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Do you know the Philippine aboriginal minority people known as Negritos? It is they whom
anthropologists have long believed to be the oldest indigenous hunter-gatherers of South East
Asia. Yet, now, the basis of their life is being threatened.
Last September in Surigao City of Mindanao Island, I was invited to talk in an international
symposium “Dialogue with Mamanwas”. The Mamanwa is one of the various tribes which
together constitute the Negrito people among whom I have been studying to ascertain their
origins through using genetic markers.
Currently, the majority of the indigenous peoples in the Philippines are descended from
agricultural peoples who moved from East Asia in the Neolithic era after ~5000 years ago.
The Spanish, who came to the islands in the 16th Century, noticed however that there were
also people other than agriculturists in the mountain regions, people who were of very short
stature, who had dark skins and curly hair. They called them Negritos (small negroes).
Later, anthropological, archeological and linguistic studies revealed that they are the
descendants of hunter-gatherers who migrated from the Indonesian region in the late
Paleolithic era (40,000~10,000 years ago), at a time before agriculture had started.
Until recently, and without agriculture, they worked to be self-sufficient through hunting,
fishing and gathering plants, and also by bartering with neighbouring people. In my
experience of and with them, I have discovered that they have a deep knowledge of and
respect for nature. They are quick-witted, cheerful and kind. They hate a fight, yet have
attempted to preclude, through avoidance, the expansion of agricultural people who have
come to live in remote mountainous areas. But, they have been and are now suffering from
prejudice against them and consequent discrimination.
We were, of course, all hunter-gatherers 10,000 years ago. Moreover, hunter-gatherers are the
world’s true indigenous people as also, I would argue, a living witness to the origins of
humanity. Indeed we need to learn many things from them.
Over 30 years ago, in 1978, I visited some Negritos’ living area whilst being guided by a
young Mamanwa man who made me climb a mountain adjacent to a small village,
Urbistondo, to the south of Surigao City. At that time the Mamanwa people did not build a
village in which to reside. Rather, they lived scattered over a broad area in which men hunted
wild boars and other animals and gathered mountain plants (such as rattan and orchid),
bartering some with local agriculturalists for rice and miscellaneous goods at local markets.
Women, on the other hand, raised children and gathered bananas, taros, and mountain
vegetables. The Mamanwa indeed seemed to be well adapted to nature and their environment.
However, after attending an international symposium in Surigao City, I visited Urbistondo
again to see the current situation of the Mamanwas. I was stunned to the point of having to

jump out of the car in which I was being driven. The forests had all gone from the mountains
behind the town and dump trucks were roaring around in the dust that remained. The sandy
beach that I had known had also disappeared to make space for a site where cargo vessels, a
number of which I saw waiting to approach, might tie up. When I asked what had happened I
was told that a big mining developmental project to extract nickel and other metals was
underway, with a big Japanese enterprise playing a central role. A consequence was that
Mamanwa people had been forced to move to a poor small village built near the coast and
well away from the mountain area where they had previously lived and subsisted. One old
man whom I interviewed grumbled sadly that he wanted to go back to the mountain.
Around the village my colleagues and I met a group of lowlanders all armed with guns. When
I asked them why they carried guns, they answered that it was because the area had been
attacked a few years previously by a group protesting against the mining project, and this is
why they were now protecting the area.
I was so sad and ashamed as a Japanese to see all of this – to see that behind the prosperity of
the modern civilization we enjoy is environmental destruction and infringement of the human
rights of indigenous people, especially of the weakest-positioned hunter-gatherers. This is
something of which we should all be aware.
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