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The primary aim of the paper is to examine documents from and news stories about human rights’ programs for African forest foragers and evaluate what is said about forest foragers in light of ethnographic research on these ethnic groups. The human rights narrative is very similar to the missionaries’ narrative but most of documents and news stores evaluated in the paper come from human rights agencies. 

The paper also briefly describes the conservation narrative and how they it is similar and different from the human rights narrative. One similarity is that both narratives view forest foragers as victims.  The paper describes ways  forest foragers are active participants in the process of marginalization. 

Terminology

Before evaluating the representations of Central African hunter-gatherers by aid agencies it is important to define a few terms. First, marginalization is loss of power and there are three domains of concern—social power (domination and subordination, one group is excluded from public political spheres), decision-making (autonomy, self-determination) and access to resources and territory (Bodley 2008). 

The term marginalization is frequently used by international aid agencies to describe inequality experienced by Central African hunter-gatherers (“pygmies”). The term is seldom used by U.S., French and African academic anthropologists conducting research with these groups, but the term is used by British social anthropologists who have worked with the aid agencies (e.g., works of Kenrick and Lewis), An emergent group of Japanese researchers (e.g., Takechi and Ichikawa) also use the term.  In the US, academic anthropologists frame marginalization within indigenous people’s issues and use globalization and political economy to explain it. 

Since the term is not used very often in US academic anthropology, I was, at first, concerned about the use of the term because I thought “marginalized to what?” The capitalistic way of life? Most development agencies implement programs with Northern values; i.e.,  the programs want to help individuals become healthier, wealthier and wiser. Some public documents suggest this is the case:

“Hilaire’s ragged shirt is grimy, an ill-fitting Bantu cast-off, and evidence of the community’s prevailing poverty, as for most, cash does not yet feature to any large extent in their economy. Their exchange and barter of forest products means Pygmy groups poverty remains overriding…” UNICEF brochure 2009

…their lifestyle (lack of clothes, their mobility related to the cultural dances) places them in a state of inferiority. Wamba Pygmies webpage (www.afriquespoir.com/pygmeeswamba/eng)

This quote suggests “Pygmies” need clean clothes and movement into a cash economy.

Second, I use the term Central African forest foragers (or hunter-gatherers) to refer to African pygmy populations. Not all pygmies are foragers/hunter-gatherers, but I prefer to use the term or the name of a specific forest forager ethnic group (e.g., Aka foragers)  because the use of the term “pygmy” gives the impression of a universal pygmy culture and blurs the profound intracultural and intercultural diversity of African forest forager groups. I also do not like the term pygmy because of the derogatory way it is used by most African farmers.  

Third, I use the term “farmers” to refer to all African non-forest foragers. Most are farmers but it also includes African industry workers, teachers and government officials. Many Central African government officials and industrial workers were raised in rural farming communities. The human rights literature uses the term Bantu but many of the groups that live with forest foragers are not Bantu (i.e., they do not speak Bantu languages) and many of the forest forager groups speak Bantu languages.

Finally, narrative is a story that explains how a group explains forest forager marginalization. The narrative is cultural, i.e., socially transmitted within human rights groups, and patterns how people working with these groups think and feel about forest foragers and more importantly, it patterns the policies and programs that they implement with forest foragers. 

Human Rights’ and Missionaries’ Narratives of Forest Forager Marginalization:

Victims of Discrimination

The human rights and missionaries narratives focus on forest foragers as victims of farmer’s (from rural farmers to government officials) discriminatory views of and relationships with forest foragers. These cultural ideas and models about forest foragers lead to discrimination, exploitation and marginalization. Given this narrative, change and intervention occur through educating local villagers and government officials about human rights in order to change the ways in which they view forest foragers. The education aims at increasing the social power of forest foragers by increasing their public representation. This is what human rights and missionary programs for forest foragers focus on, but issues emerge in how the organizations view and explain farmers views and relations with forest foragers. 

1. Farmers’ cultural models of forest foragers-they are short, primitive, savage and animal-like
They have suffered marginalization as well as discrimination because of their short stature…IRIN news 8 Feb 2007

The marginalization and humiliation suffered by pygmies…is common all around Congo where they are considered primitive and savage.  McClatchy-Tribune

…with a Refugees International report referring to the popular perception of them in CAR as barbaric, savage and subhuman, veritable second class citizens.  UNICEF report on CAR 2009
First, farmers seldom refer to foragers’ short stature. It is not part of their cultural model.  A focus on short stature is exacerbated by human rights and missionaries continued use of the term “Pygmy” in all their literature and publicity. It emphasizes their stature; it also seems to be an issue of Euro-American reporters more than issues of African farmers. It is true that farmers tend to view forest foragers as subhuman, in part, because they do are so mobile and know the forest so well. But it is also true that forest foragers, at least the Aka who I am most familiar, see farmers as animals and subhuman as well. They refer to them chimpanzees or gorillas because villagers are seen as noisy, aggressive and not very smart. African local and national governmental officials tend to take a somewhat more sophisticated view and indicate forest foragers are simply at a lower level of cultural evolution and development (see Hewlett 2000 for more details of government officials views of forest foragers). 

Human rights and missionary representations of farmers’ cultural models of forest foragers are also incomplete. Farmers cultural models of forest foragers have positive dimensions—farmers often value foragers supernatural healing abilities, dancing and singing abilities, their extensive sharing, fertility and knowledge of forest animals and plants. Yes, they see them as subhuman or at  a lower level of development, but they also highly values aspects of forest forager culture.  Human rights groups could build upon these existing positive images of forest foragers (see Table 1). 

It is true that farmers see foragers at a lower stage of social development (they do not have clothes, move around all the time, do not know how to make metal tools, etc.) and that they need education and training to learn to settle down, farm, show respect to elders and other village ways. This paternalistic view is not that different from how Euro-Americans view Africans. Euro-Americans no longer use the terms “primitive” and “savage” but they view Africans as needing their help because they are not engaged in the cash market economy, do not have particular tools (electronics) and have poor housing, sanitation and health. Farmers feel they are helping forest foragers just as Euro-Americans fe-l they are helping Africans.

2.Farmers’ cultural models of forest foragers lead to discrimination and exploitation—forest foragers are slaves; forest foragers have a long history of being slaves

The Aka are the most vulnerable ethnic group in CAR…This is mainly due to the discrimination they suffer. Pygmies are often forced to work in slavery-life conditions, without receiving a salary. They are often victims of torture and other forms of violence. COOPI request for funds, 2009

They are among the country’s earliest inhabitants, but a combination of war, prejudice and marginalization has forced the pygmies of the SE Katanga province onto the fringes of Congolese society.  Heriter Maila, McClatchy-Tribute

Some resident, some away in the forest on the hunt for game, fishing, or collecting wild fruits and mushrooms, they would all formerly have been considered the Bantu neighbor’s slaves… UNICEF brochure 2009

…but more prevalent among rural dwellers is the view that the Aka’s place in society is as slaves.  IRIN News 8 Feb 07

Generations of traditional prejudice against pygmies seem so ingrained that many do not even question the discrimination they face. UNICEF publication 3/24/2009 by Rebecca Bannor-Addae

This is one of the most consistent claims by human rights and missionary groups, but no ethnographic research account of farmer-forager relations indicates that foragers are slaves of farmers. Extensive debate exists as to how dependent foragers and farmers may depend on each other, but none indicate forest foragers are slaves. Farmers may refer to themselves as “owners” of forest foragers and recorded instances where farmers hit or beat a forest forager exist, but this does not mean it is slavery.  The nature of forager-farmer relations vary dramatically across Central Africa; forest foragers can and do leave this relationship if they do not feel they are being treated well. The relationship can be complex, having social, economic and ritual dimensions, so they may not leave right away. It is also important to remember that forager-farmer relations have a very long history. Recent research suggests relationships changed dramatically and that in many cases, even today, foragers need farmers more than the reverse (Takeuchi 2000). Slavery is used in publicity to generate emotional reactions from Euro-Americans who had a long history of slavery.

It might also be worth noting one of the reported signs of slavery or exploitation of foragers by farmers is the use of cigarettes, salt or clothes to pay the foragers for their labor. Most Central African farmers make a few hundred dollars a year so the cost of the cigarettes, salt or used clothes used to compensate foragers for their labor, as a percentage of their total income, is probably not that different from the percentage of income Euro-Americans pay for day labor or house workers; Euro-Americans also rely on food, clothes and material comforts that are produced in other parts of the world where labor costs are incredibly low. 

3. Discriminations at the national, regional and local government levels leads to denying forest foragers access to public health services which leads to higher mortality and morbidity rates.

Fruits, vegetables and meat are widely available to the Aka Pygmies who reside in the forest. They are almost entirely self-sufficient and eat relatively well. However, without access to health and sanitation facilities, children here are also more likely to suffer from common parasites such as worms—a condition which can be life-threatening if untreated.  In the case of the Aka Pygmies, help is urgently required as they slowly begin to succumb to disease, chronic poverty and marginalization by the larger society. Many are gradually moving closer to larger towns and villages where social stigmatization often means they are turned away from schools and hospital. In desperate need of income, many are exploited for their labor.  Emily Bramford, UNCIF, July 16, 2009

The Aka pygmies are the most vulnerable ethnic group in CAR. They have the highest infant mortality rate of the country and the lowest life expectancy.  COOPI 2009

The biggest problem! Large scale interventions are needed to SAVE THE CHILDREN of Pygmies; on 10 born children only 4 children survive to 15 years. Wamba Pygmies webpage (www.afriquespoir.com/pygmeeswamba/eng)

Several studies have compared the health of foragers and farmers. Studies indicate: 

1) Aka and Baka foragers have lower prevalences of malaria, rheumatism, respiratory infections, scabies, goiter’s, syphilis, hepatitis C (3-7 times lower than farmers), high blood pressure, and dental caries than their farmer neighbors; 2) Aka and Baka foragers have higher prevalences of leprosy, conjunctivites, periodontal disease, tooth lass, and splenomegaly than farmers; 3) Aka and Kola foragers have lower rates of intestinal parasites than farmers;  4) Aka and Ngandu have similar parasite loads; 5) yaws more common in forest foragers; and, 5) HIV/AIDS is rare in forest foragers. 

Mortality is a difficult topic because we do not have one systematic demographic study of a forest forager population, primarily since it difficult to determine precise ages. Some data exist on infant mortality rates and total fertility rates (TFR).  The limited data suggests that infant mortality and TRF rates of rural (plenty of land) forest foragers and farmers are not significantly different from each other even though the farmer populations have limited access to primary biomedical care (studies conducted with, Efe foragers-Lese farmers, Aka foragers-Ngandu farmers, Bofi foragers-Bofi farmers). Rural health clinics provide more childhood vaccinations to farmers than foragers, which should lower farmer child mortality rates, but farmer children are more likely to be anemic (less meat in diet), and may be exposed to more malaria and parasites due to sedentary living.  Farmers have higher HIV/AIDS infection rates than foragers, which leads to greater adult mortality.

Overall, existing data indicate that large differences in rural forager-farmer health, mortality and fertility do not exist.

It is also worth noting that farmers in several parts of Central Africa characterize forager women as being more fertile than farmer women and that forager babies are more vigorous than farmer babies. Farmers often note  how many children forager women have and that they their infants are very strong because they do not wear clothes and survive better than farmer infants.  If foragers did, in fact, have a child mortality rate 3-4 times that of villagers (some publications claim this) foragers would become farmers, but in most cases they do not. 

Finally, it is important to note that mortality can increase dramatically in locations where foragers do not have land or forest access—e.g., Twa groups in Rwanda (no land due to history of high population density) and Uganda (moved to non-forest area because park was established in their area) and possibly in more urban areas where they are more likely to be exploited for their labor. While this would not be surprising, we do not have good demographic data on these groups.

Conservation Narratives and Forest Forerst Foragers and as Victims or Active Agents in their Marginalization

Conservationists also discuss marginalization of forest foragers in their literature and public news stories, but unlike the human rights and missionary narrative that focuses on farmers’ cultural models of foragers, the conservation narrative indicates forest forager marginality is due to political-economic forces, capitalism in particular. Forest foragers are exploited by global political-economic forces, such as lumber and mining companies. The following National Geographic News article talks about the impact of lumber companies on forager life and concludes:

This has caused the traditionally hunter-gatherers to adopt a more settled lifestyle. Among the Bayaka, alcoholism and disease tend to follow this shift” John Roach, National Geographic News June 3, 2005

But the conservation and human rights narratives are similar in that they both view forest foragers as victims—either of discrimination by other Africans (locally or nationally) or by Euro-American multinational corporations. News stories often indicate foragers are compelled to act in certain ways. 

Competition for resources has created conflict and has also obligated Pygmies to work for the logging operations. UNICEF annual report 2009

“The Bayaka, Carroll added, are lured to work for the logging companies as guides. John Roach, National Geographic News June 3, 2005

Anyone who has spent a few months in the forest with foragers knows that they are active participants and manipulators of their environments.  Abundant evidence exists that indicates forest foragers are active agents and that some of their decisions and cultural beliefs and practices contribute to their marginalization. For instance: 1) forgers are often the first groups to move to roads built by loggers (they do this to watch trucks, trade with loggers or possibly obtain a job); 2) foragers often leave their relationships with farmers to move to missions where missionaries may provide health and education services, food, clothes, etc;, 3) foragers move to headquarters of conservation groups (e.g., hundreds more foragers moved to Bayanga from nearby forest areas area to be close to the Dzanga-Sangha Reserve where they may obtain health care, jobs, work for villagers, trade); foragers move to coffee plantations run by missionaries, Europeans and others. Forest foragers have a long history of moving towards resources. Foragers view missionaries, loggers, powerful farmer chiefs (e.g, chef du terre), conservationists, anthropologists, rubber extraction companies and miners as potential resources in their environment and move in and out of relationships with these groups. 

Forest forager cultural values, attitude and practices can also exacerbate their marginality and may be in conflict with the aims of human rights groups, missionary projects for foragers and conservation efforts. I can provide a few examples. First, foragers generally use an immediate return schema or way of thinking—they hunt and gather today and consume the return from the labor the same day. A farming system means they must delay the return on their labor and moving into a cash economy means they must store their paycheck until the next one arrives. When foragers consume paychecks they often consume the income on a few days, in part due to immediate return but also do to the importance of sharing with others.  Second, egalitarianism is strong and foragers do not like to draw attention to themselves (prestige avoidance) and when chiefs are identified they have very limited power and authority. Human rights groups and missionaries want foragers to develop strong chiefs to represent foragers in public. The COOPI human rights project prides itself on the number of chiefs that have been established via the project. COOPI wants the chiefs to “to promote the participation of Pygmies in public life.”

Finally, foragers are generally very mobile. Their mobility is often viewed as a sign of their underdevelopment that contributes to their marginalization. Missionaries and human rights groups want to serve foragers but are generally not willing to go to their forest camps so require foragers to settle near roads. 

The point of this discussion is that foragers are active participants in their environments and that sometimes these actions contribute to their marginalization. 

Conclusions

1. Narratives influence how international and national aid agencies respond to African forest forager marginalization. 

2. International agencies working with forest foragers exaggerate and misrepresent the people for their self-interest (generally to raise funds to support their agencies and programs). Important Misconceptions

A. foragers and farmers view each other as animals

B. foragers are not slaves

C. forager-farmer relations vary dramatically through time and space

D. short stature is not part of the farmers cultural model of foragers

E. forager health and survival in rural areas are not dramatically different from farmer health and survival; tradeoffs exist for each way of life.

I am not suggesting that discrimination and exploitation of foragers never or even seldom, takes place as I have seen examples of it first hand. But programs need better research to build sensitive and efficient programs.  One thing is clear and has been documented by several researchers-- exploitation of forest foragers increases when farmers increase their connections to the cash economy (e.g., as they try to grow more crops or coffee to obtain cash income).

3. While the incorrect and exaggerated representations of foragers may be well intended—i.e., to raise money for programs to help forest foragers—they can also lead to inappropriate policies and interventions. Incorrect information can lead to mistrust by local people and can in fact lead to an increase in marginalization by increasing forest forager stigmatization beyond what actually exists. Resources are very scare in Central Africa and both foragers and farmers have high mortality,lack of  access to good biomedical care, and formal education. . Without a broader more in-depth? understanding of how foragers and farmers feel and think about each other   and the extensive intercultural and intracultural diversity that exists in forager-farmer relations, development programs intended to help foragers are  likely to run into several problems. 

4. African forest foragers are not passive victims of farmers’ cultural models  or global political economic forces; it is important to view foragers as active and engaged decision-making in their own social-economic-demographic environments. 

5. Human rights and missionary approaches to forest forager marginalization address the first two components of marginalization—social power and decision-making—but not the third—access to resources and territory. 

6. Development agencies need greater involvement of anthropologists. Projects need baseline research and information about the people they are trying to serve. As mentioned above, misconceptions and representations can lead to greater marginalization. Research is needed to better understand the ways to decrease marginalization and critically evaluate whether existing programs make a difference. Currently, human rights, missionaries and conservationists bring their own, generally Euro-American, cultural models of development to the table; little time and effort is given to the cultural models of local people. 

Finally, it is important to note that most of the existing anthropological research on African tropical forest foragers described in this paper has been conducted with rural and relatively remote forager and farmer groups. Many of the human rights and missionary groups tend to work with forest foragers close to cities and towns.  It makes sense that urban areas are targeted rather than rural areas as this is where exploitation would be most likely due to urban peoples being more engaged in cash economies and not as interested in the long-term social welfare of forest foragers.  

Table 1. General cultural model of farmers’ views of foragers

Farmer Cultural Model of Foragers

Characteristics
Negative: savages, animal-like, steal, lower level of 

cultural evolution because mobile, no clothes or iron (sounds funny, the iron part)

Positive: healing, sharing, fertility, dancing and singing, knowledge of forest animals and plants

How local farmers want to help foragers

Need to civilize, train, gives clothes, show how to farm, make iron (I have never heard of this? Teach them to make iron, maybe 1000 years ago, but now??)

THE CULTURAL MODEL LEADS TO

Discrimination, Exploitation, Marginalization

ACTION BY HUMAN RIGHTS GROUPS AND MISSIONARIES: 

EDUCATE FARMERS ABOUT HUMAN RIGHTS this part seems incomplete










