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In 2012, the publishing house of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) issued a
book on a hunter-gatherer population inhabiting the Philippines: the Tag-
banua. The book straightforwardly glorifies the lifestyle of the group under
consideration. During the book launch the Tagbanua were hailed for hav-
ing ‘‘kept their forests, rivers and coasts in an almost pristine state for thou-
sands of years.’’ The Tagbanua, so it was argued, ‘‘have shown the world
how people can steward nature without destroying it.’’1 The image is a
familiar one. Since the 1980s it has been common in international conserva-
tion circles to talk about indigenous people as a resource. In this rhetoric,
they are ascribed elaborate ecological folk knowledge, while being repre-
sented as successful stewards of the earth.

Such presentations of indigenous people (and particularly hunter-
gatherers) have not been uncontroversial. Since the early 1990s an impor-
tant number of anthropologists and ecologists have been debating whether

The research for this article was carried out as part of the VIDI project, ‘‘Nature’s Diplo-
mats,’’ funded by the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO). I would
like to thank Tsjalling Swierstra and Anna-Katharina Wöbse for their comments and
advice.
1 See: http://wwf.org.ph/wwf3/news/article/459 (accessed December 3, 2013).
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hunter-gatherer populations can truly be typified as ‘‘Ecologically Noble
Savages.’’ Many participants in the debate have stressed that this idea
reduces these populations to a romantic cliché that fails to acknowledge
their actual cultural complexity and ecological footprint.2 This, however,
has not stopped leading international conservation organizations—such as
the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the United
Nations Environmental Program (UNEP), and the WWF—from continuing
to stress the importance of the stewardship of indigenous populations for
their own conservation work.3

This positive view of indigenous people (and an engagement to ‘‘pro-
tect’’ their ways of life) might be read as a rhetorical break with an unpalat-
able past. Much of the existing scholarship about the pre-1980 period has,
after all, stressed how Western conservation organizations have constructed
a nature ideal in which there was no place for humans at all. Anthropolo-
gists, critical geographers, and research journalists have argued that this
wilderness ideal is responsible for the well-documented conflicts with indig-
enous populations throughout the world, sometimes resulting in large-scale
evictions from national parks. Seen as a threat to unspoiled nature, so
the argument goes, indigenous people had to be displaced. The practices
involved have been described as ‘‘enclose-and-exclude-conservationism.’’4

The discourses of exclusion in nature conservation have been well stud-
ied. This article, however, focuses on a discursive tradition within interna-
tional nature conservation that has received far less scholarly attention. In

2 Instrumental in triggering this debate was: Kent Redford, ‘‘The Ecologically Noble Sav-
age,’’ Orion 9 (1991): 24–29. For an overview of the discussions: Ter Ellingson, The
Myth of the Noble Savage (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Raymond
Hames, ‘‘The Ecologically Noble Savage Debate,’’ The Annual Review of Anthropology
36 (2007): 177–90.
3 Illustrative (among others) are: Indigenous People and Conservation. WWF Statement
of Principles (Gland: WWF, 2008); Bio-Cultural Diversity and Indigenous People Jour-
ney, Report from the 4th IUCN World Conservation Congress Forum, October 6–9,
2008, Barcelona, Spain, http://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/bcd_ip_report_low_res.pdf
(accessed November 14, 2013). A Toolkit to Support Conservation by Indigenous Peoples
and Local Communities (Cambridge: United Nations Environmental Programme, 2013).
On the WWF’s present-day representation of indigenous people see also: Sally Jeanren-
aud, ‘‘Changing People/Nature Representation in International Conservation Dis-
courses,’’ IDS Bulletin 33 (2002): 111–22.
4 Roderick P. Neumann, Imposing Wilderness: Struggles over Livelihood and Nature
Preservation in Africa (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998); Mark Adams
and Martin Mulligan, eds., Decolonizing Nature: Strategies for Conservation in a Post-
Colonial Era (London: Earthscan, 2002); Jim Igoe, Conservation and Globalization: A
Study of National Parks and Indigenous Communities from East Africa to South Dakota
(Singapore: Thomson Wadsworth, 2004); Daniel Brockington and James Igoe, ‘‘Eviction
for Conservation: A Global Overview,’’ Conservation & Society 4 (2006): 424–70; Mark
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this tradition (which dates back to the beginning of the twentieth century)
the argument is made that ‘‘traditional’’ groups of indigenous people
should be allowed to live in the areas the conservationists deem ‘‘natural.’’
It is a discursive tradition of inclusion. This article will analyze the shifting
composition of its argumentative arsenal.

In this analysis three conservationist arguments will be discussed. A
first argument stated that ‘‘primitive’’ people were threatened with extinc-
tion and therefore required similar measures of protection as endangered
plants and animals. Depending on the author, this protection could concern
‘‘races’’ or ‘‘cultures’’—with the latter variant slowly out-competing the
first. A second reasoning went that ‘‘primitive’’ people had a completely
sustainable lifestyle and therefore did not alter the natural balance. In both
arguments traditional cultures are ‘‘naturalized.’’ They are not presented as
exterior to wilderness, but as part of it. Next to these arguments, however,
a third, more historical argument for defending some peoples’ presence in
nature reserves has been deployed. This argument does not originate in
conservationist circles, but rather in the colonial legislation according to
which indigenous people held customary rights in the areas they tradition-
ally inhabited. These included, among others, rights of residence, hunting,
fishing, harvesting fruit, and pasturing livestock. References to such rights
also found their way to international conservation discourse—though they
were often conjoined with at least one of the two ‘‘naturalizing’’ arguments
mentioned above. This article will argue that this uneasy combination of
(partially conflicting) arguments has resulted in a continuing ambiguity in
the relation of international conservationists with regard to indigenous
people.

The international conservation networks that deployed naturalizing
arguments were influential. Before decolonization these networks consti-
tuted an important lobby vis-à-vis colonial governments; after, they tried to
take over the imperial stewardship over tropical nature. Throughout the
entire twentieth century, international networks of conservationists played
a crucial role in agenda-setting and in providing terminology with which
conservationism was thought about and carried out. This terminology was
mostly of a scientific kind. The international conservationists claimed to
protect nature both through and for research in the life sciences. This is of
importance for understanding the impact of the arguments they used with
regard to ‘‘primitive’’ populations. While the naturalizing arguments put
‘‘primitive’’ people inside the realm of nature, and, thus, turned them into

Dowie, Conservation Refugees: The Hundred-Year Conflict between Global Conserva-
tion and Native Peoples (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2009).
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an object of research, the ‘‘historicizing,’’ legal argument framed them as
outside the field of interest of the life scientist at least. Developing an argu-
ment about the place of traditional cultures, thus, also concerned scientific
boundary work.5

This article analyzes the shifting arguments for including ‘‘primitive’’
people in protected areas, from the attempts to launch a ‘‘world nature
protection’’ in the 1910s to the advent of the ‘‘environmental revolution’’
in the 1970s. In particular, the focus of the article is on the major science-
based international conservation organizations, which are subsequently:
the Consultative Commission for International Nature Protection (CCINP,
founded in 1913); the International Office of Documentation and Correla-
tion for Nature Protection (later International Office for Nature Protection
IONP, founded in 1927); and the International Union for the Protection of
Nature (IUPN, founded in 1948). Of course, these organizations represent
only part of the field of global conservation. The selection, for example,
excludes the transnational transfer of ideas from state to state, such as the
international echo of the United States’ reservation policies for indigenous
people. It also overlooks international organizations not exclusively de-
voted to conservation such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). This article, then, does not claim to
trace a complete and unified intellectual genealogy, but, rather, explores
conservation discourses about indigenous people through a set of cases in
differing historical contexts. All the cases, however, are to be found in the
heart of the influential movement that staged conservation problems as
both ‘‘international’’ and ‘‘scientific.’’

The people international conservationists wanted to include in
protected areas were denoted with several terms that changed through
time, ranging from ‘‘savages,’’ ‘‘primitives,’’ and Naturvölker, to ‘‘hunter-
gatherers,’’ ‘‘indigenous people,’’ and ‘‘ecosystem peoples.’’ These unstable
categories were instrumental in indicating who was worthy of inclusion in
protected areas and for which reason. The same partially goes for the terms
used to indicate specific groups. Expressions such as ‘‘Pygmies,’’ ‘‘Bush-
men,’’ and ‘‘Indians’’ have been criticized by contemporary researchers as
homogenizing and pejorative labels imposed by outsiders. These ever-
changing labels, however, are an integral part of the discursive arsenal of
international conservation, and, thus, they will appear in this article as
actors’ categories. For the sake of readability, I will use them without
inverted commas.

5 The concept of boundary work is taken from: Thomas Gieryn, Cultural Boundaries of
Science: Credibility on the Line (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1999).
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The inclusion of ‘‘primitives’’ in protected areas has been defended for
different reasons and with a fluctuating vocabulary. Yet, this article claims,
one does find a continuously resurging rhetoric in which some of these pop-
ulations are naturalized—despite a growing allegiance to their historical
rights. This continued naturalization did not so much constitute a counter-
tradition to the one in which humans are presented as a threat to unspoiled
wilderness. This article argues that both largely follow the same conceptual
framework and intellectual logic.

SARASIN’S SAVAGES

The man most often credited with pioneering international nature conser-
vation is the Swiss zoologist, ethnographer, and gentleman scientist Paul
Sarasin. Through emotional speeches at scientific conferences in the 1910s
Sarasin was the first to put the theme of ‘‘world nature protection’’ on the
agenda. Furthermore, Sarasin managed to use Swiss governmental support
to set up the CCINP in Bern in 1913. The Commission was designed as a
scientific lobbying organization for the global protection of nature, and its
members consisted of expert delegates from nineteen countries.6

Central to Sarasin’s vision of global conservation was the ecological
concept of ‘‘life community’’ or ‘‘biocoenosis’’—a notion that referred to
the whole of interacting organisms in a certain habitat.7 Protecting these
life communities would involve the protection of plants and animals, but
Sarasin also believed that the duties of global nature protection went fur-
ther. In the opening speech at the foundational conference of CCINP in
1913 he explained that ‘‘its most important and worthiest mission’’ con-
cerned the protection of ‘‘the noblest of all free living natural creatures.’’
The creatures he was referring to were the so-called Naturvölker (or: ‘‘natu-
ral peoples’’). By giving them a prominent place in his major speeches,

6 Paul Sarasin, Ueber die Aufgaben des Weltnaturschutzes. Denkschrift gelesen an der
Delegiertenversammlung zur Weltnaturschutzkommission (Basel: Verlag von Helbing &
Lichtenbahn, 1914); État de nominations dans la commission consultative pour la protec-
tion internationale de la nature (1915), Archief van de Nederlandse Commissie voor
Internationale Natuurbescherming (ANCIN) 1283–117, City Archive Amsterdam (CAA).
On Sarasin’s environmental diplomacy, see Anna-Katharina Wöbse, Weltnaturschutz:
Umweltdiplomatie im Völkerbund und Vereinten Nationen, 1920–1950 (Frankfurt and
New York: Campus Verlag, 2012), 36–53.
7 Karsten Reise, ‘‘Hundert Jahre Biocönose,’’ Naturwissenschaftliche Rundschau 33
(1980): 328–35.
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Sarasin suggested they should be at the core of international nature conser-
vation.8

As the historian Andrew Zimmerman has indicated, the term Natur-
völker constituted a crucial concept of late nineteenth-century German
anthropology, in which it acted as the counterpart of the civilized Kultur-
völker (‘‘cultural peoples’’). Naturvölker were believed to give access to
Mankind in its prehistoric and natural states—states considered to be uni-
versally interchangeable. Naturvölker lived outside history and precisely
because of this reason they were interesting.9 It is a textbook illustration of
what Johannes Fabian has termed the ‘‘allochronic discourse’’ of anthro-
pology, which focuses on ‘‘other men in another time.’’10 It was those men
who were at the core of Sarasin’s interest. On the basis of his own anthro-
pological experiences and the reports of contemporaries, he believed that
the Naturvölker were quickly vanishing. In the mid-nineteenth century
anthropologists had described the ‘‘extinction’’ of the Tasmanian aborigi-
nals, and in the subsequent decades they reported on the declining numbers
of many other ‘‘primitive races’’—often in Darwinian terms.11 Sarasin duly
mentioned the list of threatened ‘‘races’’ in his speeches: the Weddas, whom
he had studied in Ceylon, the Bushmen in Southern Africa, the Pygmies in
Central-Africa, and the North-American Indians. Without action, Sarasin
argued, all these groups would certainly vanish. Extending the terminology
of the German conservationist Hugo Conwentz, who had argued for the
protection of ‘‘natural monuments,’’ Sarasin called for urgent preservation
measures for ‘‘anthropological natural monuments.’’12

For Sarasin the extinction of ‘‘primitive’’ people had to be prevented
for the same reason that animal species had to be preserved: they were
scientifically interesting. ‘‘Primitives’’ were, after all, believed to be living
‘‘remnants’’ of a distant past, especially when they could be found in their
‘‘untouched purity.’’ The scientific importance of ‘‘primitive’’ populations

8 Sarasin, Ueber die Aufgaben, 54–55.
9 Andrew Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism in Germany (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 3 and 49–51.
10 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 143.
11 Russel McGregor, ‘‘The Doomed Race: A Scientific Axiom of the Late Nineteenth Cen-
tury,’’ The Australian Journal of Politics and History 39 (1993): 14–22; Patrick Brant-
linger, Dark Vanishings: Discourse on the Extinction of Primitive Races, 1800–1930
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003).
12 Sarasin, Ueber die Aufgaben, 55–62. For his study of the Weddas: Paul Sarasin and
Fritz Sarasin, Ergebnisse naturwissenschaftlicher Forschungen auf Ceylon. Die Weddas
von Ceylon und die sie umgebenden Völkerschaften, 2 vols. (Wiesbaden: C.W. Kreidel’s
Verlag, 1893).
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was further enhanced in Sarasin’s rhetoric by presenting them in a social
evolutionist vein as ‘‘a transition state of our own culture.’’13 Studying these
tribes would thus allow Western researchers to understand their own evolu-
tionary origins. Yet, unlike the European branch of the evolutionary tree,
modern ‘‘primitives’’ were believed to be unable to reach more advanced
stages of civilization. Contacts with the modern world would only intro-
duce ‘‘the vices of surrounding pseudo-savages,’’ and accelerate their ex-
tinction.14 As such, nature protection could incorporate contemporaneous
salvage anthropology, which propagated the view that ‘‘primitive’’ cultures
should be studied with great urgency because of their imminent vanishing.

In their natural state, and warded off from modernity, Sarasin’s sav-
ages were believed to be innocent, as they did not interfere with natural
harmony.15 And Sarasin made sure to contrast this state of innocence with
the destructive and utilitarian culture of the Europeans. ‘‘Yes,’’ he stated in
1913, ‘‘the white man is the destroyer of Creation and the devastator of the
earth’s paradise; his steps in this paradise are marked by disease, poison,
fire, blood and tears.’’16 While openly endorsing racial evolutionary hierar-
chies, Sarasin also showed a clearly humanitarian side in his elaborate cri-
tique of colonial exploitation. As a possible solution for colonial abuse, he
aimed for a protection of native populations as developed in the ‘‘splendid
example of the Indian reserves in the United States.’’17 Yet he also took the
American example a step further. Sarasin proposed to set up integral nature
reserves, to which, with the exception of scientists, Europeans would have
no access, while the included ‘‘primitive’’ tribes would be forbidden to
move beyond the reserves’ boundaries. 18 With the rest of nature, the Natur-
völker were to be separated from the civilized world.

Swiss officials, highlighting the neutrality of their country in the hope
to enhance its international status, initially supported Sarasin’s strategy of
internationalizing conservation issues.19 Colonial powers showed little
enthusiasm, however, about the inclusion of ‘‘primitive’’ people into the

13 Sarasin, Ueber die Aufgaben, 55.
14 Ibid., 58.
15 Paul Sarasin, ‘‘Über Weltnaturschutz,’’ in Verhandlungen des VIII. Internationalen
Zoologen-Kongresses zu Graz, ed. R. Ritter von Stumer-Träunfels (Jena: Gustav Fischer
Verlag, 1910), 240.
16 Sarasin, Ueber die Aufgaben, 61.
17 Ibid., 57.
18 Sarasin, ‘‘Über Weltnaturschutz,’’ 255.
19 With regard to the strategic internationalism of the Swiss: Madeleine Herren, Hintert-
üren zur Macht: Internationalismus und modernisierungsorientierte Außenpolitik in Bel-
gien, der Schweiz und den USA 1865–1914 (Munich: Oldenburg, 2000), 300–362.
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working program of the CCINP. They referred to ‘‘possible diplomatic
complications and ill feelings’’ and, as a consequence, the issue was
dropped.20

PURE PYGMIES: BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE

The First World War and its aftermath led to a collapse of Sarasin’s CCINP
before it could accomplish its goals. Sarasin’s attempts to reconstitute the
organization within the newly-founded League of Nations failed, and Sara-
sin himself quickly lost his prominence in the interwar debates. This, how-
ever, did not prevent his ideas from exercising continuing influence in the
following decades. Sarasin’s conceptions were picked up in a small transna-
tional network of conservationists, who in 1927 managed to set up the
International Office of Documentation and Correlation for Nature Protec-
tion (IONP) in Brussels. This Office was mainly a clearing house for envi-
ronmental information, but also acted as a lobbying organization for nature
protection. Both the staff and finances at the disposal of the Office were
limited, but the close ties of its leadership with aristocratic circles, the colo-
nial administration, and Belgian royalty made it an organization of conse-
quence. Two subsequent directors of the Office, Jean-Marie Derscheid and
Victor van Straelen, combined their function with the directorship of the
newly founded Albert National Park in the east of Belgian Congo. This put
them in a powerful position and enabled them to put Sarasin’s dream of
science-oriented integral reserves into practice. It is clear they had also read
his ideas on ‘‘anthropological natural monuments.’’21

Originally, the international network behind the IONP and the Albert
National Park had a relatively limited interest: gorillas. It was also as a
gorilla sanctuary that the Albert National Park was conceived in the early

20 The quote is from the Bavarian representative, cited in Anna-Katharina Wöbse, ‘‘Paul
Sarasins ‘anthropologischer Naturschutz’: Zur ‘Größe’ Mensch im frühen internationalen
Naturschutz. Ein Werkstattbericht,’’ in Naturschutz und Demokratie!?, ed. Gert Gröning
and Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn (Munich: Meidenbauer, 2006), 207–14.
21 On the Office, see Elio Pelzers, Geschiedenis van de Nederlandse Commissie voor Inter-
nationale Natuurbescherming, de Stichting tot Internationale Natuurbescherming en het
Office International pour la Protection de la Nature (Amsterdam: Nederlandse Commis-
sie voor Internationale Natuurbescherming, 1993); Raf De Bont, ‘‘Dieren zonder grenzen:
Over wetenschap en internationale natuurbescherming, 1890–1940,’’ Tijdschrift voor
geschiedenis 125 (2012): 520–35. On the Albert National Park, see Patricia van Schuy-
lenbergh, ‘‘Le Parc National Albert: La naissance du premier parc d’Afrique (1925–
1960)’’ in Virunga: Survie du premier parc d’Afrique, ed. Marc Languy and Emmanuel
de Mérode (Lannoo: Tielt, 2006), 64–73.
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1920s. The human population living there was not considered a problem,
since the local Pygmies (‘‘living in a savage state’’) were believed not to
harm anthropoid apes.22 By the time the park was officially founded in
1925, however, the ambitions of the conservationists had grown substan-
tially: it was no longer just gorillas, but primitive nature as a whole that
was to be protected. In addition to gorillas, the Pygmies themselves also
became powerful symbols of unharmed Edenic nature. This is clear in the
rhetoric of the American writer Mary Jobe Akeley, widow of taxidermist
and gorilla enthusiast Carl Akeley and one of the participants in the net-
work of supporters of the park. In 1928, at a meeting of the British Society
for the Preservation of the Fauna of the Empire (SPFE), she stressed how
the Albert Park offered ‘‘an almost unique opportunity to save some of the
‘primitive’ African Pygmies, a race now threatened by extinction.’’23 Ake-
ley’s image of the Pygmies—which she continued to spread well into the
1950s—was of one of natural ‘‘primitives’’ endangered by advancing civili-
zation.24 She shared this image with influential conservationists such as her
friend Derscheid, and leading diplomats such as the Belgian ambassador in
London, Émile de Cartier de Marchienne.25

The Belgian approach—designed by a transnational group of con-
servationists—differed from those of other countries. This became emi-
nently clear at the influential Conference for the Protection of African
Fauna and Flora held in London in 1933. At this conference, the South
African representative Charles Te Water (who promoted another prominent
example of African conservation, the Kruger National Park) stated that his
country did not have ‘‘a native settlement problem at all,’’ since all ‘‘the
native tribes have been removed to other areas.’’ The Belgians, for their
part, presented their approach to conservation policy as something quite
different. The Albert National Park, so they argued, had been founded in
an empty wilderness with no population except for ‘‘a group of Pygmies,
300 or so, whom we like to preserve.’’26 The presence of the Pygmies, thus,

22 Georges Mortehan to Edmond Leplae, August 30, 1924, African Archives, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs—Brussels (AA–MFA), A21–423.
23 Mary L. Jobe Akeley, ‘‘Summary of Talk given for Society for the Preservation of the
Fauna of the Empire,’’ Journal of the Society for the Preservation of the Fauna of the
Empire 9 (1929): 17.
24 For one of the many later examples, see Mary L. Jobe Akeley, Congo Eden (London:
Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1951), 88–89.
25 With regard to Derscheid, see The Times, Oct. 16, 1928, newspaper clipping sent with
Cartier to Paul Hymans Oct. 16, 1928. See further: Cartier to Paul Charles, Jan. 31, 1930
and Febr. 8, 1930, AA–MFA, A21–423.
26 International Conference for the Protection of Fauna and Flora in Africa, Third Ses-
sion, Nov. 1st 1933, Typoscript, 17–18.
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was portrayed as one of the qualities of the park—a point repeated in the
influential speech the Belgian Crown Prince Leopold delivered at the con-
ference dinner hosted by the African Society.27

The Belgian rhetoric, however, did not match the actual situation
on the ground. Unlike what was suggested at the London conference, the
Pygmies were far from the only inhabitants of the Albert National Park.
Since its foundation, thousands of Hutus and Tutsis had been evicted from
the park grounds, particularly after its far-reaching expansion in 1929.
Only the Pygmies were allowed to stay within the park’s boundaries, and
they maintained rights to hunt, to fish, and to harvest bamboo. The park
administration also hired them as auxiliary guards.28 At the same time, the
Pygmies were the object of an inventorying expedition organized by the
park authorities in the years 1933–36. The expedition report was published
as the only volume devoted to humans in a series that exclusively concerned
animals and plants.29 Staged as part of the natural harmony, they were also
studied as such.

Akeley’s, Derscheid’s, and Cartier’s perspectives about the presence of
Pygmies within the Albert National Park were not based on considerations
about their rights, but on romantic ideas of their perceived natural state.
Yet the park administration had to deal with colonial bureaucrats who did
work in a legal (albeit ambiguous) framework of customary rights.30 As
such, park administrators were forced into lengthy negotiations about the
precise status of the Pygmies’ entitlements and about compensation
arrangements for the displaced Hutus and Tutsis. In these negotiations they
often clashed with the local authorities, who were clearly annoyed by the
political power of the park officials.31 Despite these difficulties, foreign con-
servationists envied the Belgian park administrators for their results. In

27 De nationale parken en de natuurbescherming (Brussels: Instituut der Nationale Parken
van Belgisch Congo, 1937), 36–39.
28 Instituut der nationale parken van Belgisch Congo. Eerste vijfjaarlijks verslag (1934–
1939) (Brussels: Instituut der nationale parken van Belgisch Congo, s.d.), 45–46 and
65–66; Joseph Nzabandora, ‘‘Les leçons des conflits entre les communautés locales,
administration coloniale et conservateurs au sujet du Parc Albert National, actuel Parc
des Virunga (1925–1945),’’ (unpublished paper).
29 Paul Schumacher, Die Kivu-Pygmäen und ihre Soziale Umwelt (Brussels: Instituut der
nationale parken van Belgisch Congo, 1943).
30 See Piet Clement, ‘‘The Land Tenure System in the Congo: Actors, Motivations and
Consequences,’’ in Colonial Exploitation and Economic Development: The Belgian
Congo and the Netherlands Indies Compared, ed. Ewout Frankema and Frans Buelens
(London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 88–108.
31 See the correspondence in the file ‘‘Droits Indigènes Parc National Albert (1934–
1957),’’ AA–MFA, A21–420.
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Uganda, for example, the Colonial Office countered demands of conserva-
tionists to set up a gorilla sanctuary because it would interfere with the
rights of local Batwa Pygmies. The secretary of the SPFE, the zoologist Peter
Chalmers-Mitchell, retorted that ‘‘these Batwa [. . .] [also] exist in the Parc
National Albert, that they do not molest the gorillas in any way, and that
they are so insignificant that Belgium regards them as part of the natural
fauna.’’32

Chalmers-Mitchell’s example shows how the idea of preserving ‘‘primi-
tives’’ traveled in the small transnational network of conservationists and
became quite popular in the 1930s. Through the SPFE and their influential
president, the Earl of Onslow, pressure was put on the British Colonial
administration to copy the Belgian model.33 Among others, the influential
biologist and writer Julian Huxley—council member of the IONP at the
time, and later the first director of UNESCO—took part in the campaign.
In The Times he praised the Belgians for treating ‘‘the pygmies, quite prop-
erly, as fauna rather than as tribes to be civilized’’—leaving them ‘‘to their
primeval existence.’’34 In correspondence, he expressed the hope that the
Albert National Park could be duplicated elsewhere in order to preserve the
Australian Aboriginals, the Bushmen, and the Papuans.35 The ‘‘protection’’
of the latter group, then, gained the special attention of the Dutch president
of the IONP: the biologist and insurance agent Pieter-Gerbrand van Tien-
hoven. He set up a commission whose proposal for a Papuan reserve made
it to the Dutch parliament, where it was eventually blocked by missionary
opposition.36 The project—with its naturalizing overtones—had also failed
to gather support from activists interested in human rights. This had
become embarrassingly clear in 1935, when Van Tienhoven had contacted
F. O. Hefty, the president of the International Office for the Defense of
Native Races in Geneva, in order to collaborate with the Brussels IONP.
Hefty responded that there must have been a mistake, that his organization
was a humanitarian one, and that he did not believe Liberians or Hindus
were waiting to be portrayed as ‘‘rare animals.’’37

32 Chalmers-Mitchell to Cartier, Febr. 3, 1930, AA–MFA, A21–423.
33 See Neumann, Imposing Wilderness, 124–28.
34 The Times, Febr. 8, 1936, newspaper clipping sent with Cartier to Paul Charles, Febr.
8, 1936, AA–MFA, A21–424.
35 Julian Huxley to Pieter-Gerbrand van Tienhoven, April 19, 1937, ANCIN, 1283–173,
CAA.
36 This commission is dealt with in detail in Fenneke Sysling, The Archipelago of Differ-
ence: Physical Anthropology in the Netherlands East Indies, ca. 1890–1960 (Unpublished
PhD Thesis: Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 2013), 229–64.
37 Hefty to Van Tienhoven, Febr. 11, 1935, ANCIN, 1283–73, CAA.
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In addition to the critique of humanitarians, the actions of the ‘‘prime-
val’’ populations themselves also undermined the image the conservation-
ists upheld.38 The Pygmies of the Albert Park, in particular, failed to live up
to the image of the noble savage. The serving director of both the IONP
and the Belgian national parks service, Van Straelen, complained to the
Minister of Colonies in the late 1930s that the local Batwa sold large
amounts of bush meat and bamboo from within the park in settlements
outside its borders. He, furthermore, accused them of selling animal hides
to Europeans—a crime according to a newly created law.39 Despite the fact
that local administrators denied large-scale offenses, the management’s
response was increasingly to control and regulate the Pygmies’ activities.
This led to growing tensions. In 1940 a Pygmy rebellion relating to a local
hunting conflict was reported, and, in 1951, there were skirmishes in which
Pygmies attacked guards with their spears.40 It seems clear that the local
population did not passively accept being reduced to objects of conserva-
tion.

In the meantime the park’s policy was also increasingly controversial
with Western critics—again particularly among missionaries. In an open
letter to an ethnological journal the Jesuit anthropologist Paul Schebesta
voiced his moral and anthropological concerns in 1936. One did not have
the moral right to build walls around uncivilized tribes, he argued. He
added that the Albert Park Pygmies were not worth the fuss anyway,
since they were anthropologically uninteresting. While criticizing the Albert
National Park, Schebesta echoed the naturalizing reasoning of the park’s
officials, but not without giving it a particular twist. In Schebesta’s view the
Batwa were racially and culturally mixed and had lost much of their ‘‘origi-
nal’’ characters. Real, unspoiled, and Edenic Pygmies, Schebesta believed,
existed but could be found only outside the park. These real ‘‘primitives’’
were the Mbuti of the Ituri Forest.41 With some sadness the international
conservationists eventually agreed with Schebesta’s analysis, and in their
publications the original emphasis on the anthropological importance of

38 An example of the continuing popularity of the image of the noble savage can be found
in lectures by Cartier (at the BBC radio and the Society for the Promotion of Nature
Reserves), included in letters from Cartier to Charles, Oct. 27 and Nov. 18, 1937,
AA–MFA, A21–424.
39 See Van Straelen to Edmond Rubbens, Dec. 29, 1937, AA–MFA, A21–424; Institut des
Parcs Nationaux du Congo Belge—8ième Rapport annuel: Année 1938, p. 27. AA–MFA,
A21–13.
40 Institut des Parcs Nationaux du Congo Belge—10ième Rapport annuel: Année 1940, p.
25; 20ième Rapport annuel: Année 1951, p. 36, AA–MFA, A21–13.
41 Copy of a letter of Paul Schebesta to the Revue international d’ethnologie et de linguist-
ique, Dec. 29, 1936, ANCIN, 1283–173, CAA.
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the Batwa shifted to the background.42 ‘‘Anthropological tourism,’’ which
became more important in the 1940s and 1950s, largely developed else-
where and would mostly focus on the ‘‘purer’’ Mbuti.43

The anthropological disillusion was probably not the primary reason
to stop promoting the Albert National Park as an anthropological sanctu-
ary. It only added to practical, legal, political, and ideological difficulties.
Hinting at these, Van Straelen showed his pessimism in a letter to Van Tien-
hoven as early as 1937. ‘‘Preserving these tribes,’’ he stated there, ‘‘is a
problem that is not easy to solve.’’44 The colonial administration only sum-
marized Van Straelen’s ideas when they wrote him matter-of-factly: ‘‘The
current experience shows that the presence of these populations in the park
is not without grave inconveniences.’’45

POSTWAR MALTHUSIAN FEARS

Although the interwar network of conservationists was heavily involved in
the foundation of the IUPN in 1948, the old interest in vanishing ‘‘primi-
tives’’ was hardly taken up in the new organization. In the wake of popular
American Malthusian books such as those by Henry Fairfield Osborn Jr.
and William Vogt it was no longer extinction of human races but overpopu-
lation that seemed the main concern. With regard to the tropical world,
Malthusian fears were combined with attention to land degradation, due
to fire and overgrazing.46 From hunter-gatherers the attention shifted to
pastoralists, whose relation with nature was increasingly seen as problem-
atic. Also, conservationists largely blamed Western civilization as having

42 Van Tienhoven’s commission e.g. still mentioned the Albert National Park as a model,
but not without mentioning that its Pygmies were ‘‘unfortunately’’ of mixed race. ‘‘Con-
servation of Primitives still living in the Stone Age,’’ ANCIN, 1283–172, CAA, p. 6. For
a later example of anthropological disillusion, see Pierre Staner to Van Straelen, 28–8–
1947 AA–MFA, A21–428.
43 Congo Belge et Ruanda-Urundi: Guide du Voyageur (Brussels: Office de l’information
et des relations publiques pour le Congo Belge et le Ruanda-Urundi, 1958), 17–20 and
278–80. On early Pygmy tourism in general see Stan Frankland, ‘‘Pygmic Tours,’’ African
Study Monographs 26 (2001): 237–56.
44 Van Straelen to Van Tienhoven, Febr. 8, 1937, ANCIN, 1283–173, CAA.
45 Secretary-general of the 5th general directorate, Ministry of Colonies to Van Straelen,
May 13, 1938, AA–MFA, A21–428.
46 See Van Tienhoven to Harold Coolidge, Oct. 26, 1950, ANCIN 1283–50; Henry Fair-
field Osborn, Our Plundered Planet (London: Faber & Faber, 1948); William Vogt, Road
to Survival (New York: William Sloane Associates, 1948); Thomas Robertson, The Mal-
thusian Moment: Global Population Growth and the Birth of American Environmental-
ism (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2012), 36–60.
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disrupted the original agricultural methods which—to quote the later IUPN
Secretary-General Jean-Paul Harroy—‘‘were perfectly adapted to the eco-
logical conditions of the habitat of the negroes in primitive Africa.’’47 The
introduction of Western Raubwirtschaft together with increasing popula-
tions due to European medicine had turned the pastoralists into a threat.
The old naturalizing arguments were traded for their opposites. Not declin-
ing but increasing numbers of indigenous people was the problem. Their
lifestyle was no longer typically seen as ecological, but increasingly as a
short-sighted exploitation of natural resources.

Because of the perceived menace of growing indigenous populations,
international conservationists increasingly propagated the goal of preserv-
ing wilderness areas completely devoid of people. This was of particular
importance since, in the 1950s, experts of international conservation orga-
nizations started to take over management functions originally carried out
by state bureaucracies. While the international conservation network had
already been very influential in Belgian Congo in the interwar years, it now
increasingly made its influence felt in the British Empire.48 This resulted in
an unprecedented burgeoning of national parks (particularly in colonial
Africa) from which indigenous populations were displaced. Most notable
at the time was the case of the Serengeti Plains in British Tanganyika, in
which the limitation of indigenous rights was facilitated by an international
conservation discourse that staged the area as a wilderness Eden threatened
by ignorant natives.49

This does not imply that glorifications of Naturvölker disappeared
from conservation discourse altogether. Congolese Pygmies, for instance,
continued to play their old role in conservationist films, such as The Mas-
ters of the Congo Jungle (Les Seigneurs de la Forêt, 1958), initiated by the
then-former King Leopold of Belgium, or No Place for Wild Animals (Kein
Platz für Wilde Tiere, 1956) by the German filmmaker and zoologist Bern-
hard Grzimek.50 Yet far more often, African populations were represented
as a threat. This is, for example, the case in another successful film by Grzi-
mek: Serengeti shall not die (Serengeti darf nicht sterben, 1959). The pasto-
ralist Masaai shown in this movie might not hunt, but Grzimek indicated

47 Jean-Paul Harroy, Afrique, terre qui meurt: La dégradation des sols africains sous l’in-
fluence de la colonisation (Brussels: Marcel Hayez, 1944), 543.
48 Roderick Neumann, ‘‘The Postwar Conservation Boom in Colonial Africa,’’ Environ-
mental History 7 (2002): 22–47.
49 See Jan Bender Shetler, Imagining Serengeti: A History of Landscape Memory in Tanza-
nia from Earliest Time to Present (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2007), 201–37.
50 Les Seigneurs de la Forêt, 1958, directed by Henry Brandt and Heinz Sielman. Henri
Storck FIS (Fondation internationale scientifique belge); Kein Platz für wilde Tiere, 1956,
directed by Michael and Bernhard Grzimek. Okapia.
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that they hindered the migrating herds of wildlife and exhausted the wells
the latter drew on.51 With this discourse, Grzimek mirrored a broader
change within Western conservation ideas. An older species-centered con-
servation logic had presented hunting as the main menace for wildlife. The
increasing influence of ecological science, however, brought landscapes and
ecosystems into the picture and turned indigenous cattle into a major threat
for wild animals in their search for food, water, and space. In this context,
traditional pastoralists such as the Masaai were represented as irrational,
their breeding practices as ‘‘overstocking,’’ and the cattle itself as inefficient
producers of protein in comparison to the ecologically better adapted wild-
life.52

To make matters worse, the looming decolonization threatened to
undermine all possible influence of Western conservationists over the Afri-
can landscape. In that context they believed that ‘‘internationalizing the
problem [of conservation] as much as possible [was] [. . .] a good thing.’’53

In line with this conviction, the IUCN (the new name of the former IUPN)
deliberately held several conferences and general assemblies in Africa.54 It
was at those conferences that the idea of a primitive unity with nature was
brought up again—albeit in a new form and to serve particular ends. At the
conference of Arusha in 1961, IUCN grandee Théodore Monod addressed
the topic in a talk devoted to the historical development of man’s relation
to nature. He believed that in this relation three historical stages could be
discerned. The first was one of biocoenosis in which man was a primitive
hunter, collector or fisherman; lived in a state of submission to nature; and
belonged to the regional ecological cycle. The second phase was one of
divorce, Raubwirtschaft, and degradation. The final stage, then, was to
become one of reconciliation and a newly found harmony, in which, so
Monod believed, the Africans could play an important role by reviving their
old traditions.55 Two years later, IUCN President Jean Baer more or less

51 Serengeti darf nicht sterben, 1959, directed by Michael and Bernhard Grzimek. Okapia,
particularly around min. 14–16. See also Franziska Torma, Eine Naturschutzkampagne
in der Ära Adenauer. Bernhard Grzimeks Afrikafilme in den Medien der 50er Jahre
(Munich: Martin Meidenbauer, 2004); Thomas Lekan, ‘‘Serengeti Shall not Die: Bern-
hard Grzimek, Wildlife Film, and the Making of a Tourist Lanscape in Africa,’’ German
History 29 (2011): 224–64.
52 For a good example of this argument see Kai Curry-Lindahl, ‘‘Ecological Research as a
Basis for Management,’’ Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources in Modern Afri-
can States (Morges: IUCN, 1963), 123–26.
53 Huxley to Coolidge, May 25, 1960, Huxley papers, Rice University.
54 Martin Holdgate, The Green Web: A Union for World Conservation (London: Earth-
scan, 1999), 71–74.
55 Théodore Monod, ‘‘Man’s Dependence on Nature and her Resources,’’ in Conserva-

PAGE 229

229

................. 18716$ $CH3 03-30-15 06:17:02 PS



JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF IDEAS ✦ APRIL 2015

reiterated Monod’s scheme at the general assembly of Nairobi. Baer sum-
marized the stages as those of the present, the past, and the future, and
stressed that the last harmonious stage could only be reached thanks to the
insights of ecological science.56 In both Monod’s and Baer’s timelines one
can see echoes of nineteenth-century social evolutionism. What is of impor-
tance in this context is that, while both present the life habits of primitive
hunter-gatherers as valuable, they also lock them in the past. Hunter-
gatherers are represented as belonging to the first stage, whereas the West-
ern scientists already claim to have access to the futuristic third one.

When Monod and Baer referred to hunter-gatherers they framed them
as examples of a bygone historical age, not a policy concern of present-day
conservationists. The idea of including ‘‘primitive people’’ in protected
areas seemed to have all but disappeared from international circles. Disap-
pointing experiences and legal difficulties in earlier periods certainly had
played a role in this. At the First World Conference on National Parks in
1962 the Belgian Jacques Verschuren seemed to voice a widespread idea
when claiming that ‘‘every attempt in the national parks to maintain so-
called primitive societies in proper balance with the environment has
proved itself a failure.’’57 Verschuren was not just anyone; he was a
respected IUCN regular, the former chief biologist of the Albert National
Park and the newly appointed leader of the Serengeti Research Project of
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Acquainted with the places
that were iconic for the Western image of wilderness, he believed these
could only be preserved if people were expelled.

The 1950s and 1960s did witness the establishment of some national
parks with ‘‘protection’’ for traditional populations, but these seem to have
sprung from local and national rather than international initiatives. This
was, for instance, the case when, in 1961, the Central Kalahari Game
Reserve was founded in the British protectorate Bechuanaland with the
unspoken goal to protect the Bushmen.58 In 1964, then, the Xingu National
Park was set up largely from a Brazilian nationalistic rationale in which the
‘‘primitive’’ Xingu tribes could function as the ‘‘essence’’ of the Brazilian

tion of Nature and Natural Resources in Modern African States, ed. Gerald Watterson
(Morges: IUCN, 1963), 242–46.
56 International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resourced. Eighth
General Assembly. Nairobi-Kenya-September 1963 (Morges: IUCN, 1964), 42–43.
57 Jacques Verschuren, ‘‘Science and Nature Reserves,’’ in First World Conference on
National Parks, ed. Alexander B. Adams (Washington D.C.: National Park Service,
1962), 270–71.
58 Jeff Ramsay, ‘‘Some Notes on the Colonial Era History of the Central Kalahari Game
Reserve Region,’’ Botswana Notes and Records 20 (1989): 91–94.
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nation.59 Such projects, however, received little notice at IUCN, which
focused on a type of ecology that no longer carried anthropological ambi-
tions. At least in this institutional context, conservation had become tempo-
rarily detached from salvage anthropology.60

ECOSYSTEM PEOPLE AND THE
ENVIRONMENTAL REVOLUTION

The conservationist interest in ‘‘primitive’’ populations might have waned
in the IUCN of the 1950s and 1960s, but it resurfaced in the wake of the
‘‘environmental revolution’’ that took place around 1970. In this period
conservation was drawn into a much broader environmental movement,
which was explicitly activist and, at least at times, anti-establishment.61

When in this context a Second World Conference on National Parks was
held, it became immediately clear that sensibilities about indigenous people
had changed. The Swedish ecologist and vice-chairman of the International
Commission on National Parks, Kai Curry-Lindahl, openly addressed the
topic in his paper. There had been too many ‘‘bitter experiences’’ of conser-
vation policy, he indicated, in which the local population had been left with
the feeling that their land had been taken away. Therefore, he pleaded for
individual cash reimbursements in case of dislocation. He added that, in his
view, such dislocation was certainly not always necessary. ‘‘Primitive
tribes’’ did little harm: ‘‘All these groups make use of the environment as
collectors, scavengers and hunters in exactly the same way as wild animals;
they utilize resources without destroying them. They are a natural part of
the ecosystems.’’62 At the same conference the IUCN senior ecologist
Raymond Dasmann recalled to memory the so-called ‘‘anthropological

59 Seth Garfield, ‘‘A Nationalist Environment: Indians, Nature and the Construction of
the Xingu National Park in Brazil,’’ Luso-Brazilian Review 41 (2004): 139–67.
60 For the wider institutional context of this development see Heloisa Maria Bertol Dom-
ingues, ‘‘The Concept of Nature and Environmental Projects: UNESCO in its First Dec-
ade,’’ The Global and the Local: The History of Science and the Cultural Integration of
Europe. Proceedings of the 2nd ICESHS, ed. Michal Kokowski (Cracow: Wydawnictwo
Polskiej Akademii Umiejetności, 2006), 710–15.
61 For the term ‘‘Environmental Revolution’’ see Max Nicholson, The Environmental
Revolution: A Guide for the New Masters of the World (London: Hodder & Stoughton,
1970).
62 Kai Curry-Lindahl, ‘‘Protecting the Future in the Worldwide National Parks
Movement—Background paper for session IV,’’ Second World Conference on National
Parks: Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks, USA, September 18–27, 1972 (Yel-
lowstone and Grand Teton National Parks, 1972), 12.
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reserves’’—a category that had been suggested by an IUPN working group
in the 1940s but which had largely been forgotten.63 The environmental
revolution, thus, led to the rediscovery (and reinterpretation) of an old dis-
cursive tradition.

In the following years it was Dasmann who did the most to develop
ideas on the IUCN’s relation with indigenous people.64 He did so primarily
after 1974, the year in which he presented a paper on the topic at the Cam-
bridge symposium, ‘‘On the Future of Primitive People.’’ This symposium
was organized by social anthropologist Edmund Leach, in the hope of
bringing ecological and anthropological viewpoints together. The fact that
the symposium was organized at all is indicative of a new soul-searching
among scientific conservationists about their relation to indigenous popula-
tions. Instrumental in this were the activities of organizations such as Sur-
vival International (founded in 1969 as the Primitive People’s Fund) which
put—to use the organization’s own terminology—the ‘‘rights of isolated
non-literate tribal peoples’’ more prominently on the agenda.65 Both Leach
and Dasmann were members of Survival International, which, eventually,
also published the papers of the symposium. In his introduction Leach,
however, stressed that his symposium was not about the moral issues raised
by human rights organizations. Rather, he wanted scientifically to explore
‘‘what the problems are.’’ At the same time it is clear that the new climate
also led to a thorough questioning about the framing of these problems.
Leach stressed that anthropologists and ecologists should disentangle their
‘‘professional interest’’ in the survival of ‘‘primitive’’ societies and ecosys-
tems from the issue of the ‘‘health, wealth and happiness of the populations
in question.’’ In the same vein he questioned ‘‘the seductive image of the
‘Noble Savage.’ ’’66 Only a few minutes later, however, Dasmann granted
the old image new life with novel terminology.

In his talk Dasmann divided the world’s population into two catego-
ries. On the one hand there were ‘‘traditional ‘primitive’ societies,’’ which

63 Edouard Bourdelle, ‘‘Essai d’unification de la nomenclature en matière de protection
de la nature,’’ Pro Natura 1 (1948): 35; Raymond F. Dasmann, ‘‘Development of a Sys-
tem for Classification of Protected Natural and Cultural Areas—Background Paper for
Session XIII,’’ Second World Conference on National Parks: Yellowstone and Grand
Teton National Parks, USA, September 18–27, 1972 (Yellowstone and Grand Teton
National Parks, 1972), 6.
64 For his biography see Raymond F. Dasmann, Called by the Wild: The Autobiography
of a Conservationist (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002).
65 ‘‘Survival International Fellowship,’’ News from Survival International 11 (1975): 2.
66 Edmund Leach, ‘‘The Object of the Exercise,’’ News from Survival International 11
(1975): 8–9.

PAGE 232

232

................. 18716$ $CH3 03-30-15 06:17:04 PS



De Bont ✦ International Conservation, 1910–1975

were believed to be ‘‘ecosystem dependent.’’ This implied that they only
made use of resources from one or a few ecosystems, and that they were
subject to the ecological controls occurring within those systems. In later
work Dasmann would refer to these populations as ‘‘ecosystem people.’’
On the other hand, he discerned ‘‘globally dominant cultures’’ that ‘‘draw
upon the resources of the entire biosphere and can override the normal
controls within any single ecosystem.’’ These cultures—later designated as
‘‘biosphere people’’—carried great destructive possibilities. This destruc-
tion not only included ecosystems, but also the lifestyle of ecosystem peo-
ple. Dasmann stressed that the societies of ecosystem people constituted a
vulnerable ‘‘balance’’ with nature and that contact with biosphere people
led to the introduction of harmful technologies and a rise in population
numbers. In this way he echoed both age-old ideas of the noble savage and
postwar Malthusian fears.67

One might read Dasmann’s ideas as primarily a protraction of the old
dichotomies between destructive Westerners and placid ‘‘primitives.’’ Yet,
Dasmann’s publications had a self-reflexivity that most of his predecessors’
work lacked. One indicator of this is that Dasmann started to place con-
cepts such as ‘‘wilderness’’ and ‘‘primitive’’ between inverted commas
—indicating that these notions were cultural constructs. Through this
reflexivity a space was created to question ongoing conservation practices.
Dasmann stressed, for instance, that the Western wilderness craze (stimu-
lated by television series) concerned land that in reality had been inhabited
by hunter-gatherers for centuries. In 1984 he stated: ‘‘Most of the land we
designate as formal wilderness or set aside in national parks, is land passed
on to us by people, who considered it to be, at least in part, their homeland.
We consider it to be of national park quality because they did not treat it
the way we have treated land.’’68 Before, he had already criticized the fact
that money generated by national parks was usually ‘‘channeled back into
the biosphere network’’ and, thus, did not benefit the local population.69

At the same time there remains a strong ambivalence in Dasmann’s
criticisms. On the one hand he would defend the ‘‘use of protected areas to
safeguard native cultures.’’ On the other hand, however, he problematized

67 Raymond Dasmann, ‘‘Difficult Marginal Environments and the Traditional Societies
which Exploit Them,’’ News from Survival International 11 (1975): 11.
68 Raymond Dasmann, ‘‘The Relationship between Protected Areas and Indigenous Peo-
ples,’’ in National Parks, Conservation and Development: The Role of Protected Areas
in Sustaining Society, ed. Jeffrey McNeely and Kenton Miller (Washington: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1984), 668.
69 Raymond Dasmann, ‘‘ ‘Future Primitive’: Ecosystem People versus Biosphere People,’’
Co-Evolution Quarterly 11 (1976): 26–31.
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the concept of indigenous rights itself. In his view ‘‘indigenous’’ was an
unhelpful concept, since ‘‘all have ancestors who have come from somewhere
else.’’70 Dasmann believed everyone who wanted to live sustainably should
be able to do so in national parks—in this way contradicting his own claim
that native cultures should be granted the authority to exclude outsiders. The
ambivalence with regard to hunter-gatherer societies also returns in other
contexts. Although glorifying the ecosystem people, Dasmann believed it was
impossible for Western man to return to the ‘‘primitive’’ ways. He hoped a
science-inspired ‘‘biosphere consciousness’’ would give rise to a sustainable
use of the planet as a whole. Overall, he was a promoter of sustainability, not
so much of indigenous rights. A sustainable future included indigenous
hunter-gatherers, as long as they did not change their lifestyle in unsustaina-
ble ways. Despite his conviction that one should work with local people,
Dasmann defended a top-down vision of conservation—in which Western
experts knew, to use Leach’s expression again, ‘‘what the problems are.’’
Hunter-gatherers could be incorporated in the management of nature, as long
as their way of life did not interfere with ‘‘nature conservation priorities.’’71

The conditions were not all too different from those that were posed to the
Pygmies in the Albert National Park in the 1930s.

Dasmann’s work was instrumental, however, in triggering a new sensi-
bility for indigenous people in international conservation circles. At the
1975 general assembly of the IUCN in Zaire several recommendations to
governments were made to recognize ownership and tenure rights of indige-
nous populations, while it was stressed that they should ‘‘not normally be
displaced from their traditional lands.’’ As in the past, however, the argu-
ment of rights was combined with a more naturalizing rhetoric stressing the
‘‘importance of traditional ways of life [. . .] which enable [indigenous peo-
ple] to live in harmony with their environment.’’72 This mixed rhetoric also
underpinned the official return of ‘‘anthropological reserves’’ in the catego-
rization of protected areas of the IUCN in 1978 and a new enthusiasm in
the creation of such reserves (if not always under that name) in the 1980s.
Within international conservation circles there was a growing belief that
protected areas should be based on co-management and increased consulta-
tion with the local population. Increasingly, indigenous populations started
to assert themselves, engaging with and partially appropriating the dis-
courses of the international conservationist organizations. By the time a

70 Dasmann, ‘‘The Relationship,’’ 668 and 671.
71 Ibid., 669.
72 Twelfth General Assembly—Kinshasa, Zaire 8–18 December 1975: Proceedings
(Morges: IUCN, 1976), 153–55.
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Fourth World Congress on National Parks was held in 1992, indigenous
people sent their own representatives—albeit in relatively limited num-
bers.73 In this context the idea of the Ecologically Noble Savage gained new
meanings and triggered new controversies. These, however, are beyond the
scope of this essay.

CONCLUSION

In this article the discursive strategies that sought to extend the conserva-
tion of fauna and flora to include ‘‘primitive’’ populations have been traced.
The logical consequence of these strategies was to allow the people con-
cerned to reside in the ‘‘natural’’ areas conservationists wanted to preserve.
Yet, to defend this position, arguments and concepts were used that were
very close to those of the ‘‘enclose-and-exclude-conservationism’’ that has
legitimated large-scale evictions throughout the twentieth century. Scholars
and activists have shown how such evictions were often buttressed by a
discourse that opposed man to a supposedly harmonious natural state. It
was a discourse that put ‘‘Man against Nature’’—to quote a 1950s travel-
ing exhibition designed by the IUCN.74 The conservationists discussed in
this article largely upheld exactly this dichotomy. However, they put some
indigenous people at the nature-side of the opposition, thus making them
an essential component of the natural balance. Therefore, it might not be
much of a surprise that enclose-and-exclude-conservationism could easily
be combined with calls to protect (some) ‘‘primitive’’ societies or races. The
Albert National Park of the interwar years, including Pygmies but exclud-
ing Hutus and Tutsis, offers a case in point. The project involved actively
drawing boundaries between natural and unnatural people, between
unspoiled and deteriorated biocoenoses, and between expert spokespersons
of nature and the uninformed.

Of course, throughout the twentieth century the international conser-
vationist discourse on indigenous people was subject to change. Sarasin’s
racial essentialism, for instance, gradually lost its appeal. Particularly after
World War II, it was stressed that traditional populations did not need to

73 Categories, Objectives and Criteria: Final Report of the Committee and Criteria of the
CNPPA/IUCN (Morges: IUCN, 1978), 20; Stan Stevens, ‘‘New Alliances for Conserva-
tion,’’ Conservation through Cultural Survival: Indigenous People and Protected Areas,
ed. Stan Stevens (Washington D.C.: Island Press, 1997), 33–62; Igoe, Conservation and
Globalization, 134–74.
74 On this exhibition: Florian Charvolin and Christophe Bonneuil, ‘‘Entre écologie et éco-
logisme: Le Muséum d’histoire naturelle et la protection de la nature,’’ Responsabilité et
environnement 46 (2007): 45–47.
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be protected because their racial stock had survived from the Stone Age
until present, but rather because of their primitive ways of life, which
ensured harmony with nature. Fears of extinction of races were, further-
more, replaced with Malthusian fears in which a change in lifestyle was to
lead to a population explosion.

Yet, in other regards there is a lot of continuity to be seen from Sarasin
to Dasmann, and the naturalization of ‘‘primitive’’ people lies at the core
of this continuity. Naturalization was achieved through descriptions of the
lifestyle of indigenous people (as ‘‘original,’’ ‘‘untouched,’’ ‘‘primeval,’’ or
‘‘savage’’) and through framing this lifestyle as a harmonious part of larger
ecological wholes (such as the biocoenosis or the ecosystem). It was also
reflected in the very categories used to describe the people under consider-
ation (‘‘Naturvölker,’’ ‘‘ecosystem people,’’ at occasions even ‘‘fauna’’).
Their naturalness placed them in an Edenic and stable pre-history, and for
this reason they were declared worth preserving. But this status could just
as easily be denied—as was the case with the pastoralists in the immediate
postwar years. The latter were not framed outside history, but rhetorically
situated in an early and particularly destructive phase of historical develop-
ment. In both the case of the pastoralists and of the naturalized people there
was a ‘‘denial of coevalness’’—to use Fabian’s terminology again.75

The rhetoric of naturalization did not match well with that of custom-
ary rights. In the logic of the latter history also played a role, but only to
legitimate rights in the present. Customary rights recognized indigenous
people as contemporaries. Partly for this reason, local colonial administra-
tions regularly clashed with international conservationists. Over time the
two groups took over parts of each other’s rhetoric, but without resolving
the intrinsic tension between the two types of reasoning.

In the 1970s and 1980s, Raymond Dasmann tried to break from what
he saw as old-fashioned conservation practices. His particular vision cer-
tainly made some kinds of criticism possible, but it also reiterated several
old topoi: the idea of ‘‘original’’ natural harmony; the unidirectionality of
time; the top-down view of ecological management. In this context also, his
allegiance to customary rights was never unconditional. Such rights could
only be granted to ‘‘primitive’’ people as long as they remained their natural
selves. In this way Dasmann repeated an old ambivalence of the interna-
tional conservation movement. Given the extent to which he is still quoted
as an expert, we might argue that this ambivalence is still with us today.

Maastricht University.

75 Fabian, Time and the Other, 25.
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