotourism's commanding presence in
Monte Verde.

Although they are not a central theme in the
book, I was struck by the way Vivanco describes
the role of Quaker settlers in greening Mon-
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teverde. The municipality was famously colonized
by North American Quaker war resisters in the
post-WWII era, and their experiments with "pro-
gressive" agriculture helped define Monteverde as
a site for new forms of intervention with nature.
Part of what makes this story interesting in retro-
spect is the fact that the famous Quaker settlers
were not necessarily conservationists by intention
or identity, but became so as a result of particular
relationships to land, and land-ownership. This
aspect of the story follows a similar arc to that of
Manuel, Vivanco's friend with the camera. Both
stories demonstrate an adoption of environmen-
talism, but not in the same sense as it is held by
Northern environmentalists--not so much an in-
terpolation to a dominant discourse as the emer-
gence of new kinds of environmental citizenship.

Vivanco's ethnography is top-notch. Every
page demonstrates the depth of his relationship to
the region, his commitment to local projects, and
the rapport that he is able to establish with
campesinos, conservationists, government offi-
cials, and the whole range of actors local and oth-
erwise. This kind of sensitivity to subtle shades of
difference in meaning is what makes ethnography
such a powerful device for understanding local
worlds. In Vivanco's hands, anthropology's quali-
tative lens brings readers into Monteverde and
shows us the shapes that environmentalism has
taken there in all of their complexity.

Green Encounters may hold some disappoint-
ments for those seeking a rigorous theoretical ex-
amination of the issues brought up by the case
study. There is an odd sort of disconnect in the
way that Vivanco's richly detailed narrative of
conversations and encounters stops short of its
own full implications. For example, the discussion
of bureaucratic language, visibility of agriculture,
and rural peoples' selective adoption of conserva-
tionist rhetoric seems to speak directly to current
discussions about environmental governmentali-
ty, citizenship, and subjectivities. Vivanco, howev-
er, makes only passing reference to the more cur-



rent work in this domain, and none to its theoreti-
cal foundations.[1] Likewise, Vivanco brings up
the groundbreaking geographical work of Henri
Lefebvre, but only in reference to his concepts of
the social "facade" and the deviant actor as "ob-
scene,” (p. 25), and not to his general theory of the
production of space which seems so relevant to
the case at hand.[2] Other recent works in envi-
ronmental anthropology have been clearer
demonstrations of how to maintain the rich par-
ticularity of ethnographic narrative while engag-
ing these complex aspects of theory.[3]

These criticisms aside, Green Encounters is
definitely a solid and valuable contribution to
these contemporary discussions about conserva-
tion. Written in accessible and, for the most part,
clear and concise prose, this book would be an ap-
propriate monograph for graduate or advanced
undergraduate classes. Scholars and practitioners
interested in the relationships between conserva-
tion and rural people are likely to find Vivanco's
insights helpful.

Notes

[1]. For example, Arun Agrawal, Environmen-
tality (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005); and
Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality (New
York: Vintage, 1980).

[2]. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space
(Cambridge: Blackwell, 1991).

[3]. For example, Paige West, Conservation is
Our Government Now (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2005); and Paul Nadasdy, Hunters and Bu-
reaucrats (Vancouver: University of British Co-
lumbia Press, 2003).

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at

https://networks.h-net.org/h-environment

Citation: Adam Henne. Review of Vivanco, Luis R. Green Encounters: Shaping and Contesting
Environmentalism in Rural Costa Rica. H-Environment, H-Net Reviews. November, 2007.

H-Net Reviews


https://networks.h-net.org/h-environment

H-Net Reviews

URL: https://www.h-net.orqg/reviews/showrev.php?id=13875

Lﬂﬂd: This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No

Derivative Works 3.0 United States License.



https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=13875

