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Summary 

Backgrounds. — Constraints on studies of present-day populations have been increasing over the past 20 years. Looking beyond 
whether or not each type of constraint is justified, the effect is to raise a barrier which is primarily a response to theoretical 
questions from people who seem to have very limited experience on the ground and who know even less about the expectations of 
the populations they propose to ‘protect’. 
Methodology. — For fifteen years, I have been regularly and systematically monitoring a pop- ulation of Baka pygmies in south-

eastern Cameroon to study their somatic growth and life history. 

Discussion. — The warmth of the Baka people’s welcome to researchers, their curiosity about ‘other worlds’ and their interest in 

the subjects addressed by the scientists who visit them stand in sharp contrast with the numerous and constraining restrictions 

placed upon those who want to go there for scientific projects in which the Baka themselves are interested and actively 

participating. The divorce between the interests of the Baka and the provisions of international protocols necessarily raises 

questions about the foundations on which certain organizations manage contacts and, to a certain extent, determine the ‘life’ of 

indigenous peoples, since the latter, with very few exceptions, are absent from the committees which have to decide on research 

projects that involve them. 

Conclusion. — It is essential for groups concerned by a research project to be consulted and if a committee has to assess the 

research project, members of the group concerned must be invited to participate in it. This would not add further delay to these 

already excessively long and expensive procedures. Above all, it would give the groups concerned full sovereignty over research 

projects concerning them. 
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Introduction 

After working on somatic growth (ontogenesis) during human evolution and observing the diversity of growth patterns among 

fossil hominin species, my study projects have focused on the diversity of these patterns among modern human 

populations. I approached this subject in 2007 and began a study on the somatic growth and life history of a population of 

Baka pygmies in south-eastern Cameroon. The results have already been the subject of several publications [1—13]. 

This research was carried out under international coop- eration arrangements and as the years went by, each project had 

to be approved by new and different committees assess- ing whether they meet the ever more numerous new and binding 

standards imposed on researchers by international bodies. New project offices have thus appeared in different research 

organizations to help researchers set up projects that take into account the new constraints being imposed to supposedly 

ensure better respect for the Other and the environment. 

Notwithstanding international agreements and accep- tance of a project by multiple committees in the countries 

concerned (those of the researchers and the country where the research takes place), the real challenge for carrying out a 

research project in any particular field lies in securing the acceptance and involvement of the community where the 

research will be carried out. A research project will only be successful if the community has a vested interest in the study 

and is concerned by it, which will result in close collaboration with the research team. The following is a simple anecdote 

about how I was allowed to pursue my research project among the Baka, which shows where the truth of field research lies: 

mailto:fernando.ramirez-rozzi@mnhn.fr
mailto:fernando.ramirez-rozzi@mnhn.fr
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the rest is just fiction to salve the conscience of deskbound technocrats. 

 

 
Among the Baka 

On the morning of my first day of my first stay with the Baka, I was put to the test and the future of my research project was 

clearly at stake. As I walked in the company of two Baka, who over the years would become not only my senior 

collaborators but also dear friends, we heard increasingly high voices in the Baka language. As we moved forward, the 

voices became louder and louder and the phrases in Baka 

alternated with sentences in French, which meant that these vociferations concerned me. We were approaching Chief Baka’s 

neighbourhood in the community of Le Bosquet. I was able to establish at that moment that the shouting came from the 

discussions hut (case à palabres) in the chief’s quar- ters, in which were gathered the chief, his adult children and some 

village elders. They were staring in my direc- tion while saying sentences in French that were increasingly identifiable. It 

was clear that their words were directed at me. ‘‘What’s that white person doing here?’’ ‘‘Who allowed him to come?’’ 

‘‘Why is he walking around here?’’ Not very welcoming sentences, and accompanied by suspicious looks and some hostile 

grimaces. I walked straight towards them. Within a few minutes, I was standing in front of the dis- cussion hut, alone, 

without my Baka collaborators who had disappeared into the surrounding forest. As I stood in front of the chief and the 

others, they questioned me in an admoni- tory way about my presence at Le Bosquet. I spoke frankly. ‘‘As you know’’, I 

told them, ‘‘you are smaller than any other people, and so we, white people, want to know why.’’ I asked them for 

permission to come to Le Bosquet and to measure people. Their immediate response was ‘‘What is the benefit for us?’’ I 

told them that thanks to my work we would be able to build a growth curve for them, so that in the future, when doctors 

came, they would be able to check their growth individually and see if any children were mov- ing away from that curve, 

which would mean they were not growing well. ‘‘If doctors don’t use this curve’’, I added, ‘‘they will use one that has 

been established for different people and they will say that you are all sick with growth problems because of course you 

are smaller and you do not grow like others.’’ They understood perfectly, but they immediately added, ‘‘And what else, 

what other benefit?’’ Since I was also going to study dental development, I sug- gested that I could bring them a dentist 

from time to time to provide free dental care for the Baka, with my research covering all expenses (Fig. 1). They agreed 

right away and allowed me to stay and do my job. I explained that I would come for several years in a row, which made 

them even more favourable to my work because ‘‘We don’t like peo- ple who come once, and afterwards they are never 

seen  or heard again, they don’t care about us, they take what they are looking for and leave without showing any consid- 

eration for the Baka people’’, they explained. I reassured them that this was not my case since they would have to put up 

with me for many years. I bowed to the chief and took leave of him and the others. In just a few minutes, I had passed 

the fundamental test for the pursuit of my research project. 

 

Figure 1. A mobile dental surgery set up so that dental care can be provided in the middle of the African bush without a water and electricity 

supply. After treating the Baka at Le Bosquet, the Cameroonian dentist (white coat) went to Messéa, a village of the Nzimé people (Bantu 

group). The dental nurse (green coat) accompanying the dentist is a Baka, which produces a rather special situation in this environment because 

it must be remembered that in Bantu-Baka relations, the Baka tend to be considered by the Bantu as ‘sub-human’ or as ‘talking chimpanzees’. The 

Baka constantly ask us to take pictures of them and especially with them. Some Westerners might see some of these photos as ‘colonial’ images 
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and criticise them as such. Should we refuse to take this type of photo? Why deny people a memory they can only obtain in our presence because 

they have no cameras and their phones can only be charged from time to time and randomly? Should we deprive the Baka of these images on the 

pretext that they convey ideas that have no resonance for them? Should concepts or ideas established in the West by Westerners prevail over 

their desires? Who wants to impose ideas forged in the West on these people, on the pretext of protecting their freedom but which ultimately 

amounts to another kind of imposition? Not me. 

 
Research done with the Baka 

From 2007 to 2019, I was able to carry out many research projects thanks to the collaboration of the Baka at Le Bosquet. 

My long stays with them and my commitments kept over many years made it possible to establish a close relationship based 

on mutual respect, a sense of shared con- cerns and real affection. It is a pleasure to present the results already obtained to 

them and to be asked about the next aspects to be addressed in further research concerning them. They ask for many 

analyses themselves and become indignant when we explain to them that we cannot carry out many of the analyses that 

they ask for because we have to ask for the agreement of committees that oppose them because they ‘‘only’’ concern 

fundamental research. Obvi- ously their anger is accompanied by comments such as ‘‘Why do others decide for us?’’ 

 
Decisions made without the Baka 

Applications   for   permits   (because   this   is   what   they are) to conduct research in a group (ethnic 

group/community/people) must go through an assess- ment by committees in which, in most cases, the groups concerned 

by the research are not represented, let alone consulted. These committees, whose members will judge whether the 

research protocols comply with national and 

 
especially international rules, are guided by thinking built up in contexts that are often very distant from the reality of the 

field where the research will be carried out. To return to the specific case of the Baka, although the Baka themselves are 

asking for studies that include invasive and non-invasive analyses (blood, X-rays, tissue, intestinal  biota,  etc.),  the 

members of the committees refuse such requests on the basis of criteria dictated by national or international bodies. 

There is no link between the decisions on the research that can be done and the wishes of the groups concerned. In other 

words, one group of ‘well-informed’ people decides for another group which is, ultimately, judged to be incapable of 

deciding for their own good.  Does this split relationship between decision-makers and protagonists not imply a kind of 

paternalism? Is there not behind this approach a vision of superiority of the one  over the other? Are we not facing a form 

of 21st century neo-colonialism? 

In addition, the filtering function of these committees seems to mean that their members think that the researcher can 

impose his will on a group which in turn is considered unable to defend itself and refuse it. Do the members of these 

committees think that the researcher can carry out his work without the consent of the group? Do they think that the 

researcher has forced or will force individuals to participate? Do they think that the researcher has the means to do so? 

All of this ultimately reflects an unpleasant distrust of researchers, a notable disregard for the ability of groups to 

decide in their own interests and, above all, all it reveals a profound lack of knowledge of field work. 
 

Conclusion 

It is essential for groups concerned by a research project to be consulted and if a committee has to assess the research 

project, members of the group concerned must be invited to participate in it. This would not add further delay to these 

already excessively long and expensive procedures. Above all, it would give the groups concerned full sovereignty over 

research projects concerning them. 
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