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AVENI AND URTON are to be congratulated for organizing a conference
1 V that, for the first time, has brought together scholars from various
disciplines to discuss the ethnoastronomy and archaeoastronomy of the
American tropics. We have had to converse across disciplinary boun-
daries and I hope that the endeavor has clarified some of the concepts,
methods, and perspectives of the different specialities represented.

As an anthropologist, I would like to suggest that the tropics provide a
perceptual environment that promotes and enhances a particular 'science
of the concrete,'1 whereby perceived order in the environment is the
basis for systems of classifications, epistemological structures, and
cosmologies. In the American tropics, the science of the concrete takes
on a particular character that results in epistemologies founded in what I
will call dialectical, reversible dualism.

The native philosophers of the indigenous societies under discussion
engage in the study of the nature and limits of knowledge. Their
epistemological reflections are embedded in religious and ritual prac-
tices. Moreover, the native philosophers, who are usually shamans or
astronomer-priests, use methods and metaphorical language that are un-
familiar to us. More importantly, the logic that underlies these systems of
knowledge is dialectical rather than rationalistic. As Roy Wagner has
pointed out in The Invention of Culture, the anthropological definition
of the concept of dialectic refers to

a tension or dialogue-like alternation between two conceptions or view-
points that are simultaneously contradictory and supportive of each other.
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As a way of thinking, a dialectic operates by exploiting contradictions
against a common ground of similarity, rather than by appealing to con-
sistency against a common ground of differences, after the fashion of ra-
tionalistic or 'linear' logic.2

Examples may help to clarify the two types of logic. In Western science,
taxonomies and typologies employ the principle of similarity against a
common ground of differences. The underlying assumption of ra-
tionalistic logic is linear causality. In sharp contrast, dialectical logic
focuses upon simultaneous interdependence and contradiction. Linear
causality is not assumed. For example, the most widespread dialectical
concept in the American tropics is the Axis Mundi. While the cultural
contents differ, the necessary tension is maintained between the opposed
elements of the upperworld and the underworld. The interdependence is
such that one cannot be defined without reference to the other.

By reversible dualism, I mean a logical process whereby the defini-
tion of one of the polar opposites must be derived from the view or posi-
tion of the other. For example, the structure of the relationship between
the polar opposites of the Axis Mundi necessarily means that one, the up-
perworld, must be defined by viewing it from the underworld. This prin-
ciple of reversible dualism applies more generally, and I argue that
astronomical phenomena in the American tropics are perceived as dual,
dialectical pairs. One is necessarily the vantage point for the cultural
definition of the other and vice versa. Therefore, time is perceived as a
dialectical tension between two interdependent, but contradictory,
elements. In part, this is due to the structural relationships that pertain
between solar zenith and nadir phenomena and significant seasonal
changes in weather, fauna, and flora. In turn, observable celestial
periodicities — such as the phases and positions of the moon and the paths
of various constellations — are sought that fit the epistemological struc-
tures that explain seasonal changes. For example, the path of the Pleiades
is important everywhere in the American tropics for announcing
seasonal changes. However, because the predictable appearance and
disappearance of the constellation occurs with different periods
throughout the American tropics, the significance differs from culture to
culture. If I am correct about the structure of epistemologies in the
American tropics, the Pleiades should always be opposed to some other
celestial body in a dialectical, reversible relationship.

I shall discuss the structural similarities of the various native
cosmologies as well as the culture-specific differences that have come to
light in this conference. But first, I would like to make an observation
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about the nature of the science of the concrete. Awareness of the
regularity and structure of various naturally occurring periodicities pro-
vide the schemata3 for verifying epistemologies in every culture. I sug-
gest, however, that the structural peculiarities of the observable
periodicities in the tropics result in a number of shared epistemological
features.

Most significant is the fact that, in the tropics, celestial bodies move
on straight tracks, rather than around a fixed point in the sky (the north
and south celestial poles).4 The perceptual consequence of this phenome-
non is that the sky is divided into two halves. Moreover, as Urton has ex-
plained, the point of observational orientation is the movement of
celestial bodies in relation to the observer's own fixed locality, rather
than a fixed celestial pole.5 Aveni has shown that all an observer needs
are simple devices, such as crossed sticks directed to the horizon or

FIGURE 1. Zenith and nadir (antizenith) dates taken from the American Ephemeris and
Nautical Almanac for 1980, correct for other years ± 2 days.


