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Introduction

El Dorado was the name given by Spanish conquistadors to the mythical city of
gold in the Amazon rainforest. Fabled to be filled with gold and other riches, reaching El
Dorado was the objective of some of the most adventurous conquistadors during the early
colonial period. Gaspar Carvajal wrote an account of the first Spanish expedition on the
Amazon River led by Francisco Orellana. Carvajal described these Amazonian
settlements as large cities with warrior women and great structures.2 For many years,
scholars disregarded Spanish accounts of the Amazon even more ardently than Spanish
accounts of other areas of the Americas, based on the belief that the Amazon rainforest
was pristine wilderness, a frontier that could not support large civilizations because of its
harsh environmental conditions. This view, known as environmental determinism,
dominated the archaeological and anthropological fields of study until the 1980s, when
geologists, geographers, archaeologists, anthropologists, and others began to find
evidence of complex agricultural technology, earthworks, causeways, and ceramics
throughout the region, lending credence to Carvajal’s seemingly fantastical account of
Amazonian cities. In fact, Amazonian cities may have been just as complex as other
urban civilizations in the Americas. The rediscovery of these prehistoric societies has led
many scholars to rethink the history of the Amazon, its “pristine” quality, and strategies
for sustainable use by human populations in the future.3
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Today, the Amazon basin is home to many cities and towns, some that emerged
through the Rubber Boom in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and others
that were settled around oil, timber, and mineral extraction during the twentieth century.
Smaller urban centers can often be characterized by their position as trade intermediaries
between rural areas and larger urban centers. Despite the collapse of the rubber industry
and the controversies surrounding further resource exploitation and environmental
degradation, Amazonian cities continue to grow, welcoming thousands of migrants from
rural Amazonia each year. These cities now benefit economically from tourism and are
attractive to migrants for more than their status as economic outposts. Contemporary
cities in the Amazon have a historical and cultural presence that acts as a magnet for
groups of migrants disenchanted with pastoral lifestyles.
Many scholars and conservation activists view urbanization as a negative trend
towards further degradation of the tropical rainforest, but if we consider the pre-historic
urbanization of the Amazon rainforest, a more holistic view of rural and urban Amazonia
emerges. In this context, the natural and built environments converge. Folklorist Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has discussed the “urban frontier” in folklore studies.
…The frontier resides in the concern with expressive behavior generated by and
about the urban experience. The city is thus not a museum of folk traditions
brought to it from elsewhere, but a crucible in which expressive behavior is
forged. From a theoretical perspective, the frontier lies in developing approaches
to explore the relations of expressive behavior to the special conditions of urban
life.4

What Kirshenblatt-Gimblett states clearly is that the “relations of expressive
behavior to the special conditions of urban life” are what makes cities the
“frontier” of research. The Amazon rainforest has long been a destination for
4
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ethnographic research concerning traditional or indigenous groups; however, the
“urban frontier” lies in understanding how members of these societies adapt and
express their traditions and culture when they relocate to urban settings which are
constituted of diverse ethnic backgrounds and environmental challenges. This
thesis seeks to challenge research in Amazonia in which the “natural”
environment or “traditional” societies have been the focus. Instead, it interprets
how peri-urban populations move between the natural and the built environment,
creating a fluid space in which their “expressive behavior” portrays their values
and responses to environmental circumstances and the food system.
Iquitos, Peru, is the city I was drawn to in my quest to understand the process of
urbanization in the Amazon. As the largest city in the world inaccessible by road,
founded by Jesuits, bolstered by the Rubber Boom (late nineteenth and early twentieth
century), and kept alive through eco and natural healing tourism and regional trade, it
represents many historical and contemporary processes of the Amazon rainforest. While
some researchers might exclude the frontier towns and cities from the Amazonian
geography, it is impossible to deny the location of Iquitos. Located in the department of
Loreto, its nearly 500,000 inhabitants are both part of the city and part of the rainforest.5
Of specific concern here are the spaces described in this thesis: the district of
Belén and the adjacent Mercado de Belén. The ethnic composition of Belén’s population
is largely indigenous, but Spanish is spoken widely in public and private, and many
residents do not claim direct connections to indigenous communities. Uneven
incorporation of Belén into Iquitos, heavy migration from regional towns, cities, villages,
5
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and hamlets, and a rapidly growing population of Belén residents born in the slum
combine to create a population that experiences frequent changes in composition and
environment. Ethnic or cultural identity, then, is a varied and hybrid concept, and most
residents state their geographical origin to indicate identity. Their continuance of regional
traditional practices, such as natural healing or cuisine, is varied and sometimes tenuous.
Their links to family members in other parts of the rainforest or to their ancestors’ chakra
(or subsistence farm plot) may be very strong or nonexistent depending on the individual
case. This thesis argues that the local consciousness of geographic and ecological
position is very salient, while individual understandings of the imaginary boundaries
between the urban and the rural or the built and the natural are fluid and malleable.
This argument is closely tied to John Tomlinson’s theoretical conception of
“locality” and the relationship between globalization and culture, as described in his
book, Globalization and Culture.6 He argues that globalization and the effects of global
“connectivity”— including the availability of global foods, the ever-shrinking economic
and social “distance” from other parts of the world, and the connections among
physically distant populations due to climate change—transform the way that
communities and populations understand and relate to their locality. This changing
relationship is manifested in the “mundane” everyday lives. Tomlinson further points out
that populations need not migrate to experience changes in their localities, but instead, in
an ever-connected world, they experience “the ‘dis-placement’ that global modernity
brings to them.”7
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Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s notion of “the aesthetics of everyday life” also
relates this notion of cultural expression manifested in the everyday. In an interview with
Suzi Gablick in the book Conversations before the End of Time, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett
explains this concept:
The possibilities for art are something that everybody has—in other words,
everybody has something inherently creative and artistic in them. And it’s in the
nature of social life that there are ways to realize those possibilities; in fact, those
possibilities are what make the world a habitable place…. One of the questions I
ask is, how do people reclaim public space and how do they make it their own in
a large city like New York…? My interest is in the everyday practices that
ordinary people engage in on a daily basis to contend with those kinds of
organizations, structures and sources of power…Improvisation is really where I
would start in thinking about an aesthetics of everyday life….The arts of
everyday life are highly utilitarian arts: they give form to value.8

According to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and Tomlinson, the “everyday” or the
“mundane” is the stage for cultural change and shifting relationships to place.
With these concepts in mind, the field research I undertook in Iquitos thus
represents the “aesthetics of everyday life” among residents in Belén and vendors
in the market. What I attempt to analyze in the images and interviews in this
thesis is the way in which the everyday lives of individuals in Belén and the
Mercado de Belén transcend the conceptualization of built versus natural
environments. Their interactions in the food system of the city and the Amazon
region necessitate regular negotiation and “improvisation” of boundaries between
the natural and built environment; this binary classification of space fails to
describe their quotidian reality.
In his description of “deterritorialization,” Tomlinson uses Nestor Garcia
Canclini’s definition: “the loss of the natural relation of culture to geographical
8
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and social territories” which can be caused by “complex connectivity.” 9 While I
do not suggest here that Belén residents have lost this connection to their locality
or position in the Amazon rainforest, I do argue that this connection is mediated,
as suggested by Tomlinson, through their experiences in the food system, a food
system that is tied closely to the rainforest and urban slum environments.10
Approaching issues of environmental sustainability, poverty, urbanization, and
regional planning and development through food studies is becoming widely accepted
and appreciated among scholars. As world historian Yong Chen asserts,
Food is highly mobile and especially instrumental in illustrating the
interconnectedness of different parts of the world. An essential part of culture,
food offers an effective perspective through which to study the socioeconomic,
environmental, and political developments that it is intimately connected to.11

With rapid urbanization and globalization throughout the Amazon region, resulting
changes in the natural and built environment influence the identity and cultural meaning
that is associated with particular cuisines and traditions. In this thesis, I focus on the
connection between changes in the natural and built environments of Belén and choices
within the food system, or the national, regional, and local activities that comprise the
production, flow, and consumption of food products. Using data from field research and
secondary sources about urbanization and food provision in the region, this thesis
demonstrates how the food system can be viewed as a stage for understanding responses
to changes in the natural and built environments.
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Methodology
Field research for this thesis took place in July and August of 2012. Research was
conducted in two phases, with phase one lasting three weeks and phase two five weeks.
First, I met with contacts from local non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to learn
more about the community of Belén and to seek access to the community through these
contacts. Additionally, I began to visit the Mercado de Belén, ports and other markets of
Iquitos, and nearby towns and agricultural communities. These visits and observations
served to create ground knowledge of agricultural trade, regional crops, and market
dynamics. During my visits to ports, markets, and agricultural areas, I took photographs
and videos to document daily experiences in these spaces. Some of this documentation is
shown here in Chapters One and Three, but most of it was used to recall my research
experience as I write this thesis.
The second phase of research was allotted for household interviews and
observation in Belén. In total, I conducted interviews with twenty-seven different
households in Belén, five interviews (and many conversations) with vendors in the
Mercado de Belén, multiple interviews with an agricultural extension agent, and several
informal interviews with vendors and agriculturalists in the small nearby town of
Tamisyacu (a place of origin for some products in the market and current or former home
to a number of vendors or residents in Belén). Other data includes participant observation
with residents I visited in their homes and churches, observation of local
nongovernmental or activist programs in Belén, and the photographic evidence analyzed
in this thesis.
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A note on terminology
In this section, I introduce key terms that will be used throughout the thesis. I
clarify the usage of these terms here. First, urban refers to areas where there is a
concentrated population, while rural refers to areas where the population is sparser. This
definition is highly problematic though, as the reader will see, because in some areas of
the Amazon rainforest, the urban and the rural are fluid, malleable, and subjective
concepts. For the purposes of this thesis, I refer to Iquitos as urban and the slum area of
Belén as peri-urban, or peripheral to the urban center. However, within Belén, there is
much variation in the utilization of land and resources related to the urban and the rural.
In later chapters, I emphasize how the population of Belén can be perceived as more rural
or more urban depending upon the context. And while these spaces are fluid and overlap,
there are some activities that can be categorized more firmly as either urban or rural. For
instance, urban agriculture or gardening in Belén takes on a highly similar form to that in
more rural areas of the rainforest. On the other hand, utilizing the urban tourist economy
to one’s benefit, as some Belén residents do by driving mototaxis or attracting tourists’
attention in the market, demonstrates a positioning in the urban. The term rainforest is
used to describe the entire area that encompasses the Amazon basin (shown in Chapter
One Figure 1.7). My definition stems from the acknowledgement that nearly all parts of
the Amazon rainforest have been shaped by human settlement. However, the reader
should note that some areas of the Peruvian Amazon are much more densely populated
and bear little resemblance to the dense flora of the rainforest in popular imaginary. Some
of this type of landscape still exists, though I still hesitate to label it “untouched.” The
natural environment, in this thesis, is not considered unaltered or untouched, but is used
to discuss the local relationship to plants, animals, and natural resources. The built
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environment, on the other hand, is used to explain the population’s relationship to the
city’s physical structures. Like the use of rural and urban, natural and built can exist in
the same physical space. In this context, I use the terms to situate the actions and
lifestyles of the local population.
Urbanization here is understood as a process of three components: migration,
high rates of fertility due to uneven access to contraceptives or other methods of family
planning, and incorporation of hinterlands into the Iquitos. These factors are accelerating
the process of urbanization in Iquitos in an uneven and increasingly complex manner.
Many of the informants for this research are immigrants from other towns and villages of
Loreto (the department where Iquitos is located) or other Amazonian departments of
Peru, but others were born in the peri-urban informal settlements where they now live.
Their status as partially incorporated populations makes them part of the city
geographically, but practically, they lack city services such as garbage disposal and clean
water or access to health care. A failure to fully incorporate this population into the city
contributes to a high fertility rate, which further exacerbates demands for incorporation.
Overall, the process of urbanization is not organized or even linear, but overall trends in
Iquitos point to a trend towards sustained growth. These observations will become clearer
in the following chapters, but the reader should refer to this three-pronged growth or
multi-faceted urbanization in her comprehension of this process.
Food security is understood here as it has been defined by the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) in their Rome Declaration on
World Food Security in 2003:
Food Security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life. Household food
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security is the application of this concept to the family level, with individuals
within households as the focus of concern. Food insecurity exists when people do
not have adequate physical, social or economic access to food as defined above.12

The definition above is widely used among researchers evaluating food security and
encompasses many aspects including several specific factors that must be considered in
defining food security. Barrett points out three pillars of food security that are not
explicitly mentioned in the FAO report: “availability, access, and utilization” Food
availability refers to supply side factors and the amount of food in relation to the
consumer need, while food access can be characterized by a number of factors including
proximity to markets or grocery stores, affordability of products based on income, and
the amount of food available in markets and grocery stores in relation to the consumer
population of the area. Food utilization relates to the way that consumers make food
choices and the variety of nutrition in consumers’ diets.13 In this thesis, I discuss food
availability in relation to regional staple foods and the importation of food products from
other parts of Peru. Economic access to food in this case is closely related to regional
climate variation and environmental changes that affect the economic cost of staple
foods. Finally, the local utilization of these foods is analyzed in my interview analysis of
the choices Belén residents make within the food system. The food system here refers to
the national, regional, and local activities that comprise the production, flow, and
consumption of food products.
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Goals for this thesis
The central aim of this thesis is to determine how residents of the peri-urban slum
of Belén express values and negotiate daily choices within the food system that are
influenced by environmental circumstances and changes related to a disorganized and
multi-faceted urbanization. To achieve this objective, I analyze the spaces where food is
grown and sold in Belén, focusing on the open-air Mercado de Belén, with the goal of
understanding a local conceptualization of these spaces in the urban periphery based on
the population’s use of both the natural and built environments.
To begin, I take the reader on a journey through the city of Iquitos, narrating the
walk through the city with photographs and maps of the city’s position in the Amazon
basin. Chapter Two follows the historic process of urbanization and details the
relationship between a multi-faceted and disorganized urbanization and the food system.
In Chapter Three, I conduct a visual analysis of photographs of Belén and the Mercado de
Belén taken during July and August of 2012. The analysis focuses on folklorist Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s concept of the “aesthetics of everyday life,” in which “expressive
behaviors” display the values and limitations of Belén residents within the food system.
Finally, Chapter Four is an analysis of household interviews I conducted during the same
time period. With the interviews, I convey local Belén residents’ understandings of their
relationship to the food system and their role in the physical landscape of Belén.
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Chapter One: Walking through Iquitos
With the river as its highway, the city of Iquitos has long been a place of
exchange. The center of Iquitos is a hodge-podge of ornate architecture from the Rubber
Boom, plazas with empty fountains, tourist agencies, hostels, shops, and internet
bodegas. The narrow streets constructed during Rubber Boom, along with the expense of
importing cars by boat, make motorcycles and mototaxis—motorcycles with a rickshaw
attached—the main form of transportation in the city. The grid design extends from the
malecón, or river walk, where passersby can view the convergence of the Itaya and
Amazon Rivers. Blocks are measured by distance from the malecón. International
tourists are frequently and sometimes abundantly present in the center city, but few
mingle with locals beyond their necessary interactions to buy ice cream or arrange an
Amazon tour package for the next day.
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Figure 1.1 Near the Plaza de Armas in downtown
Iquitos
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Figure 1.2 Rubber Boom architecture stands out in the
city center
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Figure 1.3 Iquitos, the urban rainforest. A scene walking down the malécon
There are several outdoor markets that sell regional staple foods or prepared
cuisine. Located near the city’s ports, these markets are the primary source of food
products in Iquitos. The largest of these is the Mercado de Belén. Located in the eastern
edge of the city, the Mercado de Belén is situated above the Itaya River, and most of the
stalls are located above the slum residential area of Belén which lies on the floodplains,
and depending on the time of year is actually part of the river. The market has the most
variety and abundance of any other market in the city, and products range from flash
drives to underwear to plantain and manioc. Winding through the narrow pathways of
wooden stalls and being mindful not to step in puddles, piles of food scraps, or in front of
a motorcycle that dares to drive through, one is privy to a unique world of smells, sounds,
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and sights. Vendors chop fish alongside mothers breastfeeding and customers eating
soup. Regional tropical fruits are sold by young girls while men hawk toilet paper in the
aisle.
It might seem at first as though all the foods sold are tropical or native, but a
closer look portrays the variety of foods indigenous to Andes and other regions of Peru,
packaged and processed foods, and foods not native to the Amazon region but introduced
from outside, destined to become regional staple foods (both animal and plant products)
such as chicken. A hybrid cuisine emerges, one in which chicken is easily substituted for
fish in traditional juanes (fried rice, meat, and sometimes plantain or yucca wrapped in a
bijão leaf) and fried caiman is served with fried potato wedges. The further one walks
beyond the tourist-friendly entrance of the market, the more interesting the cuisine and
the more personal the interactions become. There is a narrow alley of medicinal plants
sold by locals who proclaim their health benefits to potential customers. And tortoise
eggs and unidentifiable carne del monte or game meat are for sale for those accustomed
or brave enough to taste these regional treats.

17

Figure 1.4 Prepared food stalls in the Mercado de Belén

18

Figure 1.5 Rows of market stalls in the Mercado de Belén
As the market makes its way down a hill, closer to the floodplains, it becomes
more open, and less crowded. One gets the sense that this is where the residents of the
immediate vicinity sell and shop. Here, also, is where the slum becomes impossible to
ignore. Walking into lower Belén, there are sidewalk pathways used by motorcycles and
mototaxis, community latrines, and wooden, hastily and poorly constructed homes on
stilts or rafts. Some are painted bright colors with messages of hygiene or hope, left over
from celebrations and work days of international aid volunteers. Others seem abandoned
or recently built. “For sale” signs flank the abandoned ones, while entire families often
live in the ones not yet completed.
On a sunny day during the dry season, one similar to many I spent in Belén,
residents are outside, children playing, adults selling goods from their homes or in the
lower market area, and men harvesting small farm plots. When the sun is too hot, or the
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rain is too strong, families spend most of their days inside their small homes, often an
attempt to keep children from drowning or drinking contaminated water from
accumulated puddles or floods. Staying at home has risks too, though, and respiratory
disease from cooking inside with charcoal is common among residents.
Canoes are a highly valued possession among residents of Belén. During the rainy
season, much of the slum area is underwater and becomes part of the river. The most
crucial purpose of canoes is to visit the market, either to sell or to buy goods. Proximity
to the market is coveted among Belén residents, but so is space to grow staple goods.
Residents must make choices whether to construct homes on stilts and hope the flood
waters do not exceed their heights or to build on rafts, but be dependent on the
availability of lumber to repair or reconstruct the raft each year. Some choose to live near
to the river’s edge to have access to more space for farming, but their proximity
exacerbates damage wrought during rainy seasons. Living near the market makes selling
goods easier, but living quarters can be crowded and crimes such as sexual assault and
robberies are frequent in these congested spaces.

20

Figure 1.6 Raised homes in Belén
Everyday actions, daily choices—these constitute the existence of any
community, but in Belén, these choices are closely linked to the environmental situation
and the resulting availability of food. The values and traditions held by the individuals
and families living in Belén are reflected in their quotidian decisions about how to live,
farm, fish, sell, cook and eat. And all the while, the food system is undergoing an
environmental transformation. Residents of Belén are responding by altering and
adapting their choices within the food system. Higher rates of urbanization on the periurban floodplains of the city and regional climate fluctuations, such as extended periods
of drought or flooding, are transforming the food system to a degree that simple exposure
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to new foods and new traditions in the city cannot alone explain. In this way, residents of
Belén are positioned to experience what John Tomlinson describes as “’dis-placement’
that global modernity brings to them”14 This “dis-placement” in their case is sometimes,
but not always, physical and can often be observed through decisions made within the
food system directly linked to food availability and access.
The riverine city
The situation of Iquitos on the banks of the Amazon River and two of its
tributaries, the Nanay and Itaya Rivers, has shaped the fate of the city since its inception.
Located in the upper Amazon basin, it has long been an ideal port location for products
from the Peruvian region bound for the mouth of the river in Belém, Brazil. Both cities
are shown in Figure 1.7 along with other Amazonian cities.

Figure 1.7 Amazon basin
Surrounded directly by three rivers, the Amazon, Nanay, and Itaya, Iquitos is also
located downstream from several other tributaries to the Amazon. In Figures 1.8 and 1.9
the status of Iquitos as a regional hub for agricultural products becomes visible. The
14
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rivers of the region are the highways, not only because Iquitos is inaccessible by road, but
also because the connecting rivers reach in all directions, leading to more towns,
settlements, and cities than a single highway could achieve. Regional populations are
prepared for and accustomed to river journeys. Many families own their own canoes for
local travel, and long distance trips around the region are conducted by the many
motorboats and ferries that circulate among towns, cities, and hamlets. The primary
reason for frequent travel is agricultural trade, but other natural resources are also
exchanged, and many families are mobile and spread across great distances.

Figure 1.8 Iquitos in Peru
While regional mobility is facilitated by waterways, Iquitos is isolated from other
parts of Peru. As shown in Figure 1.8, it is located in the northeast corner of Peru, deep
into the Peruvian Amazon. This isolation is exacerbated by the manner in which most
outsiders enter the city: by airplane. Most visitors to Iquitos fly out of Lima, a vastly
different geographic and cultural part of the country. Iquitos has a distinctly Amazonian
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hybrid culture influenced by regional indigenous traditions, migrants, and international
tourists whose economic and leisure activities reflect particular relationships to the
rainforest environment, an environment that is unique in the Peruvian national territory
and more contiguous geographically with greater Amazonia. Thus, arriving in Iquitos can
be alienating and even shocking. Its disconnected character from other parts of Peru, such
as the Andes Mountains or Pacific coast, make Iquitos stand out as a foreign city, and its
geographical and cultural proximity to other Amazonian cities outside of Peru reaffirm
this foreign nature.
Figure 1.9 Iquitos and its rivers

Situated on the floodplain of the Itaya River in the southeast part of city, Belén
(shown in Figure 1.10) is one of four districts in Iquitos, and it is the largest area of
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untitled residences or informal settlements in the city.15 Its position at the bottom of a hill
below the rest of Iquitos separates it from the center of the city. While many Iquitos
residents from different areas of the city buy and sell products in the Mercado de Belén,
fewer of these visit the residential area of Belén. Though Belén was officially recognized
as a district of Iquitos in 1999, homes are mostly untitled, and city services have not fully
reached the population of nearly 75,000.16 Further, the district incorporates settlements
across the Itaya River as well, but new homes are being constructed rapidly and city
services are even sparser in these areas, making it difficult to distinguish how far the
boundaries of Belén actually extend. As this thesis contends, the delineation of
boundaries between Iquitos and the rainforest is negotiated through daily activities of
residents who operate in both the rural and urban spheres. While residents have access to
markets and resources in the city of Iquitos, they also take advantage of dense vegetation
across the Itaya River and farm plots on the floodplains. However, as the district expands
in the future to incorporate these settlements, marking of district lines will determine the
population’s incorporation into Iquitos and will affect residents’ activities and daily lives
in a profound way, altering their interactions with both the urban and rainforest
environments. According to the 2007 census, 65.6 percent of the population of Loreto,
the department where Iquitos is located, lived in urban areas.17 However, it is difficult to
discern how settlements such as those on the outskirts of Belén—for which incorporation
within district lines is ambiguous—are classified in the census. Daily activities in these
15
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areas suggest a negotiation between the rural and urban, raising questions regarding the
urban-rural binary classification. In Chapter Two, I contextualize the urbanization of
Iquitos within greater Amazonia and emphasize how cities of the Amazon are closely
linked to the natural resources of their hinterlands.

Figure 1.10 Iquitos street map
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Chapter Two: Tracing Urbanization in Amazonia
The urban sphere, as home to approximately seventy percent of the Amazonian
population, is fundamental to analyses of Amazonian societies today and the future of
environmental conservation and sustainable economic development in the region. In this
thesis, I am further complicating the boundaries between the rural and urban
environments through an analysis of two cases, Belén, a peri-urban slum, and its adjacent
open-air food market, the Mercado de Belén. These two spaces represent a blurry
intersection between the rural and the urban and are both natural and built at the same
time. Particularly, the daily activities of residents represent a negotiation of space that is
intimately tied to the food system. The interactions and transactions of the food system of
Belén are driven by forces linked to both the natural environment—through
environmental hazards and climate variations—and to the built environment through
limitations of physical constructions and infrastructure in the slum area and market.
This chapter provides a historical view of the perception of urbanity in Amazonia
among scholars. Particularly, the analysis here makes a case for a long-term view of
urbanization that integrates this process with the environmental changes of the region as a
whole. First, I complicate the urban-rural dichotomy in Amazonia, providing evidence of
pre-Columbian urbanism and emphasizing the unique nature of urbanization here. Then, I
evaluate the Rubber Boom period as a critical period of urban growth and change.
Finally, I discuss contemporary research of urbanization in Amazonia to demonstrate the
connections between the food system and the natural and built environments of the
region.
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“Pre-Columbian Urbanism” in the Amazon basin: Reevaluating the delineation
between natural and built environments
In his article, “Ecology and Urban Planning,” Jari Niemela describes the need for
ecological considerations in the planning of cities and distinguishes the “urban” as a
research area. According to Niemela, scholars understand “urban” as a landscape at the
“end of the gradient” in a continuum that seeks to classify landscapes based on human
influence. 18 While these distinctions are helpful in classifying landscape use and human
influence, the Amazon basin is arguably more difficult to divide into landscape
classifications and has historically not been considered to be highly urbanized. However,
contemporary scholars argue that despite the popular imaginary of pristine frontier,
strong archaeological evidence suggests that the Amazon basin was inhabited by large
societies for thousands of years before the arrival of Europeans.19 Furthermore, high
levels of mobility throughout the region and the colonization of certain areas by outsiders
has led to what John Browder and Brian Godfrey call a “disarticulated” urbanization in
their book Rainforest Cities; that is, an urbanization that has no single origin or
consequence and has created a wide variety of cities, peri-urban slums, frontier
settlements and towns, anthropogenic landscapes, and landscaped wilderness.20 William
Denevan argues that the “pristine myth” was largely propagated by seventeenth and
eighteenth century writers who witnessed a very different landscape in the Americas than
what was encountered soon after the arrival of Columbus. Disease, slavery, and other
transformations of the Americas in the first decades after his arrival created a landscape
18
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with reduced population densities in regions such as the Amazon basin. A sort of
reversion to post-urban landscape occurred in some parts of the Americas.21
Michael Heckenberger’s work near the Xingu River, a tributary to the Amazon
River, demonstrates archaeological evidence of large and complex pre-Columbian
Amazonian societies. Analysis of anthropogenic earthworks, mounds, and causeways
carried out by Heckenberger and his team demonstrates what he terms “pre-Columbian
urbanism.”22 Today, the area Heckenberger refers to is known for small, traditional
indigenous societies that occupy a minimally anthropogenic landscape. Viewing the
juxtaposition of the two societies—the one that Heckenberger, Denevan, and other
scholars have found through archaeological and geographical research and the highly
varied contemporary Amazonian society—we can better understand the need for new
understandings of what it means to be urban in the Amazon basin. The uniqueness of
urbanism in the Amazon region is characterized by the challenges and opportunities that
the tropical rainforest environment provides. Seasonal flooding, diseases, and soil with
low nutritive value present Amazonian populations with quotidian trials, while on the
other hand, the availability of diverse flora and fauna and abundant water sources sustain
populations. Natural resources such as minerals, timber, cash crops, and petroleum
present both challenges and opportunities in the region and have strongly influenced
more recent urbanization beginning in the late nineteenth century and continuing today.
An important issue to keep in mind in the understanding of urbanization in the region is
the extent to which the natural environment influences urban development, both
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constraining and promoting the trend. To illustrate this interdependence of natural
environment and urbanization, I consider one of the most influential periods of forest
extraction in the region—the Amazon Rubber Boom.
The effects of the Rubber Boom and collapse in Amazonian cities
The Rubber Boom period (late nineteenth and early twentieth century) provided a
stimulus for modern urbanization in the Amazon basin. Manaus, Belém23, and Iquitos
experienced high levels of population growth, infrastructural changes, wealth
accumulation among upper classes, ethnic and cultural diversification of populations, and
the emergence of new cultural values. Browder and Godfrey argue that the Rubber Boom
set the stage for “metropolitan primacy” during the boom and into the first half of the
twentieth century, with these large cities accumulating most of the wealth, urban
population, and infrastructural changes of the region.24 Although many economic and
demographic changes came with the collapse of the Rubber Boom, these cities have
continued to grow, and their symbolic status as boom cities makes them important to
discuss in debates of urban sustainability in Amazonia.
Barbara Weinstein’s book, The Amazon Rubber Boom, was the most
comprehensive account of the Rubber Boom when it was published in 1983.25 She
describes the chain of rubber production and the history of extraction in the Amazon
region that made the rubber market dependent on a decentralized labor force
(seringueiros or “tappers”) and a number of middlemen who ensured the arrival of the
rubber harvest to the regional markets in Belém, Manaus, and Iquitos. Weinstein argues
23
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that from the early conquest and colonial periods, the Portuguese relationship with the
Amazon region was based upon “collection” expeditions by indigenous workers (slave or
wage) who extracted the most marketable materials in the forest and allowed colonists to
avoid exploring or living in the rainforest environment themselves. This decentralized
extractive relationship in the region—as opposed to plantation-style agriculture in other
parts of Latin America—shaped the rubber trade and made it difficult for rubber barons
to organize labor and trade systems. Similarly, today many agricultural chains in the
rainforest are decentralized and depend upon the sale of products from small scale farms
to intermediaries who then sell the products to vendors in regional markets in cities such
as Iquitos.
Weinstein also details the decline of the Rubber Boom and the consequences of
rubber production in Asia that effectively ended the monopoly in the Amazon. Weinstein
prioritizes the effects of the collapse on the lives of workers and “inland traders” more
than the fate of the cities. She does mention the centrality of port cities to the trade and
describes their acquired wealth demonstrated by elaborate theatres, homes, and other
structures. This Rubber Boom architecture is still largely present in the city of Iquitos,
particularly within the gridded center of the city. The large and elaborate buildings are a
stark contrast to other parts of the city, especially the peri-urban slums. Few are fully
restored, and most stand as a testament to a rapid urbanization and unsustainable
economy of that period.
In his book, Red Rubber, Bleeding Trees: Violence, Slavery, and Empire in
Northwest Amazonia, 1850-1933, Michael Edward Stanfield characterizes the growth of
Iquitos and other cities such as Manaus and Belém as almost solely dependent on trade of
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extractive resources, particularly rubber.26“Rubber exports and the concomitant flood of
imports placed little Iquitos on the world commercial map,” argues Stanfield.27 This book
particularly brings out the nature of human population mobility, and its description of the
rubber trade in other parts of the Amazon and is helpful in understanding the changes in
the landscape and the growing connections among populations in the region that had been
relatively isolated before. These chains of contact among different populations, the
increasing physical mobility in the region due to the introduction of the steamboat, and
the eventual construction of railroads and highways are directly related to the growing
urbanization in the region.
“Disarticulated” urbanization
Geographer Elizabeth Eiselen describes the state of urbanism in the region after
the collapse of the rubber chain in the early twentieth century.28 Her description of
Belém, Manaus, and Iquitos is uniquely focused on the cities themselves, rather than on
the export economy, the tropical rainforest environment, indigenous communities or
other themes. She writes:
In late April and early May, 1955, when I visited them, I could not avoid the
feeling that inasmuch as these cities and their activities have been developed in a
tropical rainforest environment, there must be possibilities for still further
development within the region as a whole….Following the collapse of the rubber
boom the Amazonian cities declined in importance although they remained
locally significant as trading centers. Some rubber and other tropical products
continued to be gathered from the forests, but most people tended to dismiss
Amazonia as ‘the land of the future where the future never comes.’ Today,
however, the future finally may be arriving.29
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By arguing that the “future finally may be arriving,” Eiselen presents a view of the region
that is unique in popular imagination. Her view was influenced by the rapid
industrialization she witnessed. This point of view also directs attention to the fragility of
urban trade economies and the relationship between the cities and the greater Amazonian
environment. The volatility of climate and the challenges of balancing conservation with
urban development are clear priorities for Eiselen. From her perspective, the drivers for
further urban growth would be the creative use of rainforest resources, such as the use of
exotic fruits to create new industries producing value-added products. Her prediction was
valid in the case of some products such as açaí from the Brazilian Amazon, but
ecotourism and extractive industries have been more ubiquitous forces in spurring
urbanization.
In their collaborative work, Brian J. Godfrey and co-author John D. Browder
present a “pluralistic theory” of urbanization in the region, which they term
“disarticulated urbanization.”30 This theoretical framework considers the heterogeneous
nature of urbanization and its non-linear relationship to broader social, economic, and
political trends.31 Rainforest Cities begins by presenting urbanization in the region as a
“paradox” to popularized images:
The metaphors describing Amazonia are typically monumentalist and
misleading: El Dorado, Second Eden, Green Hell, Earth’s Lung, and the Last
Frontier….Such entrenched regional images evoke essentially rural
environments, sparsely populated by indigenous forest peoples, rubber tappers,
peasant farmers, cattle ranchers, caboclos, and other country folk. Lost in the
popularized vision of this troubled rainforest realm is the paradox of the
Amazon’s current urbanization…Amazonia has been predominantly urbanized
since at least 1980.32
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The authors argue that urbanization after the Rubber Boom and collapse was connected
to regional and national trends and policies including “programs of economic integration,
sponsored by the state in concert with private capital,” which has spurred migration to
smaller cities in the interior.33
The authors include case studies of Brazilian cities in the Amazon region,
focusing on the “disarticulated” nature of urbanization among them and the
environmental and social problems related to migration and settlement on the outskirts of
cities (often slums). Most of this book prioritizes smaller urban areas that are growing
most rapidly, but the authors do discuss the state of some larger cities such as Manaus,
Belém, and Porto Velho. Manaus, the authors explain, is now a Free Trade Zone (Zona
Franca de Manaus/ZFM) and has “become the urban-industrial showcase of Amazonia,”
while Belém still holds its status as the first city to be founded by Europeans in the
Amazon in 1616 and as a “gateway to the Amazon” because of its geographic position at
the mouth of the Amazon River. Porto Velho, while also a city that grew during the
rubber trade, demonstrates a more disorganized growth and serves a more “geopolitical
function” as the capital of Rondônia than actual economic importance.34 The Peruvian
city of Iquitos is not included in this book, due the book’s focus on the Brazilian
Amazon. I argue that obligatory political boundaries do not reflect the geographic reality
and that Iquitos has become an equally significant city due to its position on the Amazon,
Nanay, and Itaya Rivers that provide access to regional agricultural trade and eco-tourism
catering to international tourists.
33
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Other case studies in Rainforest Cities focus on migration, social mobility, and
sources of income among urban residents, lending credibility to Browder and Godfrey’s
theoretical framework of “disarticulated urbanization.” In my own research, I found that
residents of Belén participated in diverse economic activities and were often extremely
mobile. This mobility and fluidity of occupations largely depends on the natural
environment and climate changes that affect activities of the food system. Browder and
Godfrey also discuss poor living conditions in urban areas related to rapid growth on the
edge of cities.35 In Chapters Two and Three of this thesis, these challenges posed by the
built environment are discussed as in detail in the peri-urban area of Belén, where
vulnerability to environmental hazards is highly determinate in daily decision-making.
Multifaceted urbanization: adapting to emerging urban landscapes
Browder and Godfrey’s research confirms the non-linear trend of urbanization
and the necessity of further understanding of migration trends. As I discussed in the
introduction to this thesis, however, urbanization should be understood not only as a
result of migration, but also of high fertility rates in cities and incorporation of peri-urban
hinterlands into the city. Since the book was published fifteen years ago, there has been at
least some academic interest in migrant flows and resources in Amazonian cities, though
there is a lack of research that emphasizes the multi-faceted nature of this urban growth
and its effects on different sectors of the urban population. Key to building this analysis is
a focus on the geography and infrastructure that hinders or promotes urbanization. This
includes a consideration of mobility, informal peri-urban settlements, and the resulting
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use of resources by urban populations.36 Particularly, the status of Amazonian cities as
centers of regional agricultural trade makes it crucial to consider how food resources are
affected by non-linear, or what I refer to here as multi-faceted urbanization.
Belén clearly exemplifies these three trends of urbanization. High rates of fertility
and mobility37 among the informants of this research indicate a steady, but disorganized
growth of the informal population, while the incomplete incorporation of the district of
Belén signifies the area’s tenuous status as part of the expansion of Iquitos as a whole.
Padoch et. al describe a trend manifested among Belén residents as well: the
maintenance of both rural and urban residences or what the authors deem “multi-sited
households”. This term describes entire families or individual family members who do
not live in the city full time and continue to migrate back and forth from rural to urban
areas on a yearly, monthly, weekly, or even daily basis. While not permanent urban
dwellers, their presence and economic activity greatly affect the urban food system and
the markets for other raw materials. The authors link these results to the consumption
preferences of multi-sited households and their lifestyles, which are intimately linked to
both rural traditions and urban spaces.38 This observation is closely linked to my analysis
of changes in the food system among Belén residents in Chapters Two and Three. While
many residents have strong traditions of regional cuisine and lifestyles, environmental
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circumstances and their spatial and physical relationship to the city and the river affect
changes in their food choices and interactions within the food system.
Another essential part of the argument presented by Padoch, et. al is the
precarious nature of urban settlements among migrants from rural areas.
Urban immigrants tend to reside in hastily constructed, grossly substandard
housing in urban settlements that are opportunistic, illegally occupying terrain
formally owned by either private or public entities. Although infrastructure tends
to improve with time, access to basic urban services in virtually all of these
settlements is very limited.39

Because of these precarious settlements, the authors of this study call for a more complex
understanding of rural-urban flows of migration and goods, which resists the strict
classification of populations as either rural or urban.40 This position was also supported
by Godfrey and Browder in Rainforest Cities, especially in their description of informal
settlements in Belém, Brazil.41
Urban planners Alisson F. Barbieri and David L. Carr call attention to differences
between women and men in the tendencies to migrate to urban areas in the Ecuadorian
Amazon. Women, according to Barbieri and Carr, are more likely to migrate to urban
areas, while men often migrate to other rural areas when their land is less productive. The
added income women can bring to households through work in cities helps “alleviate
dependence on dwindling forest resources,” but does little to curb deforestation as men
move to other rural areas to farm.42 To relate this study to that of Padoch et. al, this
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gender imbalance in migration flows can also create different patterns of production and
consumption of food and other raw material in cities. Furthermore, rapid urbanization can
result in poorly planned and constructed infrastructure, illegal settlements, and lack of
basic services among newly urban populations. This haphazard settlement is clearly
demonstrated in the case of Belén, where despite their recently gained municipal status,
most city services are not accessible in households and contamination of water and soil
create a tenuous relationship between population and environment, as many residents
depend on the excess land to subsistence farm even while it is rapidly being occupied by
more migrants. Barbieri and Carr explain,
Urban growth in the Amazon has occurred without correspondent improvements
in infrastructure, such as sanitation, garbage disposition and treated water, and
accessibility to health and family planning facilities.43

Central elements of understanding urbanization depend upon detailed research of the
different ways men and women are affected by rural land transformation, say Barbieri
and Carr. This focus on gender-specific migration flows demonstrates how the future of
cities in the region also depends upon the varying ways that men and women behave as
consumers of forest products and maintain or abandon cultural traditions surrounding
food. While the gendered dimensions of the food system are not closely examined in this
thesis, it should be noted that in Belén, food preparation and vending is primarily a job
for women or matriarchs of the household, and men are more often involved in farming,
gardening, or fishing. Of course, these delineations are not always clear, but it is
important to think about these gendered differences in food consumption when
considering changes and decision-making among residents in Belén.
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The desire to understand how migrants and multi-sited households affect food
markets has led some social scientists to consider urban gardening in Amazonian cities,
which I discuss in later chapters as an important means of food provision in Belén.
Winklerprins and de Souza focus on the cultivation of house-lot gardens and urban farm
plots in the city of Santarém, Brazil. Fundamental in their study are the benefits of houselot gardens, not only for food security and economic profit, but also as social spaces that
perpetuate an “economy of affection” in which neighbors participate in a reciprocal gift
relationship, offering harvested food and medicinal plants to each other in times of
necessity or celebration. This sharing of resources and a disorganized manner of periurban agriculture will be discussed in Chapter Three as an important aspect of food
provision in Belén. I call this peri-urban agriculture in Belén “disorganized” because it
lacks specific ownership. The farmers have no titles to their land, and often the work and
claim is communal. There is no organized cooperative or system to evenly distribute the
harvest, and there is no organized manner of determining what is consumed in the
community and what is sold in the market.
Winklerprins and de Souza also echo the lagging planning and provisions of basic
services and economic development in Amazonian cities.44 Their concern is on selfprovisioning of food resources.
The Brazilian Amazon region is today an urban place, with 70% of its population
residing in urban places. Economic development has lagged behind urbanization
and new migrants continue to rely on self-provisioning, especially by growing
food in urban homegardens, to meet their food needs.45
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According to Winklerprins and De Souza, urban migrants are able to adapt to these
deficiencies in urban infrastructure by growing their own food in urban and peri-urban
areas and creating an exchange network among other migrants and urban dwellers. This
sharing of resources and a disorganized manner of peri-urban agriculture is an important
aspect of food provision in Belén, but it is unclear how a changing status within the city
of Iquitos may alter subsistence gardening in the future.
As shown here, multi-faceted urbanization has clear effects for the provisioning of
food resources. In Belén, physical mobility and migration from rural to urban areas
affects utilization of food resources, and the population’s creative means of food
provisioning (discussed in detail in Chapter Three) depends on both the rural and urban
aspects of the floodplain environment. As the population of Belén grows through
migration and natural fertility, the push for further incorporation of the space into the
greater Iquitos economy will further transform the use of regional food resources.
Linking Amazonian cities to their rainforest
Trends in urbanism discussed here reflect a long-standing recognition among
social scientists that the Amazon rainforest has been highly urbanized since at least the
late nineteenth century, and even supported large concentrations of people before the
arrival of Europeans. Though traditional indigenous cultures and land use in rural areas
have occupied a privileged position in scholarly work of Amazonia, the work reviewed
here demonstrates a need to consider highly mobile urban populations of the region.
Studying urban populations does not exclude the further understanding of traditional
cultures or land use. In fact, by directing attention to the transitions and changes among
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emerging urban populations, we can gain greater knowledge of changing land use
patterns and cultural traditions in the Amazon rainforest.
The uniqueness of urban growth in Amazonia lies in its inextricable link to forest
resources, which will continue to shape the direction and manner of future urban
development. A primary focus in understanding the effects of a multi-faceted
urbanization should be on urban food supply and small-scale farming in urban and periurban areas. Emerging urban communities, particularly on the urban periphery contribute
to urban food supply through gardening and small-scale farming which may significantly
affect future planning and construction in cities. This multifaceted urbanization—through
natural fertility, immigration, and incorporation of peri-urban hinterlands—demands
higher prioritization of research on resource use in areas of high rates of population
growth and mobility. In the following chapters, visual and interview data illustrate
adaptation in the food system of Belén that serves to demonstrate the cultural and social
effects of multi-faceted urbanization.
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Chapter Three: Performing the Everyday: Viewing the natural and
built environments through the lens of the food system
Although the political boundaries between natural environments and cities of the
Amazon suggest a definitive divide between the urban and rural, the case of Belén
suggests that these boundaries are tenuous.46 The situation of Belén on the floodplains of
the Itaya River and the proximity of the river to the Mercado de Belén create a synergistic
relationship between the agricultural capacity of the rainforest environment and the urban
infrastructure. In what follows, I analyze selected images of these two spaces in the
context of the performance of everyday activities using Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s
concept of “the aesthetics of everyday life.”47 The focus will be the role of quotidian
interactions among individuals participating in these spaces in transcending the binary
classification of natural versus built environments. I argue that in these spaces, the
mediating factor is the food system of the region.
The images discussed in this chapter were taken with the intent of capturing the
everyday lives and interactions of the food system in this part of the city. The research
design did not intend to assign artistic value to the images, but to document interactions
and quotidian life in a visual manner. The art, rather, is in the everyday actions
themselves. The analysis of these images below aims to deconstruct the binary
understanding of the natural and built environments. Further, I discuss the performance of
the everyday and how everyday activities of people who live and participate in the
economy of these spaces cross the imaginary boundaries of the built and natural
46
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environments, an imaginary that arguably does not exist in the minds of those who live
and work in these two spaces. It is through this visual analysis that we can gain a sense of
how the residents of Belén understand the resources in their natural and built
environments and utilize them within the food system, which is understood here as a
medium for exploring cultural changes and their relationship to place and space.
Belén
With the photographs of Belén described below, I direct analysis to
“improvisation” and the “performance” of everyday life. In discussing the difficult nature
of capturing everyday life, Thomas F. Reese has argued that “…these performances,
whether they are crafted spectacles or the simple rituals of everyday life, are ephemeral
by their very nature and their traces do not pass easily through time.”48 While my
photographs certainly do not provide a full understanding of everyday life in Belén, they
were taken with the objective of capturing quotidian activities and the interactions of the
food system in this peri-urban space. I do not suggest that we can transcend the
“ephemeral” nature of these everyday performances through my small collection of
photographs, but we can certainly attempt to understand the improvisation and exchange
between natural and built environments through analyzing the photographs at hand.
In comprehending the improvised nature of Belén, I consider the following
description of the “self-built” city. Jorge E. Hardoy discusses the concept of the “selfbuilt” city in the book Urbanization in Contemporary Latin America.
Contemporary Latin American cites, like their predecessors, have been
constructed by many builders, mostly anonymous, forced to find their own
solutions in the face of government neglect and sometimes repression. The
48
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popular sectors have retained their capacity to undertake massive although
humble works in a spontaneous way.49

Belén is an example of this “self-built” city, and its residents adapt their living
situations regularly to respond to climate changes and available building materials.
Figures 2.1 and 2.2 show homes built on stilts to avoid flooding during the rainy season.
They are built with local construction materials from trees grown in the region and must
be repaired often. These homes, located on the far edge of Belén near the river channel,
did not succeed this past year in avoiding the devastation of flooding.50 The water line on
the house in the immediate foreground of Figure 2.1 makes it evident that this home was
flooded. Residents in this home were forthright in telling me their strategy to avoiding the
water: building a second floor or loft.
This physical adaptation of space was a response to the unexpected flood levels.
Without means to leave Belén, residents improvised with the construction materials
available and responded to the changes in the natural environment. Other researchers
have noted local adaptation to living spaces. In Havana, a barbacoa is a “platform or a
mezzanine constructed in the interior of an already existing space” that serves as a “selfbuilt transformation” of the space in the absence of building permits or the ability to sell
one’s home in the formal market in post-Revolution Cuba.51 In a similar way, residents of
Belén improvise their spaces in response to physical limitations—in this case created by
the natural environment instead of the built environment.
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Also of note in Figure 3.1 is the relative isolation of these homes. This should be
contrasted with the density of homes in some of the images to follow. While there are
still areas of Belén that have few homes, residents noted in interviews that migrants often
moved into these spaces, extending the boundaries of the slum area into the lower
floodplains and into the river.

Figure 3.1 Homes in a decongested area of Belén near
the Itaya River
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Figure 3.2 Frequent rainfall and waste lead to perpetually contaminated soils

Figure 3.3 Community latrines
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Environmental hazards are a consequence of a “self-built city” and contamination
of water sources occurs often in the absence of garbage collection and sewage systems.
Figures 3.2 and 3.3 are photographs taken less than a mile from Figure 3.1, but show a
much different environmental context. They demonstrate the environmental hazards that
often plague informal cities from the build up of waste on dirt paths and in streams.
Social scientists and development workers have debated the links between environmental
degradation and poverty. David Satterthwaite argues that while the correlation between
the two is well-documented, poverty is not a driving factor of environmental degradation,
but the result of failed policies and government services. Furthermore, lower-class
populations such as those in Belén live in areas where the waste of other city residents
drains or is dumped, causing environmental hazards that exacerbate poverty by creating
health risks and contamination of water and food.52 In the above photos, the presence of
community latrines and the drainage of waste water into public community space is a
result of the government’s lack of full incorporation of this area of the city. These images
demonstrate a strong argument against regularization, to incorporation through creating a
municipality, as a way to “fix” the qualitative problems of informality in the lives of slum
populations.
Another feature visible in Figure 3.3 is the construction of homes that will float
during the rainy season. These homes have a raft-like construction, making them ideal for
withstanding floods. During the rainy season, these residents live in the river. Travel
throughout the community, whether between rafted or stilted homes, is by canoe. Most
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households either own a canoe or pay a small fee to individuals that operate canoe
transportation services.

Figure 3.4 View of Belén from
the river
Figure 3.4 provides a view of the informal city from the Itaya River. All houses
shown here are stilted and situated immediately next to the river. In the photograph,
children are washing clothes in the river. Many residents regularly bathe, swim, or wash
clothes in this water. They also travel along the river to fish or travel to other areas of the
city and surrounding settlements. While many residents are recent migrants from rural
areas throughout the department of Loreto, others were born in Belén, making their
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relationships to rural lifestyles diverse. This area of the city is in close proximity to the
natural rainforest environment, situated on the river and below the formal city, but the
personal relationships to the natural environment likely vary among residents due to
different levels of experience in agriculture and their diverse backgrounds.
Many residents, however, do participate in food provision and vending through
fishing and selling food (raw materials or prepared) in the market. Others grow small
crops of yucca, corn, rice, or fruits and vegetables on informal plots of land in the slum
area. Figure 3.5 shows a resident pointing out his recently planted yucca and watermelon.
After the river receded, he planted the crops in hopes that they would provide extra food
for his family and some excess to sell in the market. Again, this area of Belén appears
quite isolated or rural and closer to the natural rainforest environment, but it is still within
less than a mile from the previous photographs. A canoe is shown, which is presumably
used for transport across the waterway to other cultivated plots.
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Figure 3.5 An informant points
towards recently planted
watermelon and yucca
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Figure 3.6 Floating garden pilot project
The raft construction shown in Figure 3.6 is a floating garden project of a local
non-governmental organization. I include this photograph to provide context of how the
residents are connected to other entities in the city of Iquitos and the perceived needs of
Belén. The project’s aim is to provide a learning garden for children as well as an
opportunity for local residents to sell ornamental, medicinal, and edible plants. The raft is
constructed with a similar design to rafted homes in the area and thus survives the rainy
season. As shown in Figures 3.2 and 3.3, an issue with informal agriculture is the
contamination of ground soil and the limited window of opportunity for planting and
harvesting (during dry season). As this non-governmental organization has suggested,
floating gardens would alleviate this issue and perhaps provide a source of food
provisions during the rainy season when food availability is often in flux.
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In this section, I analyzed images of the residential area of Belén with attention to
improvisational details of informal construction and cultivation of food. With these
images, I argue that residents respond and adapt their everyday lifestyles to changes in
the natural environment and the limitations of the built environment. In the following
section, these improvisations become more apparent as I present photographs taken in the
nearby market area of Belén.
Mercado de Belén
Food, and all that is associated with it, is already larger than life. It is already highly charged
with meaning and affect. It is already performative and theatrical. An art of the concrete, food,
like performance, is alive, fugitive, and sensory.53

The Mercado de Belén is located just above the residential area of Belén. It begins
at the entrance of the informal housing sectors and winds up the hill in a disarticulated
fashion. It consists of hundreds of stalls vending regional and coastal vegetables, fruits,
animal products, clothing, paper products, and technological items. One study conducted
in 2008 and 2009 found that eighty-four percent of the animal and plant products sold in
the market were of local origin, while the other sixteen percent originated from the
Peruvian coast or from the neighboring department of San Martín.54 This high level of
dependence on Amazonian food products is largely a result of the city’s isolation from
major land transportation routes. In this area, the river is the highway, and it serves as the
most important route for the food system. As shown above, a small amount of food is
cultivated in the residential area of Belén, but it is not sufficient to feed the residents,
much less the nearly 500,000 residents that live in the Iquitos area. While the study
53
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mentioned above indicates that the nutritional needs of the city are met by the diversity of
local food products in the market,55 I suggest that the nutritional needs of the residents of
Belén are not sufficiently met due to water contamination and environmental hazards,
economic barriers to access, and unpredictable climate variations that often decrease the
availability of regional staple crops such as yucca or plantains. This unstable availability
of regional food products will be discussed further in Chapter Three in an analysis of
changes in local diets.
As emphasized in previous descriptions, Belén is growing rapidly due to high
birth rates56 and immigration from rural areas, making the Mercado de Belén a crucial
resource for basic needs. In household interviews I conducted, many residents indicated
that they would prefer to stay in Belén if faced with a possible government relocation or
an opportunity to live in another part of the city. Why would they express desire to stay in
the slum area? Proximity to the market.
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Figure 3.7 Peering down at
Belén from the market
Figure 3.7 is a view of the residential area of Belén from the market area. This
photograph demonstrates the density of homes in the area and the topography of the
market and residential areas. The market, as I explained above, goes up the hill that
connects Belén to the rest of Iquitos. Much of the residential area was underwater during
the 2012 rainy season, for as long as six months according to my informants. In the
photograph, the tree line is visible on the far side of the river channel. The rainforest is
never very far away, but it becomes difficult to draw the lines between the city and the
rainforest as Belén extends further into the floodplains.
Walking into the rows of tents and stalls in the market is like entering another
world from the rest of the city. Many vendors of Belén and other areas of Iquitos spend a
great deal of their lives in the market, not only selling food, but participating in social
exchanges, caring for children, and eating their own meals. Figures 3.8, 3.9, 3.10, and
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3.11 are different views of the market that demonstrate its functions and provide an
understanding of the physical space. The tents and stalls are improvised from local and
other available materials. The vegetables and fruits are often cut open to reveal their
value, and cuts of meat and regional riverine products such as fish, tortoises, and other
seafood are cut or filleted in the marketplace while vendors simultaneously interact with
customers and others working at their stalls.
As one could surmise, the smells that emerge from the marketplace leave nothing
to the imagination, for better or worse. As Kirshenblatt-Gimblett explains, food is
understood largely through its sensual experience. Food is to be experienced by sight, by
smell, and by taste.57 In the Mercado de Belén food is also understood through its origin
or relationship to the rainforest. This enormous effort to recreate the market is performed
every day in an effort to feed the city and survive economically. Tourists are increasingly
intrigued by the market for its uncensored view of daily life. For outsiders, it is a show,
but for locals, it is life, and its value is in the needs it fulfills.
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Figure 3.8 Chicken is increasingly raised locally and throughout the Amazonian
region.
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Figure 3.9 Some of the vegetables in the foreground are local varieties of similar
vegetables in traditional Chinese food. They are known locally as “verduras
chinas” and fill the demand of an increasing number of Chinese restaurants in
Iquitos.

Figure 3.10 Fruit juice is prepared in bulk for customers passing
through
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Figure 3.11 Local
riverine products
are prepared for
sale

Amidst the economic transactions and motorcars zipping through lanes, there are
glimpse of family and social life. The photographs below (Figures 3.12 and 3.13) show
locals enjoying typical foods, such as juanes (the food shown in Figure 3.12), or fried rice
and meat wrapped up in a bijão leaf. All ages are represented, but it warrants mention that
there are more women than men selling food in the market. There are certainly men who
sell goods, but women are the primary vendors, particularly of prepared foods. As
mentioned in Chapter One, gendered differences in food consumption and provision are
indicators of the different dimensions of urban growth and resource utilization. While
men tend to participate in activities such as fishing and subsistence agriculture, women
are more often prepare and sell food in the market and at home. These gendered
experiences constitute different ways that cultural expression and social relations develop
within the food system.
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Some customers that eat in the market stalls are fellow vendors, while others are
simply socializing in the market. The market sells some of the most economical and
traditional cuisine of the city, but traditions and culture are always in transition. Specific
shifts in food choices in Belén are discussed in the following chapter, but it is worth
noting here that children born in Belén may have very different interpretations of local
food resources than their parents due to changes in the way that they interact with the
urban and rural spaces of Belén, the Mercado de Belén, and the greater Iquitos area.

Figure 3.12 Juanes are served with tortoise eggs and
traditional sauces
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Figure 3.13 Communal midday meals in the market
A glimpse of the Mercado de Belén would be incomplete without a peek into the
overflowing stalls of medicinal plants that are processed into powders, serums, drinks, or
simply left in raw form. These medicinal plants are used by many residents of the city
and of the region. Residents of Belén depend on them for many illnesses because their
access to doctors is often limited and there remains a sense of distrust for modern
medicine. Vendors are also aware of the large tourist market for some medicinal plants or
mixtures such as ayahuasca, which provokes a hallucinatory state when taken. While
these products are very much part of the regional traditions and conciousness, they also
should be understood within the context of increasing tourism and outside attention.
Rainforest resources, especially those that interest a wider international market, are
becoming progressively more a part of the outsider’s imaginary of Amazonian culture,
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but this imaginary can often be manipulated or misunderstood as more Amazonians are
integrated into urban environments.

Figure 3.14: Medicinal herbs are sold in an area of
the market set apart from food products.
“The Aesthetics of Everyday Life”: The ephemeral experience of the natural and built
environments through the food system
Recent research of community gardening and local food environments suggests
that “aesthetics,” understood here as the connection between people and place
experienced through the senses, provides a powerful avenue for exploring the way
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individuals and communities interact with the food system and the natural environment.58
I suggest, based on the visual and ethnographic data I gathered in Belén and the Mercado
de Belén, that the food system in this area bridges the natural and built environments such
that through the performative nature of improvisation and adaptation in food provision,
residents and vendors in this area have a more holistic view of these spaces. Instead of
understanding the built and natural environments as separated by strict boundaries, they
experience the fluidity of connections through their participation in the food system.
The implications for this view of the natural and built environments in the
Amazon rainforest are significant and could affect changes in urban infrastructure and the
incorporation of slum communities in the urban peripheries. These qualitative
improvements to the built environment could conceivably alter food provision and
traditional cuisine, thus shaping new relationships to the urban and rural aspects of these
spaces. This collection of photographs provides an understanding of the ways that locals
perform and improvise in their construction of the city and the food provision in the
market, but their voices are necessarily silent in photographs. In Chapter Three, local
articulation of these changes in will demonstrate the changing personal relationships to
food and environment that come with increasing rural to urban migration and rapid
growth of the informal city.
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Figure 3.15: Local children of Belén participate in a project to paint a scene of
the future of their community.
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Chapter Four: Shifting food landscapes and food provision
The first time I glimpsed Belén, it was from the Mercado de Belén on the hill
overlooking the slum area. I was in a canoe on the Itaya River the second time, and the
Belén on display became more personal. Still, it was not quite part of the river system and
not quite part of Iquitos. Its situation on the river and below Iquitos makes it even more
of a no-man’s land than its status as the poorest part of the city. Without a single direct
connection to anyone living in the area, I wondered if I would be able to gain access to
this community to conduct interviews. Traversing the market each day, I was beginning
to understand the limitations of my research without such access. Through brief
interviews with market vendors and my own observations, I realized the food availability
and diversity in this space was a part of, but not the whole story of the food system of
Belén.
A fortuitous meeting via the recommendation of a friend led me to request a visit
to a floating garden pilot project of a local nongovernmental organization, La Restinga.59
The floating garden is located in the twelfth sector of Belén (of twelve), a sector I came
to know through word of mouth as a “safer” or “quieter” part of the slum area and thus
the preferred location for the limited governmental or nongovernmental aid programs.
The visit I made to the twelfth sector that day led me to primary informants, a family that
had lived in Belén for a few years, who became my contacts for nearly all the household
interviews that followed. The nature of the interviews I conducted in Belén and the
Mercado de Belén were very informal. In many cases, I attempted to simply have a
conversation with informants about the topics of the flood season, food prices, typical
59
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cuisine, and life in Belén. With others, the conversation became more rigid and
dependent on my questions. The resulting nature of the interview depended largely on the
individual’s desire to elaborate on details and of course, the way they perceived me as a
foreigner interested in their lives. It is worth mentioning that few foreigners do research
in this area, and most that do collect more technical data such as water samples or blood
samples for epidemiological work. Foreigners involved in nongovernmental
organizations are involved in social projects at a limited scale in some sectors of Belén—
many of whom I became acquainted with during my stay. My presence, therefore,
sometimes was perceived as an interest in offering social aid.
As mentioned above, the first family I became acquainted with helped greatly in
introducing me to other informants, minimizing distrust that they may have felt for me
otherwise. Many interviews were recorded with the consent of the informant, while
others are documented by my notes with an understanding that they would be used for
this research. I include this explanation of the interview format to inform the reader of the
type of data I gathered. It is qualitative in nature and forms a base for inquiries related to
environmental changes that affect food availability, typical cuisine and staple foods, and
the changing landscape—both figuratively and literally—of the food system in this periurban slum. Any opinions or viewpoints I present here are informed by these interviews
and my participant observation in Belén and the Mercado de Belén. In this chapter, I use
the household and market interviews I conducted in Belén and the Mercado de Belén to
determine how urbanization and environmental circumstances affect typical cuisine.
First, I discuss food provision including the availability of foods in the Mercado de
Belén, gardening and subsistence farming, and food storage. In the final section, I argue

65
that food choices and typical dishes are changing due to Belén’s vulnerability to climate
variation and the availability of products from other regions of Peru.
Chakras, huertos, mercados y farinha: Provisioning foodstuffs in Belén
Provision of food in Belén is diverse and depends on the household and the
economic activities of its residents. Most of the population depends heavily on the
Mercado de Belén, which is by far the largest and most diverse market in the city of
Iquitos.60 Some households in Belén participate in gardening or subsistence agriculture
during the dry season, and food storage, while minimal, is an important source of
sustenance during seasons of extreme flooding. Here, I discuss the basic means of food
provision and the availability of food in this area. Overall, food provision depends
heavily on environmental changes and the availability of certain foods, a relationship I
describe in detail in the next section, but is important to consider in the current section.
The Mercado de Belén is a space where residents of Belén spend much of their
time. The network of market relations and transactions can be highly complex. Belén
residents harvest or fish, work as intermediaries, vend at the market, host family members
from rural areas who grow regional crops and sell goods in the market or to
intermediaries. Some individuals even buy goods at the market to sell from home. In
addition to all these interactions, most Belén residents depend heavily on the market to
provision their daily food supply, especially when annual flooding of the Itaya River
makes it impossible to grow their own food on communal land, which during the dry
season is open to claims for farm plots.
60
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Most common among the poorest segment of the population is the consumption of
only a few different food sources. Plantains, rice, yucca, potatoes, fish, and chicken are
the most widely consumed foods, and there are portions of the population that consume
little else. When questioned about food prices or seasonal fluctuations in prices of certain
staple foods, nearly all informants mentioned that the plantain and the yucca became very
expensive during the 2012 flood season. To remedy this shortage and the resulting high
prices, they bought substitutes such as potatoes from the highlands of Peru. Few
informants mentioned the problem of contamination of cheaper fish harvested from
nearby riverbanks during the flood season, but most of the residents I interviewed did not
perceive contaminated fish specifically to cause intestinal disease, but rather perceived
the community water sources or accidental consumption of flood waters by children as
the most dangerous factor. In any case, as food becomes more expensive, many residents
consume substitutes for regionally-grown staples or seek out the cheapest among
regionally grown or harvested food sources which can often be of poor quality.
In Iquitos and surrounding communities, the availability of a wide variety of
fruits, vegetables, animal protein, and other foodstuffs is extremely diverse and
abundant—though not always affordable to residents of Belén—during periods of regular
weather patterns.61 However, in times of unusually high levels of flooding, such as that
experienced in the early months of 2012, many crops on the flood plains and lower
altitudes are destroyed, leaving many segments of the urban and rural populations at risk
for food availability. This is especially a problem for rural communities with little
organization or cooperation in agricultural production, external support of government or
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private organizations, or food storage. When questioned about their regular consumption
of fruits and vegetables, many respondents indicated that they consume fruits such as
cocona, camu-camu, carámbola (star fruit), and papaya grown in the rainforest
frequently, often in the form of juices or batidos (smoothie or milkshake). Vegetables,
they told me, were often expensive. I suggest further that vegetables do not play a large
part in the traditional or typical cuisine (or crops) of the region and therefore are not
perceived to be an important part of the diet or a valuable food commodity.
Before spending time in Belén, I was puzzled by a relative lack of urban
agriculture in the central part of Iquitos. An exception is a school garden I toured in
Punchana (another district of Iquitos), where a local nongovernmental organization
supports maintenance and hosts environmental workshops with children. This example,
however, is exceptional as most individuals and households in the central part of the city
depend on the open-air markets (like the Mercado de Belén) or supermarkets for food
provision. Ornamental plants are common, but not always cared for, and medicinal plants
are sometimes at doorsteps. There are a few plant nurseries on the highway running from
the airport to the city, selling mostly ornamental plants, with some medicinal plants. One
acquaintance commented to me that most Iquiteños (as Iquitos residents are known) are
concerned that people will steal fruits or other yields from their gardens, and this deters
many people from urban gardening.
My perception that urban agriculture did not exist in Iquitos was proved very
wrong in my experiences and interviews with residents of Belén. In particular, I found
that residents in the area commonly grow rice, maize, plantains, watermelon, beans, and
other edible plants on the floodplains of the river and wherever space is available. Most
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of what is grown does not diversify their diets, but increases availability of staple goods.
One informant explained the status of the chakras:
Si, terreno de la comunidad. Acá hay unos vecinos que ocupan el terreno se va
ocupando asi...sembrando su arroz, la yuca, maizito, frijol...buscarse la parte más,
para que ellos pueden ya asi benificiarse...hasta que con tiempo ya entra que
ocupan más...
Yes, a community lot. Here there are some neighbors that occupy the lot and go
on occupying like this (points around)...planting their rice, yucca, maize,
beans...they look for themselves the part most [suitable], so that they can benefit
like this...until with time [the area becomes] more occupied...62

As this informant indicates, the land is communal as mentioned above, but it is not
necessarily planted through an organizational effort. Each neighbor that wishes to plant
their crop seeks out a place. The risks involved in this non-strategic manner of
community gardening include stolen harvests (as several informants told me) and
increasingly occupied land due to high rates of immigration. On the other hand, these
plots provide a source of food for many families when the heads of households cannot
find a job or when foods in the market (grown throughout the region or shipped from
other parts of the country) are more expensive due to regional or national fluctuation in
crop performance. Few respondents answered that they sell the harvest of these crops in
the Mercado de Belén. Instead, most are consumed by households on a needs basis. As
one informant explained, the harvest is not necessarily shared equally and sharing may
depend on the needs of a particular family.
Finally, I must mention that farinha, or ground manioc flour, is a commonly
consumed food during the rainy season. Because it is one of the only food items available
that stores well (if kept dry), it is preferred when staple goods such as yucca and plantains
are expensive due to poor performance of regional crops. Other foods that store well are
62
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packaged goods such as leche en polvo (powdered milk). However, these are often
imported from outside the region, making them more expensive than grounding manioc
to make farinha. When the government provides food items, leche en polvo is a common
product to receive, but my informants unanimously argued that these handouts are not
evenly distributed and can usually be characterized as a political gesture as they often
occur during election cycles.63 To answer my questions about food substituting due to
high prices during the flood season, many respondents simply said, “pues, tenemos nuetra
farinha” or “well, we have our farinha.”
The market, communal chakras and minimal food storage comprise the majority
of food provision in Belén. However, some families may also supplement their supply
with food grown by relatives in rural areas or by purchasing packaged goods (most
commonly cola or alcohol) from neighbors who sell goods from their home. Just like the
weather and their economic activities, food provision varies by season, and most families
are unable or unwilling to plan very far in advance. To demonstrate this further, the
relationship among factors of climate variation, food availability, and food choices is
discussed in the next section.
El pescadito con plátano: Typical foods and a transient cuisine
Scarlett: Y cuales son algunas comidas tipicas que comen ustedes?
Informant: (Pausa) Pescado (rie)
S: Y como es diferente comer en la chakra y en la ciudad?
I: Diferente porque en la chacra comen mayormente el pescado. En la casa
comemos a veces la carne.
S: Mas variedad?
I: Si mas variedad.
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Scarlett: And what are some typical foods that you eat?
Informant: (Pauses) Fish (laughs)
S: And how is eating different on the farm and in the city?
I: It’s different because on the farm, fish is mostly eaten. Here, we sometimes eat
meat.
S: More variety?
I: Yes, more variety.

The above conversation struck me because the informant had so little to say about
typical cuisine. Other respondents often became more engaged during this part of the
interview, either because they found it humorous that a foreigner was interested in their
traditional dishes or because food customs can be discussed with ease and familiarity.
While others told me about their preparations of envuelto de patarashca, chilicano,
pescado frito or juanes (all traditional dishes that typically use fish as a base), this
informant was more direct. While it is true that there are many rich traditions of food
preparation among the population of Belén, the limited access to a wide variety of foods
coupled with the lack of knowledge about food utilization or the necessity of a varied diet
lead to a very limited variety of foods consumed. While the dishes mentioned above are
prepared in diverse ways and compose a rich culinary tradition, the main ingredient is
largely the same: fish.
Taken a step further, the informant in this conversation hints at how diets are
changing in this peri-urban area. While about half of my informants grew up in Belén, the
others were raised in rural areas, either in small towns or villages near denser rainforest,
and participated in agriculture before moving to Belén to seek a different lifestyle. Upon
moving to Belén, the variety of foods available to them increases greatly in many cases,
while some products that are found throughout the region become more easily obtained
because each household does not have to do its own hunting or fishing; they simply walk
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or canoe to the market. Packaged food, a wide variety of animal products, and produce
from outside the region are available in the Mercado de Belén. In burgeoning towns of
the Peruvian Amazon, packaged goods can be found in limited supplies (often produced
in Iquitos or smaller cities of the region). Produce and animal products from outside the
region are rarely found in areas outside the city. The issue of economic access to different
food products is most pertinent in the case of rural Amazonians. Many practice
subsistence farming, raise their own chickens, and fish or hunt to provide carne del monte
(game meat—often protected species such as monkeys, capybara, and agouti) for their
families. Subsistence agriculture is practiced on a much smaller scale in Belén, and the
market is the primary source of food. If regional crops are destroyed during the rainy
season or a drought, residents of Belén buy the cheapest or most desirable products from
higher altitudes of the Amazon or from outside the region. In this way, diets are changing
among residents I interviewed.
In my interviews with vendors at the market, I learned which vegetables and fruits
are grown in the Amazon region and which are imported from the coast or sierra of Peru.
During my visit in the dry season some of the most common fruits, tubers, legumes, and
vegetables grown in this part of Amazonia are the chiclayo (type of green beans), piña
(pineapple), papaya, cocona, camu-camu, manioc, plantain, guayaba, maize, casataña
(Brazil nut), huito, cilantro, maracuyá (passion fruit), certain types of ají (pepper), and
certain types of lettuce (called “verduras chinas” because of their use in Chinese
restaurants in Iquitos as approximations of traditional products in Chinese food).64
Though not all of these plants are native to the Amazon region, they are widely grown
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and consumed as part of the typical cuisine. Products such as tomatoes, potatoes, onions,
and apples are commonly available and are shipped from other parts of Peru. This is not
an extensive list; rather, these are just a few examples of commonly available produce
items in the Mercado de Belén.
Common animal products from the Amazon region include many types of fish,
legarto (caiman), carne del monte (game meat from different mammals in the rainforest),
tortoises and their eggs, and chickens that are raised commercially and informally in the
region for meat and eggs. Other meat or animal products such as shellfish (for ceviche)
are also found in the market, but are usually imported from other parts of Peru. Overall,
fewer animal products than produce items in the Mercado de Belén are derived from the
Amazon region.65
In both market and household interviews, I found that all informants I questioned
about regionally versus externally grown or produced food items were very aware of the
source. This is predictable because so many residents are directly involved in agriculture,
fishing, or vending goods at the market. Recent immigrants spoke of their experiences on
the chakra and of family members who still live in rural areas. Time elapsed since their
immigration to the area ranged from eight years to six months (which would have been
during the heavy rainy season of 2012). Those that were native to Belén often expressed
to me that informal settlements were being built rapidly on the floodplains from
immigrants and high birth rates. When questioned on their reasons for leaving their rural
homes, one immigrant responded: “Queria cambiar de la chakra” or “I wanted a change
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from the farm.” This was a common sentiment, though this respondent was more direct
than others.
Rural to urban migration along with the vulnerable living situation of Belén
residents on the floodplains greatly influence food choices and even suggest the need for
a closer examination of changing diet and traditional cuisine in peri-urban spaces of the
Amazon dependent on environmental fluctuations and circumstances. The 2012 rainy
season resulted in historically high flooding to which Belén residents were highly
vulnerable due to their residence on the floodplains, their economic limitations, and their
high level of involvement in the food system in the residential slum and market areas.
While my original research plan did not involve questioning informants about the
flooding of early 2012, I soon learned that that was all that some Belén residents wanted
to discuss. For others, it provided an opening to other discussions regarding the food
system, making it clear that environmental changes are closely linked to food choices for
this population. The most common theme of these conversations was the high price of
staple goods, such as the plantain and the yucca, because of crop destruction related to
high flood levels. When asked what measures one resident took to feed her family during
the flood season, she responded, “…a veces compra papa cuando sube el precio de
plátano” or “…sometimes [one] buys potatoes when the price of plantains goes up.”
While this answer may seem overly simplistic, I include it here because it was a
common response and it represents a shift in the primary food sources and traditional
cuisine of the region. In the past, few Amazonians would be eating potatoes, known for
their origin and prevalence in the Peruvian sierra. Another respondent elaborated on this
shift:
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El plátano, la yuca; este año han subido demasiado el precio, cuestión de arroz
también, ha subido pues, algunas veces, el pescado...Al medidor de eso, no habia
no pues el plátano, no habia la yuca, lo que cuesta mas barratito la papa, no? La
papa de la sierra. Entonces, como la papa es un poco más económico que la yuca
o el plátano. Un gajo de plátano cuesta cinco, tres soles, una persona humilde,
que no tiene un buen trabajo, no tiene sueldo, tiene que buscar una parte más
económico. Cual prefiere en esta parte? el plátano cuesta cinco soles en gajo.
Cuanto plántanos vienen en gajo? Seis, cinco, cuatro plátanos por gajo...No,
dicen ellos. Me cuesta más caro de comprar un gajo de plátano que comprar la
papa. Con esta papa, yo como.
The plantain, the yucca; this year the prices have risen a lot. [The price of] rice
also has risen. Sometimes, fish….As a result of this, there wasn’t plantain, there
wasn’t yucca. The cheapest was the potato, no? The potato of the sierra. So, the
potato is a little more economical than the yucca or the plantain. A gajo (segment
or bunch) of plantains cost five, three soles. A humble person, that doesn’t have a
good job, doesn’t have a salary, has to look for what’s most economical. What is
preferred in these parts? A plantain that [now] costs five soles per gajo. How
many plantains come in a gajo? Six, five, four plantains per gajo. No, they say. It
costs me more to buy a gajo of plantains than to buy potatoes. With these
potatoes, I eat.

This conversation took place with an informant that was very frank with me. I
interviewed him multiple times simply because he had so much to say. He works as a
fisherman, or perhaps more accurately, has the unenviable job of hauling loads of fish on
his back. Because of the physical toll this work took on his body, he is unable to work for
days at a time and rests his aching back while taking cheap pain medications or medicinal
herbs on his rest days. When money is short, he and his young children (eight and ten
years old) harvest their small plot of yucca and watermelon to sell the overflow for profit.
He and his family live in a home that is built on stilts to weather the rainy season, but in
2012, their home was flooded, making it necessary to build a loft to live in for a few
months. During this time, there was no dry space for a chakra, and all transportation to
the market (the primary and sometimes only destination for Belén residents during the
rainy season) was by canoe.
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There was nothing unique about his situation; it is a common lifestyle among
other residents I interviewed. It is salient because of its simple demonstration of the
vulnerability to environmental changes and limited urban incorporation among Belén
residents. Food availability and access are directly linked to climate variations for those
who live on the peri-urban floodplains. In a rural area of the Peruvian Amazon, food
supply would not be supplemented by potatoes or other products imported from other
regions. But in Belén, when climate variation decreases availability of staple foods grown
in the rainforest, they eat “la papa de la sierra.”
Interpreting changes in food culture: Cultural reproduction and transformation in
everyday life
Geographer Maria Elisa Christie has argued that the kitchen and the kitchen
garden are some of the most important spaces in which culture is expressed and
reproduced. She writes,
“Kitchenspace,” as I came to call the combination of indoor and outdoor spaces
where food is prepared, is a privileged site of cultural reproduction and plays a
central role in family and community life. Gendered and embodied knowledge —
including how to prepare traditional foods and when a particular dish is
appropriate — is selectively transmitted from one generation to the next, and
children are fed the tastes, traditions, and beliefs of older generations through
quasi-sacramental food rites that make up the fabric of everyday life.66

As Christie emphasizes, the “kitchenspace” is a critical arena for the interpretation of
cultural continuance and change. In Belén, I argue that these “quasi-sacramental food
rites” are not disappearing completely, but are being both reproduced and transformed as
environmental limitations and opportunities arise. Cultural knowledge of gardening and
floodplain agriculture along with traditional food preparations are not being entirely
displaced; instead, these aspects of food culture are being reproduced, but transformed by
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the limitations of availability and access of certain food products. Food utilization is not
directly controlled by availability and access, but is certainly affected by them.
Because of the “quasi-sacramental” value placed on food culture, changes within
this arena can often be used as a gauge for cultural changes throughout a society. In this
case, Belén residents are adapting to a fluid environment composed of both built and
natural elements. They are thus able to make decisions based on the ever-changing
resources associated with rural and urban spaces to maintain traditional food culture and
seek new experiences within this realm—both by necessity and preference.
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Conclusion: Placing food culture in Belén in a global context
A world of complex connectivity…thus links the myriad small everyday actions of millions with
the fates of distant, unknown others and even with the possible fate of the planet…The way in
which these ‘cultural actions’ become globally consequential is the prime sense in which culture
matters for globalization.67

As I specify in this thesis, the food system is stage in which environmental
changes, limitations, and opportunities are manifested in everyday life. Though these
changes have visible and obvious effects on the local understandings of place and space,
they are not just local phenomena. The environmental conditions Belén residents
experience and the choices they make are linked to worldwide climate trends and food
markets. While their position on the floodplains in the city of Iquitos limits their ability to
overcome environmental hazards or risks, they show strong agency in overcoming and
persevering with their roles in the food system—even if this means adapting cultural
preferences. The manner in which they choose to adapt, resist, or maintain the current
food system has implications for global dietary trends, just as global environmental
changes have implications for local food availability, access, and utilization.
Other social scientists have noted a shift in dietary choices and preferences
among urban and semi-urban Amazonians. One study in the Brazilian Amazon argues for
directing more attention towards urban and semi-urban populations and their dietary
transition in order to predict and understand environmental changes in the Amazonian
region as a whole. The researchers write,
Mixing habits and lifestyles, they play a role as major actors in the socioeconomic and environmental transformations occurring in the Amazon region,
while urban-rural distinctions have become increasingly blurred. Food intake and
dietary habits have played a major role in these changes as processed and
industrialized foodstuff began to be more readily available and affordable even
67

John Tomlinson, Globalization and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).

83
for the inhabitants of the most remote Caboclo villages. The speed and scale of
this process might be leading Amazonian inhabitants…to experience the
nutritional transition in a dramatic way.68

By “Caboclos,” the authors mean mixed populations of indigenous, mestizo, and other
ethnic backgrounds that represent a highly dynamic and significant portion of the
Amazon region’s overall population. As I indicated earlier in this thesis, the population of
Belén is largely indigenous descended, but cultural indicators of these indigenous
societies such as language or traditional dress are not distinguishable. What is
distinguishable is a hybrid Amazonian value system that is dynamic and responds to
changes in the population’s relationship to the natural and built environments. Overall,
this population is increasingly diverse and at times integrated with the larger Iquitos
urban population, which is a decidedly complex mixture of ethnic groups from Amazonia
and other parts of the world, but Belén’s liminal position between the rural and the urban
mediates this process in daily life. In the study mentioned here, the authors recognize the
value of targeting these types of dynamic Amazonian populations in research of current
and future environmental and health trends in the region as a whole.
Throughout this thesis, I have argued that urbanization must be considered as a
multi-faceted process that includes fertility, migration, and the incorporation of periurban hinterlands. The population of Belén is experiencing each of these facets in its path
towards urbanization, and local individuals choose to shape their cultural traditions
largely depends on each of these facets. Resources from the natural and built
environments of the greater Iquitos area shape their navigation between the overlapping
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rural and urban spaces. Family size, migration status or level of mobility, and the extent
to which the spaces they traverse are incorporated into the city all impact daily decisionmaking processes. The food system is an arena in which subtle everyday changes can be
observed and linked to the larger process of urbanization. The shifts and transformations
in food culture documented here demonstrate Belén’s increasingly strong ties to—and
even dependence on—national and international food resources. Being linked to the
urban sphere offers the availability of imported foods to supplement their diets when
environmental changes such as floods or droughts occur. These urban ties and their
partial urban incorporation shapes their diets and everyday lives in ways that many
residents have never experienced or are now experiencing to an exceptionally salient
degree.
These local peri-urban experiences in the food system are also tied to concerns of
urban sustainability and conservation of Amazonian natural resources. As the effects of
climate change are experienced through extreme weather patterns in Amazonia, they
force local residents of informal settlements, such as Belén, to seek out whatever food
resources are available. An increasing demand for imported products and the rising prices
of regional crops contribute to changes within the national and even foreseeably
international agricultural markets. In this way, local spaces are global spaces, and Belén
residents—this highly mobile and growing population on the floodplains—experience
globalization in their relationship to the built and natural environments of Amazonia
through the food system.
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