Changes in climate provided the basis for racialized colonial logic. Differences associated with climate were transplanted on the people within, constructing a Western imperial identity.
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Climate is “as much a philosophical concept as a material entity” (Endfield & Randalls, 2014, p. 36). Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, climate represented an “exploitable hermeneutic resource” (Livingstone, 2000, p. 93) used by writers and colonists to frame colonial experience and to give meaning to cultural and environmental distinctiveness (Howell, 2015). “Climate” has, at various times, featured both as an index of weather, stabilizing its vicissitudes into a sense of spatial and temporal coherence, and as an agent, exercising decisive influence on the forms of life which live under its meteorological regime (Fleming & Jankovic, 2011). Climatic determinism has loomed large in the intellectual history of the western world, affording climate agency in the shaping of human health, race, productivity, culture, politics, and conflict (Arnold, 1996; Hulme, 2011; Livingstone, 2002). Classical theories of climate dating back to Hippocrates have been reworked to explain the distinctive racial, pathological, economic, and moral characteristics between different parts of the world. In a European imperial context, climatically determined differences between human “races” and cultures were central to Western European self-conceptions of an inherent superiority over other peoples, offering to early expansionists apparently scientific grounds for believing in their own imperial sense of cultural supremacy. Ideas of empire were intimately bound with ideas of climate—a relationship perhaps best epitomized by Montesquieu’s observation that the “empire of the climate is the first, the most powerful of all empires” (Montesquieu, cited in Livingstone, 2012, p. 91).
Early European encounters with the tropics, from the 15th century onwards, raised new questions about the origins and global migrations of plants, animals, and people. In the writings of the Christopher Columbus and his associates, “[c]limatic explanations were easily seized upon to explain cultural behaviour and differentiation” (Grove, 1995, p. 154). Climatic explanations of human difference were shaped by two key ideas, collectively referred to as the tropical paradox—that of tropical abundance, and that of differential mortality. The idea of tropical abundance held that tropical areas, with their hot, humid climates and rich soils, were highly biologically productive, and that little human work was required to grow subsistence crops. Travellers like Sir Walter Raleigh sent home reports of tropical inhabitants eating only that which “nature” brings forth, and luxuriating amid the redundancy of hard agricultural labor. These ideas, solidified in the 16th century, had lasting effects on imperial policies and practices, perhaps most notably in taxation schemes which were designed to compensate for the oversupply of cheap, productive land which was thought to keep local wages too high (Curtin, 1990). Such abundant lands were nonetheless attractive places to take control of and exploit. More deeply, Europeans began to wonder whether their inhabitants, apparently free from the consequences of the biblical Original Sin, could even be considered as part of the same human family. Theories of polygenesis began to ascribe different origins to the diversity of apparent racial groups, while the supposed relationship between climate and the necessity of labor contributed to new ideas about the inherent physical and cultural superiority of Europeans. The more testing, fickle climate and relative resource scarcity of Europe had, it was theorized, shaped a more hardy, energetic people, capable of sophisticated social and technological innovations in their struggle with their environment.
The Tropics, in contrast, were constructed as places of moral degeneration, places that fostered indolence and laziness, echoing earlier hypotheses postulated as part of the Querrelle d’Amerique, the historical dispute between European and American intellectuals over the apparent antiquity of the Americas, the size and strength of its animal and plant populations relative to those of the Old World, and the moral, intellectual, and physical capacity of its populations (Gerbi, 1973). Intertwined climatic, racial, and moral ideologies provided an enduring moral and ethno-climatological frame of reference that influenced colonial attitudes, images, tropes, and metaphors and afforded travel writers and commentators a “unique framework within which to explore national and imperial identity” (Taylor-Brown, 2016, p. 306; on analogous Japanese colonial attitudes to tropical climates, see Zaiki & Tsukahara, 2007). Ideas about the nature of different climates also powerfully shaped the emerging geographies of European imperialism. Geographer William B. Meyer argues that early British colonists of North America saw in the southern Atlantic seaboard a region inevitably akin to the Mediterranean, and which could therefore correct Britain’s trade imbalances in popular products such as wine, olives, and rice, while also perhaps sating a rapacious mercantile appetite for precious metals which were believed more abundant under a warm sun (Meyer, 2000; White, 2015). The South, therefore, attracted a moneyed, aristocratic, conservative Anglican elite keen on exploiting these new agricultural potentials, in strong contrast to the religious nonconformists who settled the north east. It was this social response to an assumed southern climate which, Meyer argues, led to some of the distinct cultural traits of the southern United States, as opposed to the climate itself, to which the culture and politics of the regions have often been attributed (Meyer, 2000).
The radical differences of the tropical environments which Europeans explored and colonized—and the apparent differences of the people who inhabited them—were also encountered through the lens of differential mortality. Before the emergence and acceptance of germ theory and the new science of immunology, the very different reactions of different groups to tropical environments reinforced ideas of inherent racial differences. European travellers and settlers struggled against diseases to which the local population appeared to have an inherent immunity, while the converse destruction of many local populations upon European arrival, though occasionally attributed to the cruelty and savagery of the invaders, by the 17th century was seen as a divine act, clearing the way for European colonization of tropical lands (Curtin, 1990). We look more closely at the entanglements of racial and medical climatology below, tracing their lineages through later periods of colonization. In the next section, however, we turn to what historians of science have learned about how this concern for colonial climates shaped emerging infrastructures for climatic knowledge making.
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