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Annex 1 
 

The African Commission’s Working Group on Indigenous Populations / Communities 
has debunked several misconceptions regarding indigenous peoples in Africa: 

 
Misconception 1: To protect the rights of indigenous peoples gives special rights to 
some ethnic groups over and above the rights of all other groups. 
 
Certain groups face discrimination because of their particular culture, mode of 
production, and marginalized position within the state. The protection of their rights 
is a legitimate call to alleviate this particular form of discrimination. It is not about 
special rights. 
 
Misconception 2: Indigenous is not applicable in Africa as “all Africans are 
indigenous.” 
 
There is no question that Africans are indigenous to Africa in the sense that they 
were there before the European colonialists arrived and that they were subject to 
subordination during colonialism. When some particular marginalized groups use 
the term “indigenous” to describe themselves, they use the modern analytical form 
(which does not merely focus on aboriginality) in an attempt to draw attention to and 
alleviate the particular form of discrimination they suffer from. They do not use the 
term in order to deny other Africans their legitimate claim to belong to Africa and 
identify as such. 
 
Misconception 3: Talking about indigenous rights will lead to tribalism and ethnic 
conflicts. 
 
Giving recognition to all groups, respecting their differences and allowing them all to 
flourish does not lead to conflict, it prevents conflict. What creates conflict is when 
certain dominant groups force a contrived “unity” that only reflects perspectives and 
interests of powerful groups within a given state, and which seeks to prevent weaker 
marginal groups from voicing their unique concerns and perspectives. Conflicts do 
not arise because people demand their rights but because their rights are violated. 
Protecting the human rights of particularly discriminated groups should not be seen 
as tribalism and disruption of national unity. On the contrary, it should be welcomed 
as an interesting and much needed opportunity in the African human rights arena to 
discuss ways of developing African multicultural democracies based on the respect 
and contribution of all ethnic groups. 
 
Source: Paraphrased from Report of the African Commission’s Working Group on 
Indigenous Populations/Communities, Adopted by the African Commission on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights at its 34th Ordinary Session, November 6-20, 2003. 
 


