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FORAGERS FOR LIFE: RELATIONS OF PROPERTY, PRODUCTION,
AND LABOR IN THE PERPETUATION OF BUSHMAN STATUS

By Edwin Wilmsen

Unlike all other native peoples of southern Africa, none of
those called "Bushmen" {(the majority of whom speak San lan-
guages)l have been able, in this century, to accumuiate suffi-
cient capital with which to maintain significant herds of cattle
of their own. Why is this so? What accounts for the continued
existence in modern southern Africa of peoples who appear to have
practiced until recently an aboriginal foraging econamy?2 wWhy
are there peoples in the twentieth century who could conceivably
be labelled "Bushmen"?

At the same time, in this century in Botswana and Namibia, a
significant majority of peopies so labelled have pursued a sub-
stantially pastoralist way of life in symbiosis with, emploved
by, or enserfed to Bantu speaking cattle owners, primarily
Batswana and Herero. As we shall see, this is equally true of
earlier centuries with the modification that some proportion of
San speakers, themselves, then owned herds of respectable size.
And all "Bushmen foragers," no matter how far into the center of
the Kalahari they may have been found at any particular moment,

were in those previous centuries - and remain now - enmeshed
through kinship and material production networks in the dominant
pastoralist economies of the region. Despite this, during this

century, no contemporary San herders have been able to establish
livestock-based domestic economies independent of Bantu pastoral-
ists until this decade, when a few are managing to do so. None
have yet been able to enter into commodity production of cattie
for readily available commercial markets now dominated by Tswana
and Herero producers. What are the reasons for this state of af-
fairs?

in the prevailing paradigm of anthropology applied to the
Kalahari, that of evolutionary ecology, these have been non-ques-
tions, never asked, without answers. This is because the dis-
tinction drawn by Levi-Strauss (1958) between peoples prior to
history and those in history has fundamentally informed all an-
thropological approaches to San-speaking "foragers." Ethnogra-
phers of these peoples have assumed that they were guintessential
aboriginal foragers whose way of life had changed littlie for mil-
lenia. Both geographic isolation and cultural conservatism were
invoked to account for this static condition. It was asserted,
without investigation, that neither African agropastoralists nor
any other external influence had impinged significantly on their
igolation until the middle third of this century. As a conse-
guence, San were declared to be socially and culturally uninter-
ested in and unprepared for participation im independent pastoral



economies., Oddly, at the same time, they were acknowledged to be
seasoned herdsmen for others.

More than anvything else, that evolutionist paradigm, with
those premises, has raised the San from public obscurity; through
it, the "Kalahari Bushmen" have captured the imagination of the
world. So strong has been the appeal that Wobst laments with
justified consternation that a "Bushman" model has come to domi-
nate anthropological constructions not onliy of modern, but of
prehistoric foragers as well. This, indeed, has come to pass.
But the image upon which that model is itself constructed was
drawn from the intersection of theories of cultural ecology and
of cuitural evolution where a notion was conceived about the life
of hunters-in-a-worid-of-hunters prior to the intervention of do-
mesticated modes of production.

Anthropoclogists have projected this image ahistorically onto
a present conceived to have, for Bushmen hunters {(now called
foragers), an essentially synchronic, shallow past. To para-
phrase Cohn's words: a place has been posited where natives are
authentic, untouched, and aboriginal: where it is possible to
deny the central historical fact that the peoples studied are
constituted in the historically significant colonial situation;
where it is thought possible to affirm instead that these peopiles
are somehow out of time and history {(Cohn 1980:199). Historians,
for their part, paint a similarly synchronic image into the first
chapters of their books and then insert that image incrementally
- and unchanged - at points along their otherwise progressive
narratives. Vansina {1985) responds eloguently to this practicer
"The time should be long past that hunter-gatherers ... are seen
as living witnesses to primordial conditions of life, as “roots
of heaven,' .... unfortunately, this image still lingers [and]
has made it almost impossible it seems to shake off the old pre-
nisses." Wolf (1883), in the same vein, massively documents the
fallacy underlying any such notion of peoples without history.

My purpose here is to shake at least some of those o0ld
premises loose, if not off, from the San. The gquestions that
opened this essay are central to a more satisfactory assessment
than we now have of the proper place of "Bushmen" in the anthro-
pological lexicon of cultural categories. More urgently, answers
to these guestions are essential elements in current efforts to
gain equity for those of southern Africa's peoples who have been
toc long relegated to that subordinating category.

For these answers, we must dig into the archaeology of the
Kalahari to gain a view of the precapitalist economic formations
0f the region and inteo archival records to follow the transforma-
tion of these precapitalist forms under coloniail domination. In
the course of this exegesis, it willi be shown that peoples called
"Bushmen" actively played significant roies in the economic and
political history of the region; by no means were all such peo-
ples always stockless foragers. It will also become clear that
"Bushmen" is an invented category the referents and designees of
which change in concert with altering regional circumstances.



Work of mine in progress (Wilmsen ms} extensively documents the

evidence upon which the foregoing assertions are based; much of
the following argument is also condensed from that work and from
an earlier essay {(Wilmsen 1983).

Passarge {1907) set the tone for ethnographic reporting of
San when he divided "Das Leben der Buschmanner in fruheren
Zeiten" (Bushman life in earlier times} from that "in der Jetzt-
zeit" {in the present). His observational present was 1896-98
and featured Zhu as husbandmen of cattle and goats, associates
{subordinate) of Tswana and Herero, and - in immediately preced-
ing decades but no longer then - participants in mercantile
trade, as well as foragers of wild resources. His earlier time,
by which he meant the late precolonial period, was the same with
husbandry, external contact, and trade subtracted while foraging
was extrapolated to £ill the void. Modern anthropologists -
Marshall (1978), Lee (1979), Tanaka {(1980), and Silberbauer
(1981) - follow that precedent. They report the presence of peo-
ples and activities extraneous to their purpose and then set them
aside to be reintroduced later in the narrative, if at all, only
to emphasize the distance of San from other peoples and their at-
tendent influences.

I shall not detain readers with a descriptive reiteration of
San foraging activities; anpyone not familiar with these and wish-
ing to gain such familiarity may turn to the above- mentioned
ethnographies, even perhaps to Passarge for whom we need make few
allowances due to the passage of time in this regard. But I will
summarize, in order to emphasize, the conditions of husbandry and
association that encompassed San economic and social relations at
the time the observations were made upon which those modern clas-
sic ethnographies of these peoples are based. First, official
Botswana veterinary service reccords for anthrax and bucillosis
inoculation show that during the 1950s and early 1960s about
10,000 cattle were kept in the NxaiNxai-Qangwa valleys. This
number fell, due to drought and outbreaks of foot-and-mouth dis-
ease, to about 6,000 in the late 1960s but had rebounded by 1974
(Wilmsen 1975 documents these recaords). The area in which these
animals were Kept is about 50km X 60km, 3,000kmZ2, a size which
indicates a stocking rate of about 2 - 8 head per km2. Similar
stocking rates are maintained in the rest of Ngamiland where wa-
ter is obtainable, hence, where people live. Quantitative state-
ments of this kind cannot be projected into earlier decades much
less into previous centuries, but evidence to be presented later
in this essay will support the proposition that significant num-
bers of cattle have been kept in the region for a very long time.

During the 1960s and 1970s, 99 percent of the cattle in the
.NxaiNxai-Qangwa area were owned by Batswana and Herero. The
first accurate figures we have for Zhu stock ownership are pro-
vided by Lee (1979:411} for the period 1967-69. At this time, 27
percent of the 151 adult male Zhu in his sample acknowledged own-
ership of 102 head among themselves for an average of 2.5 head
per owning household. Ownership of donkeys and goats was, re-
spectively, 20 percent and 55 percent higher. Furthermore, Lee



(1979:409) tells us "that many [of these] men had owned cattle
and goats in the past.” In addition, every one of these men was
then, or had recently been, actively engaged in the care of cat-
tle for others (Wilmsen 1982).

Records for the other areas where San were observed at about
mid-century are far less informative. Tanaka (1980:50-51) tells
us that in the central Kalahari some Gwi owned goats and donkeys,
but he gives no further information and seems to think that these
were more-or-less whimsical acquisitions. At the same time, he
finds that the Gwi are "parasitic ... on the field and dairy
products of the [Ba)lKgalagadi for a good deal of their food."
Silberbauer is silent on the matter, while Marshall (1976:61)
dismisses it with a footnote saying that many Zhu "expressed the
wish to have cattle."

With respect to association with Bantu speakers, Lee (1979:
53) again provides the only managable data; these are revealing.
0of the rather stable population of about 900 persons who lived in
the NxaiNxai-Qangwa area during the 1960s and 1970s, 43 percent
to 49 percent were Tswana and Herero. Put another way, only
slightly more than half of the inhabitants of the area were Zhu
"Bushmen” during the period under consideration. We have already
heard from Tanaka that Gwi rely substantially on Bakgalagadi
coresidents, whatever their relative numbers which are not given,
who are not otherwise mentioned. Again, Silberbauer has nothing
te say. Marshall (1976:58-59) dissembles, mentioning only a few
non-San, pastoralist families while citing several police actions
to remove others in enforcement of imposed bureaucratic policies
regarding land allocation among native groups.

Now, this brief recitation of economic holdings and group
associations should give us pause. If fewer than half the inhab-
itants (Bantu) of an area are able to control 99 percent of the
most valuable commodity {cattle) in the area and the other, pro-
portionally greater, part of the inhabitants {San) remain depen-
dent upon them for substantial parts of their livelihood -
through employment, servitude, symbiotic exchange, “"parasitism,”
or whatever - while investing meager resources to gain a small
share in that valuable commodity and expressing a wish to in-
crease that share but being unable to do so in significant mea-
sure, then something is going on in the environment that tran-
scends ecology and supersedes evolution.

The structure of this complex situation lies in the histori-
cally realized and transformed social relations of production of
the groups involved along with their associated means of produc-—
tion. To adequately define these groups and the relations among
“them, it is necessary to apalyze them in their historic and so-
cial contexts, and further, to analyze shifts in these contexts
as they altered relations among the groups. An analysis of the
history of property relations and of the place of labor in the
political economy of the region is the essential first step in
this project.8



Let us, then, turn our attention.to that history of property
relations, first to that part revealed by archaeology. Review of
the recent prehistory of the Kalahari adds significant dimensions
to our understanding of the variety of circumstances in which its
present inhabitants exist. Roughly 2000 years ago, Iron Age pas-
toralists began to occupy the Kalahari as part of the wide-rang-
ing penetration of pastoralist economies into socuthern Africa.
Domestic animals and grains, along with metaliurgy, formed the
basis of these economies, and were introduced below the Okavango-
Zambezi river systems at this time, '

During the first centuries A.D., the northern margin of the
Kalahari was actively part of a wider sphere extending into An-
gola, Zaire, and Zambia, where relatively small communities of
Bantu and Khoisan speakers intermingled. Economic and linguistic
- and, therefore, social - transfers appear to have flown freely
among those communities with the result that pastoral economies
became well established in the Kalahari (Denbow and Wilmsen
1986). By A.D. 500, such economies were entrenched throughout
southern Africa all the way to the Cape itself.

This Iron Age system grew rapidly duoring the next 500 years.
In eastern Botswana, a three-tiered hierarchy of settlements de-
veloped with a few primary centers dominating surrounding sec-
ondary and tertiary sites (Denbow 1984}. The pastoral economic
form of this system was mature and pervasive. A measure of the
s8ize of herds that were kept is provided by kraal dung deposits
which were burned and thus preserved through silicification. At
the primary centers, Taukome and Toutswe, these deposits reach
diameters of 100m and depths of 150c¢cm; such deposits are also of-
ten found at tertiary sites but in much smaller size. Con-
versely, hunted animal remains far outnumber those of domesti-
cates in the small locations while at the central nodes these
proportions are reversed. Metal is scarce and exotic goods are
absent at the smaller locations where stone tools predominate.
Abundant metal tools and ornaments along with glass beads and sea
shells attest to the hierarchically dominant status of the large
central nodes. These beads and shells were luxury items obtained
through exchange networks that reached Arab importers on the east
coast of the continent. It seemes evident that immigrant pas-
toralists quickly dominated the indigenous foraging systems of
the eastern Kalahari and incorporated them hegemonically into an
expanded political economy in which both hunting and herding were
pursued at all hierarchical levels.

The history of pastoralism in the western sandveld Kalahari
has a similar chronology although it differs in a number of sig-
nificant social and economic details. The essential Iron Age el-
ements, cattle-sheep-goat pastoralism, cultivation of grains, and
metalliurgy, are present here from the sixth century onward
(Denbow and Wilmsen 1983). Glass beads and sea shells found at
three sites extend the transcontinental trade established for the
eastern region far into the west by A.D. 800; at least one site,
Ngoma, seems to have been an important entrepot through which ex-
ports and imports were channelled. River mussel shells, fish



bones, and a distinctive stone material delineate the more local,
intraregional trade networks between Okavango and sandveld commu-
nities. An important contrast is that fhese western sites do not
display the complex hierarchical structure found in the east.
Another is that ceramic stvles are not homogeneous; variants of-
ten associated elsewhere with Khoisan and others with Bantu are

found in the same sites, often in direct association. This sug-
gests that their makers engaged in a more mutually balanced in-
teraction than did their eastern counterparts. It appears that

pastoralist penetration into the western Kalahari was on a
smaller scale than in the east and that different mechanisms of
political economic¢c interaction were at work here.

The entire range of Kalahari environments was incorporated
into these Early Iron Age systems, from the riverine and hardveld
ecosystems far out into the sandveld {(Wilmsen 1978). This is not
really surprising: the region is more properly described as sa-
vannah rather than desert and provides superb pasturage if not
overstocked. It should not be overlooked, moreover, in light of
the importance of interregional trade, that pasturage was not the
only resource sought at this time; commodities for exchange were
equally important.

Ags trade with the east coast grew in scale, however, the
nearer peoples on the Zimbabwe highlands organized trading net-
-works to their own benefit. The routes to the ocean from the
‘west were truncated beginning in the eleventh century by the de-
veloping trader states, Kami, Great Zimbabwe, and Mapungubwe and
from then on the Kalahari was reduced to the sole status of pro-
ducer in the Indian Ocean trade. Ceramic- and metal-using
agropastoralist economies continued to function in the Kalahari,
but now under the shadow of Zimbabwean states; a series of sites
dated from the twelfth to the nineteenth centuries documents this
continuity into the time of recorded history.

A colonial trade boom in the nineteenth century, based on
ivory, feathers, and cattle, brought a wide variety of Europeans
with their guest for wealth, their goods of many kinds, and their
force of arms into the region and transformed its economy and so-
ciety once again. The first written records show that Europeans
entered an already flourishing precolonial trade in which San
were major producers, In 1850 Livingstone (1912:113, 116)
recorded that a very large number of ostriches were killed annu-
ally by Bushmen who traded the feathers of these birds to the
Ndebele. A few vears - later, Chapman (1971, I:143) wrote in his
diary that Bushmen who accompanied his expeditions urged him to
shoot ostriches so that they could obtain more black feathers for
that trade, & request with which he readily complied, since he
wanted the white feathers which then had an inflated value on the
European market,.

Those reports are from the eastern Kalahari. In the west,
in Namibia, Galton (1953:172), also in 1830, observed the active
trade among Ovambo, Herero, and San in which beads, shells, iron
and copper implements, salt, cattle, and many other goods were



constantly moving from source toc consumer. European items were
quickly incorporated into this precclonial trade (Birmingham
1981:38). Brink had already noticed on the Orange River in 1761
the presence of Portugese glass beads transferred so far south
from their Kongo-Angolan entry intoe Africa through the agency of
San and Tswana middlemen {Mossop 1947:51). Okihiro {(1976:187-
189) summarizes similar networks from the east coast where Por-
tugese had now replaced Arabs-as the agents of transmission in
the overseas trade. :

In 1836, Alexander {1938, 1:287) recorded trade in metals,
ornaments, and livestock between interior peoples in central
Namibia and Portugese north of the Cunene on the Angolan coast.
Not long after, Oswell (1900, II:230, 245), the first Englishman
along with Livingstone to reach the river systems on the northern
edge of the Kalahari, reported that many people there were
dressed in European cloth and clething. In 1855, the Canadian
trader, Green (1857,1:585-539), found that gunpowder was in such
abundant supply in the region that it was not hoarded but traded
freely among native groups. Earlier, in 1853, Andersson (1854:5,
31) published advice to traders saying that beads were so common
that they had little value in the Ngami trade. By that time, La-
zlo Magyar and Mambari, following ancient salt trade routes, had
been active among the Angolan !Kung for two decades; we can be
sure that these people relayed this trade southward to their Zhu
kinsmen in Ngami-Namibia.

The scope of that involvement by San was great. Hahn gave
50 to 80 tons as his lowest estimate of copper ore produced by
Bushmen at Tsumeb mines; he also remarks that these producers
would allow no one else to see the diggings (Petermann's
1867:285-286) . In the same report, he continues with observa-
tions of the salt trade - also controlled at the time by Bushmen
- which he says was if anyvthing more valuable than the trade in
copper. The routes of this trade were probably as old as the
Iron Age and had functioned in the transfer of pastoralism and
metallurgy into the western Kalahari from where they splayed out
northward into Angola, Zambia, and bevond, and were the avenues
along which European goods had already made their way southward
as far as the Orange River. :

These observations by the first Europeans to enter the re-
gion offer convincing evidence that San were engaged in interre-
gional trade before any whites arrived there. It is evident that
these first Europeans penetrated an already existing trade net-
work relaying goods between the interior and the Mozambigque,
Cape, Namibian, and Angolan coasts {Parscns 1977:118).

It was this long-standing trade that the emerging Tswana
states attempted te control while simultaneously acguiring con-
trol over the rapidly developing European trade. In the process
their suzerainty over the reduced classes, especially peoples
such as San, was solidified as they tightened their grip on in-
digenous trade. Parsons (197%7:118) summarizes early records
showing that before the 1850s the Tswana hunted little of the



ivory which they sold to Europeans but bought it from Bushmen
with a fraction of the non-productive goods, such as beads, they
received in the trade. Tshekedi, chief of the Bangwato in 1935
testified to the London Missionary Society: "There was in those
times no gquestion of overlordship of one people over ancther

at that time we had no strength by which we could force them to
become our servants."” The powerful new means of production, guns
and horses, introduced in this trade were retained by the Tswana
for themselves who were aided thereby in subjugating other peo-
ples - principally San and Bakgalagadi - and in expropriating
the surplus product of these peoples' labor for their own profit
(Nangati 1982:142, 144).

No part of the region was ignored in the search for ivory.
Serton {(1954:133, 177) records that traders regularly visited
such supposedly remote places as the NyaeNyae-Dobe area and es-
tablished trading camps there. Robert Lewis, who traded in this
area for three decades beginning in 1863, left his name at Lewis-
fontein by which Qangwa was known on maps until 1965. He and
other hunter-traders as well as the Boer Dorstland Trekkers, who
spent three years in the area at the end of the 1870s, are remem-
bered vividly by current residents of the area (NxaiNxai Histori-
cal Texts). But these were all latecomers. Portugese beads are
found in an archaeological component at Tsodilo where they were
brought in the eighteenth~century trade along the ancient routes
noted above. It is upon just this area that Marshall (1976} and
Lee (1979) build their c¢laim that San were isolated and immune
from outside influence and thus retained an aboriginal foraging
life.

But, far from being isolated, San were prinary producers
heavily involved in interregional trade. Chapman estimated that
15,000 to 20,000 pounds of ivory was exported annually from
Ngami-Namibia during the 1860s. That rate of production was
maintained until the 1880s. In the eastern Kalahari, the average
annual production was estimated to be about 80,000 during this
period (Chapman 1971, 1:186, 21il1; Estherhuyse 1968:13; Parsons
19797:121). The numbers of elephants killed by the best white
hunters are known and from these it is clear that at most only
half of this annual ivory production could have been shot by Eu-

ropeans; the actual proportion was almost surely much less. The
remainder must have been produced by native hunters, many of whom
were San. Consequently, for at least two decades these "Bushmen®

hunters must have killed every year approximately 300 elephants
in Ngami-Namibia and four times that many in the east in order to
produce their share of the exported ivory. Their control of the
copper and salt trade has already been noted. In addition,
*Bushmen" produced the bulk of ostrich feathers and game skins
that were exported in great quantity from the region.

The result of all this activity was that European traders
were constantly in contact with the producers of sought- after
items - ivory, feathers, hides, and cattle. This ivory-feather
trade vanished in the 1880s when the elephants were hunted out
and feathers went out of fashion in Europe. A minor economic



boom brought about by construction of Cecil Rhodes' railway from
the Cape to Bulaweyo briefly stimulated an export of cattle from
Angola and Ngami-Namibia in the late 1880s and early 1890s
{Clarence-Smith and Moorsom 1975:374). Consequently, cattle and
their accompanying cowhand jobs passed through many comnunities
along the old trade routes across the Kalahari to the line of
rail. The pastoral production upon which this export was based
had already been contributing heavily to the Atlantiec and Cape
trade for more than half a century. Its roots lie in the later
precolonial development of Iron Age pastoralism in the region to
which we must now return our attention.

We may reasonably infer that large herds were Kept in the
western Kalahari in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries be-
cause Bangaloa pastoralists are known to have been in the Lake
Ngami area by 1700, and Herero may have been there as well as in
the rest of the northwestern Kalahari much earlier (Campbell
1982:130-131). Dated archaeological sites in the Tsodilo Hills,
at NxaiNxai, and in Namibia g . argue strongly that pas-
toralism had been continuosly a principal form of economy in the
region since its introduction.

Cattle from these interior pastoralist economies began to
enter the European Atlantic trade before the beginning of the
nineteenth century. Alexander's report of that trade has been
mentioned; in addition, in the 17950s American whalers supplied
themselves on the Namibian coast and a little later one captain
is recorded to have anticipated buying two or three thousand head
for their hides from interior tribes (Kienetz 1977:556). Cape
traders were established at Walfish Bayv in 1841. During the next
decade, prodigious numbers of cattle must have been obtained; at
times, 350 ships with 6,000 crew are recorded to have been fed on
interior beef (Kienetz 1977:557-558). During the 1860s and
1870s, 10,000 or more head were sent every vear to the Cape from
Ngami-Namibia alone.

The Nama chiefs, Jonker Afrikaner and Amraal Lambert, were
the principal suppliers of these cattle. To obtain sufficient
stock, they raided from their bases near Windhoek and Gobabis
northward and eastward into Ngamiland, where their targets were
mainly Herero and Tswana herds. But San were also victims. The
missionary, Tindall, reported in 1843 that Bushman smallstock was
taken and that Nama had been the agents of dispossession of these
people {1959:834, 118). There is evidence to make us confident
that this state of affairs had not always existed. Vedder
.records that about a hundred yvears earlier, San were able to con-
fiscate Herero herds (1938:;138-139). Wikar describes several
cattle-keeping San along the Orange River at about that time
(Mossop 1935:29-79). In 1791, Van Reenan noted that it was Nama
access to European trade that turned the balance against
Bergdamara, and Bushmen, and deprived them of their livestock
(Mossop 1935:315).

Nevertheless, the missionary, Irle (1906:158), wrote that
some Bushmen had smallstock in the 1860s, while, at the same



time, Andersson both was told of (1861:187)} and saw {State
Archive Service n.d.:124) Bushmen cattle in the NyaeNyae area.
Iin the east, Livingstone often commented on Bushman livestock -
cattle as well as goats - and of the ability of these people as
herdsmen; by 1869, they had been entirely dispossessed (1912:65,
119; Schapera 1961:161, 241). .

Insofar as its strength could sustain interregional
economies, the mini-boom brought about by the construction of
Rhodes' rail collapsed in 1896, coincident with the onset of
rinderpest, which wiped out 75 percent of the cattle and remain-
ing wild ungulates of southern Africa. Both the native and the
European economies of the Namib-Kalahari, which had fused into an
interdependent if not a unitary formation, became correspondingly
moribund. As suddenly as it had been set up in the 1850s, the
commercial scene dissolved in the 18%0s. The Kalahari had been
sucked clean of commoditizable wild animals as if by a vacuun
cleaner, but it was only selectively destroved and people could
manage reasonably well on the bushman diet of nuts and berries
_left to them, as San are recorded by anthropologists to have done
in this century.

What could not be overcome was the fact that they now had
relatively little to offer in trade and less with which to buy
from traders. The surplus native product of the region had been
exhausted, and nothing had been introduced to replace it. Nei-
ther the economy nor the material requirements of the people were
as they had been a century before. Except for a few cattlepost
jobs, San labor - just recently valued highly if rewarded lowliy -
had become virtually worthless in a now non-existent market.

It was not only the conditions of production that changed
during the nineteenth century period of mercantile capitalism.
The social relations of labor were also transformed. The means
by which this was accomplished was instituted by Kgari, chief of
the Bangswato in about 1826, who is credited with rationalizing
the socio-economic stratification incipiently present in Ngwato
political structure. He did this in order to bring more firmly
under his control the spectacularly increased numbers of people
subject to him and, more to the point, their equally spectacu-
larly increased productive potential. This system, the kgamelo
(milk jug) system, greatly enhanced the class ranking inherent in
Tswana social structure and increased the power of local elites
by giving them direct economic and administrative control over
the lower classes in their assigned sphere of responsibility. In
1847, this system was instituted by Batawana in HNgamiland.

Cattle were crucial in this system because they were lent
out in patronage by elites to poorer clients under obligatory
conditions, called mafisa, in which a ciient's assets were mort-
gaged against the safety of his patron's property and of his sup-
port of the patron's interests. It was clearly to the advantage
of administrators to gain control of all cattle in their dis-
tricts, for they then held not only the intrinsic value of the
animals but also their far higher mortgage value by means of

10
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which the allegiance of subordinates was assured {Parsons
1974:648).

Those San and other non-Tswana who owned cattle were guickly
dispossessed of their herds in this process, and many were re-
duced to landless servant status (Schapera 1970:89; Parsons
1974:648; Okihiro 1977:135-137). This latter group was trans-
formed into an underclass called malata (serf) in Sengwato and
batlhanka (servant) in Setawana. Although most San were ulti-
mately disenfranchized in this manher, a substantial number were
incorporated into Tswana polities (Ncgoncgo 1982:29). It was
that San majority relegated to the status of serf that later, in .
the playing out, of the colonial process, became pauperized
"Bushmen.”

A different process unfolded in the west. There, Nama com-—
mandos continued to raid pretty much at will, but after quickily
extracting the current crop of ivory and animals from an area,
they withdrew to their home bases (Lau 1982). It was only at
those bases that Nama exercised anything like political control

over other peoples. It is, fortunately, bevond the scope of this
essay to attempt to analyze why the course of history was differ-
ent here than in the east. But Okihiro's observation is cogent:

European incursions, from an early moment, destroved local poli-
ties and substituted raiding rather than trading as the dominant
form of economic activity {Okihiro 19877:189). As Ncgoncgo re—
marks, raiding became hecessary for survival (1982:166). Those
who were raided, as those enserfed, were placed in double jeop-
ardy. Not only was the surplus product of their labor expropri-
ated, but their access to newly acguired necessities - both out-
lets for their products (their only means of accumulating ex-
change value) and sources of supply for their import needs - was
channelled through these same dominant exploitative powers.
Their growing dependence on these powers was assured.

With the collapse of hunting, a hunter's 1life was no longer
worth as much as it had been - not to himself, now left with oniy
a slim subsistence supplement, nor to centers of accumulation,
where emphasis shifted from guick tributary extraction to longer-
term sustained production. In practical terms, this meant that
cattle were now unchallenged by ivory as the central source of
wealth in the Kalahari region.

The kgamelo system was well suited to the tributary extrac-
tion of capital wvalue when, as in hunting, the means of produc-
tion remained largely with subordinated ranks. In herding, how-
ever, the means of production remained in the hands of herd own-
ers, even of absentee owners. In 1875, Khama, chief of the Bang-
wato, saw this and moved to bring the new relations of production
under his direct control (Parsons 1974:653). He restructured the
kgamelo system to bring about in effect the capitalization of la-
bor and land. Part of his reform reassigned cattle of the tribal
herd to commoners and vassals, thus bypassing the lower elite ad-
ministrators and centralizing authority more firmly in the chief.
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Khama also nominally freed serfs, ostensibly giving them the

right to dispose of their labor in their own interests. This was
illusory. In fact, the conditions in which serfs found them-
selves had deteriorated. In the economic reality of the time,

there were very limited opportunities for freed serf labor. As
primary producers during the vears of mercantile hunting, hunters
had retained some bargaining power in the disposal of their prod-
uct., This power had declined as state capital consolidated its
strength and hunting became less remunerative. Now, as obliga-
tory herders, former hunters were completely at the mercy of
their masters. '

A simple imperative difference between forces of production
of ivory and of beef underlies that condition: it requires fewer
herders to manage 100 cattie than it does hunters to kill one
elephant. Consequently, a cattle owner needs to engage fewer
herders than must a merchant hunter, reducing thereby the lateral
spread of economic opportunities. The inegualities inhherent in
the conversion for the underclass whose labor formerly secured
the ivory and then secured the herds is readily apparent. There
were substantially fewer places for herders than there had been
for hunters, even in the expanding cattle ecocnomy. With few ex-
ceptions, all San who had not been absorbed as Tswana - and thus
were no longer Bushmen - were reduced to the status of a prop-
ertyvless class.

It is also readily apparent why members of that underclass,
who were mainly San, should compete for the few available posi-
tions. The system had quite suddenly alienated San labor from
the land more theoroughly than had been possible before and had,
thereby, created a captive surplus labor pool with essentially
only a single outlet. Those San who could capture a cattlepost
position obtained a measure of security in the system -~ at the
bottom of the heap, but in it. Those whose labor was not immedi-
ately needed (and it must be noted that these were not only San)
were now without direct means to participate in regional
economies. :

Some turned to raiding. Raiding in the nineteenth century
was a response to unequal trade relations and was a means to
transfer exchange value in a distorted market system. Sucecessful
raiders could expect a viable, if unfair, return for their ef-
forts. Now, in the first decades of the twentieth century, there
was no longer raiding of large herds for value but only small
scale stock theft for immediate meals. The transition was
brought about by the utter exclusion of the reduced classes from
legitimate economic channels. :

Others were relegated to the more inaccessible and difficult
zones of the Kalahari, where they fell deeper and deeper into
foraging, which had become a condition of poverty in the overall
structure of society. They thus became a secondary labor pool,
maintained at no expense to the controlling classes, who could
draw upon this underclass at will to free their own members for



cdash-earning opportunities, education, and "the lifestyle of the
“new elite' that spanned Southern Africa” (Parsons 1977:136).

In his investigation of the servile conditions under which
San l!ived in Botswana in the 1930s, Tagart (1933:7) saw the core
of the matter clearly: "The fact is that there is little opportu-
nity for any natives to obtain paid employment ... in the protec-
torate.... this has heen the most potent factor in perpetuating
the servile condition of the Masarwa, and remains the greatest
obstacle in the way of their emancipation .... and until greater
opportunity for independent employment presents itself, it is
difficult to see how the Masarwa can be helped to emerge from the
condition of apathy and dependence into which they have lapsed.”

The escape valve from empty local markets for Tswana labor
was migration to South Africa, principally to the mines.
Schapera (1947:38-39) estimated that, in 1938-40, 28 percent of
all adult male Batswana were away on migrant labor; that propor-
tion rose to 46 percent during World War I when about 10,000 men
from the Protectorate served in the British army. 1In contrast,
only 42 San men from eastern Botswana were registered as being on
the mines in 1936 (Botswana National Archives 1938). Tswana men
would have been unable to avail themselves of migrant employment
without a supplementary labor pool from which to replace absent
labor at cattleposts and fields. The conditions of migratory
work made it necessary for Tswana laborers to retain an agropas-
toral base at their villages where their families remained and
the costs of social production were met (Parson 1981:240), San,
prevented from going to the mines in proportionate numbers, sup-
plied the bulk of the required labor supplement.

The foraging that "Bushmen” were now forced to practice was
subsistence foraging, no longer the fully formed pastoro-foraging
it had been in the early 1800s. §till less was it the prepast-
oral foraging of earlier millenia, which this twentieth century
form resembled only in the skills and techniqgues required to
extract resources from the environment. it was now a partial
economic formation incapable of supplying all the needs of those
in it. The only means to obtain those unreguited needs were
embedded in the social relations of production dominated by
pastoralists who exercised exclusive political and social control
over all levels of the structure.

Those doubly dispossessed "Bushmen," foraging unseen in the
veld, were entirely dependent on their kin at the cattleposts to
pass on to them what snippits they might of their acquired needs:
tobacco, coffee/tea, sugar, cloth, metal implements and utemsilis;
the list is long. Those cattlepost kin were themselves entirely
dependent on their pastoral masters, Both forms of "Bushmen,"”
those who foraged and those who herded, had been alienated from
managing property in their own interests. The end result of this
colonial process made San peoples appear to be traditionally
‘landliess and created the squatter communities - Tanaka's para-
sites - that are mentioned, only to be discounted as aberrant, in
every ethnography of these peoples.

138
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NOTES
1. The term, Bushman, has been derogatory since its intro-
duction in the seventeenth century: I use it in gquotation marks
in irony to emphasize its inappropriateness. -The term, San, now

in vogue does not alter the referent because the peoples se la-
belled are spoken of in terms indistinguishable from those em-
rloved earlier when those peoples were called Bushmen. I use San
when I wish to designate a large, rather loosely defined set of
peoples who speak any Khoisan language except Nama. Whenever
possible, I use the terms which particular groups apply to them-
selves.

2. Jack Parson first posed this question to me in this form
and started thereby the thinking that led to this paper; 1 am
happy to acknowledge this debt to so fine a scholar.

3. The following analysis is drawn from three larger works
of mine; a report to the National Migration Study of Botswana, a
paper, "Those Who Have Each Other," which will appear in a book I
am editing, We Are Here: Land Tepnure and Social History of For-
agers, and the second chapter of Land Filled with Flies: A Polit-
ical Economy of Kalahari Foraging. Unless otherwise cited, the
material presented in the remainder of this essay is from those
works. ' ’
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