Materialities

Hunter-Gatherer variation: Issues of narrative

I shall be looking at a number of ethnographies of just one group (the San) and use this to explore the potential problems of ethnography itself.

The Great Kalahari Debate – politics, ego, narrative 

Lee's (1968) ecological model of San hunter-gatherers, which stressed the adaptive and ecologically-balanced nature of their way of life, and Lee's subsequent accounts of the San (Lee 1969, 1979, 1984), were much criticised in the late 1980s and early 1990s This criticism was based on two counts: firstly that Lee had not acknowledged, and in fact had actively dismissed, the extent and importance of San contact with other, non-hunting groups of people, and secondly, that Lee had fallen into the trap of depicting the San as a people without history, unchanged for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years.

"It is necessary first to consider why the hunting and gathering societies are important for social science. People who live by hunting and gathering - Inuit (Eskimo), Australian Aborigines, the Kalahari San - are among the few remaining representatives of a way of life that was, until 10 000 years ago, a human universal" (Lee 1979:1)

Wilmsen and Denbow published a paper in the same journal, absolutely slating Solway and Lee’s paper, but in particular Lee (significantly enough). See Wilmsen’s book Land filled with Flies and Denbow’s 1500 years of interaction (1984, on course outline) to show where they were coming from.

The two sets of writers came to represent the two extremes of a polarised academic battle about the San.

I just want to insert here that Kuper called this "the great Kalahari debate", on account of its complexity and, at times, ferocity; Kuper (1993) suggested that, after his initial success at the 1968 Man the Hunter symposium, Richard Lee: 

"...soon had reading over his shoulder a growing international community of experts with first-hand knowledge of other Bushmen groups - often, indeed, with fieldwork experience of the !Kung themselves. As his reputation grew, he became more vulnerable to critics. Tripping up Richard Lee might make a person's reputation..." (Kuper 1993:67)

So it is a battle for academic power as much as it is an attempt to depict the San accurately.

Wilmsen and Denbow (1990) used 2 strands of evidence to criticise Solway and Lee’s account of the San: an account of the area by the German geographer, Siegfried Passarge, published in 1905; and extensive archaeological evidence

Their historical source (Passarge) had observed that San people provided a great deal of labour for the Bantu, and that a lot of it was involuntary. 

"We met, for instance, a travelling Batuana [Motawana] in the Chansefeld [Ghanzi veld] in June 1897 and all his belongings were carried by a group of Bushmen...bent under the weight, while their masters with schambocks [sjamboks, whips made of thick hide such as that of hippo or giraffe] in their hands walked alongside" (Passarge 1905:122 as edited by and quoted in Wilmsen and Denbow 1990)

Wilmsen and Denbow drew on linguistic evidence. They showed that the San were aware of Tswana hierarchy and might well have been in the 19th century: "The concordance of Nata Khoe terms such as xkaihas, meaning "chief" (Hitchcock 1980:25) or "territory owner" (Hitchcock 1982:243), with the virtually identical terms...in the central and north-western Kalahari languages (Zhu: xhaiha, Gcwi: xheixama), for instance, supports the proposition that San-speakers have been entirely familiar with the structure and praxis of non egalitarian social forms for a very long time" (Wilmsen and Denbow 1990:496)

What has been the "true" nature of the contact between San hunter-gatherers and Tswana farmers through history? Perhaps it is not possible to say. This has demonstrated quite clearly that the story changes according to the storyteller, and that details of San history can be altered or ignored according to the message the anthropologist or archaeologist wishes to impart. What is certain is that the position of the San with regard to the Tswana today is subordinate. This issue has been picked up on by a number of academic visitors to the country and the government of Botswana has become, not surprisingly, sensitive to criticism from outsiders. Some of the more vociferous critics of government R.A.D. (Remote Area Dweller) policy have been "invited to leave" the country before now. Could it possibly be that Lee, in wanting to ensure the future running of the Harvard Kalahari Project has consistently played down the coercive nature of San and Tswana interaction? So, there are political considerations as well as academic ones.

Kent (1992) provided the voice of reason and suggested that much of the debate stemmed from the range of diversity among different groups of Basarwa in Botswana. She said that researchers on both sides of the debate were probably correct, depending on the group of Basarwa being studied 

Basarwa , !Kung, San,  is a Setswana word which means "people of the wilderness" and Basarwa groups can differ from one area to another in terms of language (some dialects of Sesarwa are mutually unintelligible), kinship systems, religion, settlement pattern and historical experience. 

Variation within one group: The Basarwa Of The Southern Kalahari And The Bantu
Vierich (1982) showed that within a single Basarwa group - the Kua - a wide range of economic strategies have been adopted which vary by locality from year to year, and from individual to individual (Vierich 1982).

Vierich (1982) suggested that most of the Basarwa of the southern Kalahari have interacted with agropastoralists for hundreds of years. In fact, if hunting and gathering has persisted as a way of life in Botswana, it is not because the Basarwa have been isolated; on the contrary, it is because of the contact they have had with surrounding agropastoralists. This is because, when they have needed to, hunter-gatherers have been able to occupy and survive in the economic niches that agropastoralism creates (Vierich 1982: 213).

Vierich (1982) concluded that there  are four separate clusters of varying types of interactive strategies. 

(1) a purely hunting and gathering strategy, 

(2) a basically hunting and gathering subsistence supplemented by products from agriculture and pastoralism on a seasonal or occasional basis, 

(3) a mixed strategy involving roughly equal inputs from the hunting and gathering economy and from the pastoral and agricultural economy, and finally 

(4) a pattern in which agriculture and pastoralism provide the majority if not all of the subsistence" (Vierich 1982:215-216). 

Basarwa hunter-gatherers rarely have kin rich in cattle and seeds and generally do not have as much access to wage employment in towns. Thus, when trying to start a herd or to grow crops, Basarwa may well face greater hardships than Bantu. Vierich (1982) also suggested that the traditional Basarwa expectations and obligations of generalised reciprocity mean that it is not actually in an individual's best interest to run the risks of building up a herd of cattle, only to have to distribute them among his kin should the demand be made. 

Good to read:
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