
INTRODUCTION 

The main crux of my argument is that the Western humanities, arts 

and social sciences have hidden the fact that Western modernity was 

formed and established through its colonial transculturation with the 

tropics on a global scale. Representing much more than merely the 

geographical zone between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of 

Capricorn, ‘the tropics’ in my thesis refers to the complex of cultural, 

historical and geographical space that has been constructed by the 

West since the encounter between the Old and New World. The tropics 

is an essential concept in recognizing how natural history has been 

oppressed by Anthropocentrism in historical studies. 

While emphasizing that the world consists of the East and the West, 

mainstream Western-centric historiography has obscured the tropics 

as a crucial source of Western identity. The natural history of the tropics 

has been reduced to a history of Westerners through their natural 

resources exploitation for economic development in the tropics as well  

as in the West and the East. Even environmental history fails to fully 

illuminate the tropical basis of Western modernity. Therefore, from 

the integrative perspective of natural and human history, I ask foreign 

readers to re-think Western anthropocentric scholarship and arts in the 

context of Western colonial transculturation with the tropics. 

It is no coincidence that a fully-fl edged Western modernity and 

the Anthropocene began simultaneously in the second half of the 

eighteenth century. Western colonial transculturation with the tropics 

was entwined with anthropogenic forces on African slave labor, 

American plantations and Asian natural history products. I propose 

that future research on the tropics - what I term ‘Tropical Studies’ here 

- should no longer be reduced to isolated regional studies in Africa, 

Southeast Asia, Latin America and the South Pacifi c. ‘Tropical Studies’ is 

not merely the sum of regional studies of the tropics, but rather it is an 

integrative fi eld inclusive of the humanities, the arts, the social sciences, 

the natural sciences and medicine. I hope that Tropical Studies will 

become tremendously signifi cant in the epoch of the Anthropocene. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

My research on the tropics was highly piqued by reading 

the works of the following thinkers and scholars: Alexander von 

Humboldt, for an integrative perspective on human and natural 

history through biogeographical exploration; Sidney Mintz, for a 



historical anthropology of sugar plantations in the Caribbean islands; 

Philip Curtin, for a history of European encounter with Africa; Claude 

Levi-Strauss, for a natural history of the tropics; Fernando Ortiz, for 

a historical sociology of transculturation in colonial Cuba; Leonard 

Blusse, for the encounter between Europe and tropical Asia; Bernard 

Smith, for a European vision of the tropics; Martin J. S. Rudwick, for a 

historical geology of the Earth; Steven Jay Gould, for an evolutionary 

biology of the species; Clarence J. Glacken, for a historical geography 

of nature; Gilberto Freyre, for ‘tropicology’ in Brazil; William J. T. 

Mitchell, for an iconology of landscape painting; Paul J. Crutzen, for 

the Anthropocene, and Lawrence Joseph Henderson for the unifi cation 

of natural and social sciences. 

In addition, I conducted a number of ethnographic interviews 

with many elderly persons in a variety of places in the tropics such 

as the Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya, Uganda, India, Borneo, 

Indonesia, Cambodia, Cuba, Peru, Mexico, the Amazon, and Brazil. 

Having actively participated in numerous academic conferences held 

in Europe and the U.S., I have taken an advantage of conference-free 

time to visit many European botanical gardens, zoos, and natural 

history museums for the fi eldwork. Alternating visits to the tropics with 

stays in the West enabled me to recognize the pivotal role of the tropics 

in the making of Western modernity. Furthermore, a variety of tables, 

maps and illustrations are included in the book not only to help readers 

understand my arguments but also to encourage them to interpret 

these visual images. Visual thinking is pivotal to understanding the 

tropics in the making of Western identity. 

 

STRUCTURE 

In Part I, I contend that Western identity is based on fi ve building  

blocks: commerce and trade, Christianization, colonization, civilization, 

and cleanliness. These blocks have been historically inseparable 

from the tropics. In addition, the driving forces of Western modernity 

consist of three components: tropical sea power and military forces, 

biogeographical exploration of the tropical natural history, and 

maritime trade with the tropics. Nevertheless, Western modernity has 

focused on Western-centric human history revolutions such as the 

Scientifi c Revolution, the Industrial Revolution, the French Revolution, 

and the American Revolution. Even the Haitian Revolution is absent 

from the natural history of the tropics. 



In an era of revolutionary changes in Western history, ‘great’ thinkers 

such as Georges Buff on, Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottfried Herder, 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Joseph Banks, Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe, and Alexander von Humboldt relied upon the historicalgeological 

imagination to illuminate the relationship between natural 

and human history. However, nobody conceptualized the ‘Natural 

History Revolution,’ because they never considered the Haitian 

Revolution in relation to a natural history of the tropics. I investigate 

the Haitian Revolution in terms of the natural history revolution that 

originated from complex interactions between African slaves, American 

plantations, and European colonization of the tropics. 

As the West invented its modern desire for spices, sugar, coff ee, tea, 

and tobacco through trade with the tropics, it also began to demand 

the scientifi c disciplines and practical methods necessary to civilize, 

Christianize, cleanse, and colonize the tropics. It was through colonial 

transculturation between the West and the tropics that a variety of 

concepts, theories, and methods were formulated in the modern social 

sciences. I explore how such concepts that have underlain sociology, 

economics, anthropology, psychology, and demography derived from 

Western colonial transculturation with the tropics. 

In Part II, contrary to existing views of Western modernity, I 

argue that European explorations of the tropics triggered literary 

and visual representations of the tropics. Such representations were 

transformed into the invention of modern desire for tropical products. 

To satisfy these desires, the fi ve aforementioned building blocks were 

institutionalized through Western colonial transculturation with the 

tropics. I emphasize that this institutionalization was set up through 

reciprocal interactions between the tropics and the West, rather 

than being established initially in the West and only subsequently 

in the tropics. The colonial production of tropical space is deeply 

intermingled with the satisfaction of modern desire. Several pioneers 

are investigated in relation to tropical natural history exploration: 

Christopher Columbus; Ferdinando Magellan; Jean de Lery; Carl 

Linnaeus and his ‘disciples’; Joseph Banks; Alexander von Humboldt; 

Alfred Wallace, and Charles Darwin. 

Exploring Romanticism from the perspective of a natural history 

of the tropics leads us to reject common misconceptions of it as a 

solely Western artistic, literary, musical, and intellectual movement. 

Romanticism is not an exclusively Western legacy but rather an 



intellectual product of colonial transculturation between the West 

and the tropics. Existing literary and artistic critiques that seek to 

understand Romantic novels and arts have masked tropical natural 

history. A tropics-oriented reading of Western humanities and arts 

from the late 1700s through the early 1800s reasoned me to contend 

that Romanticism resulted from European colonial transculturation 

with tropical natural history. 

I focus on several specifi c works of European novelists and artists 

to analyze how the tropics shaped both the form and contents of 

Western identity: Bernardin de Saint-Pierre; Robert Thornton; Joseph 

Conrad; Paul Gauguin; Le Douanier Rousseau; Michel Tournier; Jean- 

Christopher Rufi n, and the two Nobel laureates, Jean-Marie Gustave Le 

Clezio and John Maxwell Coetzee. Based on these analyses, my thesis 

is that, so long as Western literature and arts continue to obscure the 

natural history of the tropics, we cannot recognize the true meaning of 

Western identity and modernity. 

Many Korean readers may wonder why and how Tropical Studies 

matters in Korea, which does not belong to the tropics. I therefore 

discuss the case of Korea in Part III, which also provides foreign 

scholars of Korean Studies with an alternative perspective to enhance 

their scholarships. It examines the Kingdom of Joseon (朝鮮, 1392-1910) 

in the context of global maritime trade with the tropics and analyzes 

contemporary Korean transculturation with the tropics. Several 

kingdoms before the Joseon dynasty had long maintained maritime 

trade relationships with tropical Southeast Asia, mostly through 

Chinese trade cities. 

However, this tradition was abruptly abolished after the Ming 

Dynasty (1368-1644) diplomat and explorer Zhenge He conducted 

seven maritime voyages to the Indian Ocean (1405-1433). Since the 

Qing dynasty’s (1644-1912) domination of China, the ruling class of the 

Kingdom of Joseon saw itself as the center of the world and dismissed the 

Qing as ‘barbarians’. Although the Dutch East India Company seriously 

tried to trade with the Joseon dynasty, the so-called ‘Sojunghwa’ (小中 

華) - an ideological Confucian variant of Sino-centrism (中華) - led the 

dynasty to have no interest in cultural and trade relationship with the 

Netherlands. The Kingdom was isolated by itself from surrounding 

countries. Even some reform-minded ‘Silhak’ (實學) scholars, who tried 

to accept ‘Seohak’(西學, literally meaning ‘Western learning’), did not 



explore how the Joseon dynasty could be incorporated into the global 

maritime trade network with the tropics. 

Over the last seventy years, Korean society has trodden the 

development paths set out by Western modernity. Indeed, Korean 

humanities, arts and social sciences are so much based on the U.S. 

model that Korean intellectuals do not try to recognize that the tropics 

has been hidden in Western scholarship. However, a few Korean 

thinkers did try to recognize the signifi cance of the tropics in an era of 

globalization; I analyze their works and eff orts in the context of Korean 

transculturation with the topics. 

Korea had been a recipient of Offi cial Development Assistance 

(ODA) since the Korean War (1950-1953). However, in 2010, Korea 

surprisingly became the 24th member of the Development Assistance 

Committee, the international donors’ club. This turning point in the 

history of Korea’s international development raised a very important 

question: what kind of ODA programs should Korea provide for the 

tropics? Readers will remember that Sub-Saharan Africa still suff ers from 

severe poverty and many tropical diseases despite being a long-term 

recipient of ODA from the West. Thus, Korean people should critically 

evaluate the Western model of modernization from the perspective 

of Tropical Studies. To go beyond ‘Korean Orientalism’ on the tropics, 

Korean intellectuals must fi nd out how the humanities, arts, and social 

sciences have hidden the tropics in the making of Western identity. 


