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Preface
by the Editor

Migration and the problems of interethnic co-existence that it causes have become a
major concern for many citizens in the West. Over the past decades, tens of thousands
from the less fortunate parts of the world have left their countries of origin for the rich,
industrialized North, fleeing from violence, political persecution and the general lack
of economic perspectives. As a result, conservative political parties from France to
the Netherlands, from Switzerland to Australia, and from Italy to Denmark have come
to power — or very close to power - on xenophobic party platforms, causing major
changes in the political landscape of western democracies. Migrants and the question
of how to integrate them have become very emotional subjects, and to raise the topic
in the context of an IWGIA publication will be reason for suspicion for some and
invite applause from others.

The concern of the present volume and the research project which has animated it
isa different kind of migration from the one that so preoccupies the minds of Westerners
these days. It does not lead from the peripheries of the world to the metropolitan
centers, but takes place entirely in the Southern hemisphere. Its direct effects on the
rich world, therefore, are limited; the conflicts it engenders have the habit of ejecting
refugees to neighbouring countries, not across the North-South divide.

In most, but not all cases, the migration that this book deals with is not migration
across international borders, but so-called “internal migration” within the territory of
a nation-state. We are not concerned with the migration of rural folk to urban centers
which is so characteristic of the developmental dynamics of developing countries,
but mainly with migratory movements which bring rural people to more remote
rural areas. The book’s focus is on the migration of mostly poor, landless settlers
into the domains of indigenous peoples, into frontier areas. The arena of the conflicts
engendered by this migration is thus the periphery of the periphery, and it is not
surprising that the world hardly notices the often ferocious clashes that occur there
more or less regularly. This lack of attention by the general public ts matched by the
lack of systematic scientific studies on conflicts at present-day settlement frontiers.
Turning to migration studies for help and theoretical guidance, I found that they had
very little to say about our subject, as almost all theoretical work deals with migration



from national and international peripheries to metropolitan centers. Comparative
studies and efforts at theory-building on internal migrations to frontier areas are, to
my knowledge, practically absent. To try to start filling this gap is one of the goals of
this book and the research project from which it sprang.

It is a mistery to me why the subject has met with so little interest so far. The
inattention of scholars and even the activist community is in striking contrast with
the ubiquity of tensions and the occurrence of open conflicts caused by migration to
indigenous domains. No small number of indigenous insurgencies and ethno-nationalist
struggles in Asia are nativist in the sense that they are driven in part or mainly by the
question of land and its loss to migrants, It is amazing, therefore, that the subject has
attracted so little interest from security studies, or researchers of internal conflict and
civil war. Scholars dealing with indigenous affairs, as well, have hardly raised the
subject. My own research experience in the Philippines and Indonesia, for example,
tells me that even where indigenous movements single out the state for criticism, much
of the everyday problems on the ground and the sentiments of the village grassroots
would warrant a closer look at the role of settlers as at least partly autonomous agents
of land alienation. Historically, the star in the cast of the “Great Terrain Robbery”,
the dramatic epic of the displacement of indigenous peoples from their territories, has
been the settler. On the more narrowly academic plane, too, migrants to the frontier
emerge as iridescent characters with an intriguing theoretical dimension. Even while
migrating on their own, they can can often be shown to be part of state designs aiming
at extending territorial control and disseminating the values that make the state and,
today, the nation. The settler, therefore, is at once outside and inside the state, a strange
hybrid that historically has contributed enormously to building and consolidating state
forms of organization where they are most contested.

I surmise that the lack of interest in the topic stems from a certain uneasiness
that the subject of the settler and the conflicts surrounding him/her seem to provoke.
For one, is it not true that more often than not, settlers are destitute and downtrodden
human beings, migrating because they lack other possibilities to secure themselves
and their families a decent life? “There are no bad guys in the Sierra Madre”, said
the Nepalese anthropologist, Navin Rai (cited in Bion-Griffin 1985:100), who set out
to study the embattled Agta foragers in the Northern Philippines. Though lowland
settlers were the main cause of the slow demise of the Agta, Rai had to acknowledge
that they had come for respectable reasons, and he found it difficult to hold them
responsible for the Agta’s plight. It is clearly not easy to make moral judgements on
rights and wrongs where, in a sense, victims are facing victims.

A second, related and equally vexing question haunts the subject. Are not settlers
and their indigenous adversaries both part of civil society (earlier generations would
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have talked of the “lower classes™), and are we not going in the wrong direction
when we highlight the often murderous conflicts between them? Is it not our task
as responsible critical scholars to celebrate civil society as the repository of political
reason, as against the unreason of the state? Much of the writings in development
studies of the past years seems to suggest so, and it sits uneasily with many that poor
buggers, indigenous and non-indigenous, could at times display such a penchant for
cruel and bloody conflict.

Thirdly — and finally -, we may ask, are indigenous anti-migrant movements and
their discourses so much different from the familiar chauvinist discourses of right-
wing parties in Europe and other western countries, and should we therefore really
give them voice and risk becoming their accomplices by addressing the migration
problem?

These are valid injunctions, and all of us who have contributed to this volume have
taken them seriously. We have tried to remain conscious of the fact that anti-settler
discourse in fact is xenophobic discourse, and the close ideological relative of the
language of hatred of the right-wing politician. Another constant challenge was to try
not to reify culture and posit absolute ethnic opposites — here the indigenous, there the
settler —, and enter the discussion with preconceived notions on who it is that we have to
empower, and who not. Though easy to state as a matter of sociological principle, it is
often difficult to do justice to the fact that both societies in the encounter are internally
highly differentiated; too often, ambiguity in attitude towards the supposed ethnic
antagonists fails to be recorded, as is pragmatic collaboration with them. [nsiduously,
furthermore, inherent in the very vocabulary that we use to discuss frontier migration
and its attendant conflicts are moral judgements and sublime political advice as to how
to overcome such conflicts. Thus, by addressing indigenous peoples as communities,
we attribute the indigenous a sense of collectivity, with all the rights that follow from
international human rights instruments, while denying the same to the settler, whom we
individualize and in a sense automatically disenfranchise. Even more value-laden are
terms such as “intruders” or “trespassers” for migrants and other non-native frontier
actors; we have tried to avoid them whenever possible, but our usage throughout the
book is, admittedly, still uneven. In all, we have tried to be alive to the complexities of
the topic without making them an excuse to avoid clear judgements where these seem
to be called for.

This book is the outcrop of a four-year (2001-2005) comparative research project
onconflicts betweeenindigenous communities and settlers in South and Southeast Asia,
conducted under the auspices of Switzerland’s NCCR North-South program (National
Centre of Competence in Research North-South: Research Partnerships for Mitigating
Syndroms of Global Change). The program, directed by Prof. Dr. Hans Hurni (Centre
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for Development and Environment, CDE, Berne), is co-funded by the Swiss National
Science Foundation (SNSF) and the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
(SDC), Switzerland’s official arm for development cooperation. Complemented by
three newly-commissioned articles, the book comprises the most important papers
presented at the project’s Inter-Disciplinary Workshop on the “Dimensions, Dynamics
and the Transformation of Resource Conflicts between Indigenous Peoples and
Settlers in Frontier Regions of South and Southeast Asia” at the Sport-Hétel, Mont-
Soleil/St. Imier (BE), Switzerland (25th to 29th September 2002). All of them have
been revised and updated to accommodate recent developments on the ground. One
of the papers was enlarged beyond recognition so it could serve as a rough blueprint
for a planned Ph. D. dissertation (Geiger, “Tumner in the Tropics™); though I strove to
keep the narrative simple and plain, [ must ask readers to pardon the paper’s excessive
length and its overdose of quotations, references and other concessions to academic
conventions.

Given the geographical focus of the research project that is the backdrop to this
book, a clear majority of the articles deal with case material from South and Southeast
Asia, rendering the reference to Latin America in the title somewhat dubious. That
impression is, however, deceiving. Not only do the two Latin American case studies
(Hvalkof, “Colonization and Conflict”, and Campos, “From Villains and Victims to
Environmental Activists”) cover major countries of the region with settlement policies
that reflect regional trends, but the article that sketches a framework for the enquiry
of settlement processes at national peripheries (Geiger, “Turner in the Tropics™)
makes constant reference to Latin American conditions, and the analytical concept it
proposes has in important parts been developed on the basis of literature on the region.
It is the frontier theme that unifies the seemingly disparate accounts from the Latin
American and Asian arenas of conflicts on colonization fronts, and it is by reference
to the frontier that astounding similarities emerge from an interregional comparison.

Funding for the publication of this book and the workshop which gave rise to
it came from the SNSF and the SDC, and was made available by the NCCR North-
South; it is herewith gratefully acknowledged. My gratitude for their unrelenting
support (inspite of my regular flaunting of publication deadlines) goes to Prof. Laurent
Goetschel of Swisspeace, the leading house of our research project, as well as Dr. Eva
Ludi (Overseas Development Agency, formerly Swisspeace), Nathalie Gasser and Dr.
Didier Péclard who, at various times in the process, were my immediate superiors and
overseers on the construction site. Give or take a few moments of panic, Prof. Jiirg
Helbling (Department of Social Anthropology, University of Ziirich) has been a most
lenient and trusting boss; thanks for having steered the project through the shallows
and past the rapids that sometimes threatened to undo it. I am grateful to Chris Emi
and Kaspar Kasics for having offered their photographs. Helpful editorial comments
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and suggestions have come from Irina Wenk (Department of Social Anthropology,
University of Ziirich), and Colin Nicholas at COAC (Center for Orang Asli Concems)
deserves credit for his professionalism and patient indulgence as the publication’s final
editor. I owe most, however, to Chris Emi, friend and patron at IWGIA, Christoph
Schwager, my companion in this and other shaky endeavours, and to Edgar Keller,
who read and improved the entire manuscript and lent his unfailing eye to the tedious
task of proofreading.
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