Anthropology.
People’s Worlds: Lives and Livelihoods.  

        ‘In 1000 words compare and contrast different conceptions of the environment.’

The lives, cultures and worldviews of hunter-gatherers and nomadic peoples around the globe are defined by their environments on which they depend for survival. 
The environments in which these groups live, vary greatly, as do their conceptions of the environment. 

The Mbuti: ‘People of the Forest.’

The Mbuti are an indigenous group made up of several bands of pygmy hunter-gatherers, living in the Congo region of Africa. They live in the Ituri forest, to which they are deeply connected, as it provides everything they need to survive. In the forest, the Mbuti are safe and at home, navigating their environment with ease. To ‘outsiders’ of the forest, such as the inhabitants of surrounding villages, the forest can be a threatening place, particularly the deeper areas in which the Mbuti thrive. This outside perception of the forest is sometimes due to fear of wild animals and evil spirits, however for the Mbuti, forest life holds ‘’little hardship, so they have no need for belief in evil spirits. For them it is a good world.’’ (Turnbull, 1961, p. 19)

The Mbuti move through the forest, only ever settling temporarily, in camps in which they fashion huts from large leaves. They are able to find comfort in their camps, building fires and preferring to sit on chairs fashioned from wood, or on logs as opposed to on the floor. (Turnbull, 1961) Hunting is often bountiful, as the forest is home to an abundance of animals such as antelopes, with much of the Mbuti’s diet consisting of meat. Other nutritional assets provided by the forest include mushrooms, roots, fruits and herbs that are used to create medicines. (Pygmies of the Rain Forest, 1975)

Beyond shelter, nutrition and medicines, the forest also holds recreational and ceremonial value to the Mbuti, who fashion instruments from natural materials, and paint with the juice from berries. Through these means, the forest is key to Mbuti music and artwork, which can be sacred, practical or entertaining. An example of both a ritualistic and instrumental item is the molimo, used to signify mourning or catastrophe, within the forest. This instrument is of great importance to the Mbuti, and because of this, is only supposed to be used within the deeper parts of their forest home, away from villages or the more open areas near them. As the forest is so sacred to the Mbuti, it is logical that their most sacred instruments and rituals unfold deep within their sanctuary.

Due to the Mbuti’s love for their home, they live off the environment without causing substantial or long-lasting damage, and have the utmost respect for the forest itself, sharing a symbiotic relationship. In the view of the Mbuti, the forest generously gives them all they need, in return for their respect, gratitude, and performance of rituals. This can be seen in Turnbull’s ‘The Forest People’ in which he recounts a member of the Mbuti named Njobo, expressing confidently that their new camp would be a ‘’good camp’’, stating: ‘’the forest has given us meat before we have even built our houses.’’ (1961, p.60) Similarly, it is noted within the book that the Mbuti feel the need to ‘’make the forest happy’’, by feasting and celebrating for an extended period of time following a brief period of mourning. 

The Mbuti feel that it is negative to remain within the nearby villages or plantations for too long, as they ‘’cannot refuse the forest’’, experiencing an intense sense of belonging to it, accompanied by joy and happiness when within it. 


The Nuer: Valley of the Nile.

The Nuer are a predominantly pastoral, Nilotic people, inhabiting the Nile Valley, concentrated largely in South Sudan. The land upon which the Nuer live is dictated by the seasons, as during dry seasons they live in riverside camps where fish and water are easily accessible, whereas during the rainy seasons the Nuer live on higher ground in permanent villages, avoiding flooded land. The Nuer’s cattle are central to their way of life, always considered their most valuable possession, meaning that the Nuer’s environment shapes them through its effects on their herds. While the Mbuti regard their environment itself as sacred, the Nuer view cattle as sacred, valuing these animals (and subsequently, their pastures) above all else. 

The Nuer’s cattle are their chief source of nutrition, though not always through the consumption of meat, but rather the consumption of milk and millet which are the ‘’staple foods of the Nuer…  and when the millet supply is exhausted, the Nuer are dependent on milk and fish.’’ (Evans-Pritchard, 1944) The Nuer do not raise cattle with the intent of slaughter, reserving the consumption of cattle meat to ritual sacrifices, and as a last resort. When an ox, or cow is sacrificed, the Nuer honour its ghost, grateful for its meat. Due to the utilization of milk, millet, and the consumption of animals that have been sacrificed or have died of natural causes, the Nuer do not need to engage in hunting very often, setting them apart from groups such as the Mbuti or the San of the Kalahari. Beyond nutrition, status and currency, cattle are used by the Nuer as raw material from which they can fashion the likes of beds, drums, pipes, spears and shields, (Evans-Pritchard, 1944, p. 28)  whilst their dung is used for fuel.

The Nuer endure hardship in order to ensure they are attending the needs of their herds, facing obstacles such as carnivorous predators, and insects, however the relationship is symbiotic as the Nuer depend on the herd for survival. 

The needs of the herd outweigh the needs of the surrounding environment, however, the Nuer are a people that like the Mbuti, value their home environment greatly, believing that they ‘’live in the finest country on earth, envying no people their heritage…’’ (Evans-Pritchard, 1938) with a love and pride for their home, similar to that of the Mbuti. 
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