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The musical and choreographic skills of Africa’s ‘Pygmy’ 
populations have long been defining features of their 
particular way of life. These performative talents have 
been taken as signifiers of a unique evolutionary herit-
age, as markers of ontological difference and of a sacred, 
forest-bound existence. Whilst acknowledging creativity 
and agency, this paper eschews a speculative longue 
duree and focuses on a relatively short-term and knowa-
ble history of events that have taken place in the Ituri 
forest, the Great Lakes region and Europe. From mo-
ments of colonial first contact through missionary en-
counters to contemporary engagements with the State, 
conservation and tourism, an image of the all singing, all 
dancing ‘Pygmy’ emerges. What this image reveals is a 
highly complex and shifting web of power relations that 
govern how the ‘Pygmy’ is conceptualized and, more 
importantly, how the world has and continues to engage 
with very real people. The performing ‘Pygmy’ has been 
given a value within a very particular logic and mode of 
extraction that involves hunting, capturing, trading and 
collecting in various forms. This ‘Pygmy’ has been biolo-
gized, zoologized and anthropologized, transformed into 
a cypher of other people's desires. The consequence is a 
state of exclusion, ‘bare life’ and extreme hypermargin-
ality. 
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