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Praise for Affluence without Abundance

‘An insightful and well-written book, describing the hard transition of foraging communities in Namibia from relative affluence during the Stone Age to contemporary poverty and misery. Avoiding both modern conceits and romantic fantasies, Suzman chronicles how economics and politics have finally conquered some of the last outposts of hunter-gatherers, and how much humankind can still learn from the disappearing way of life of the most marginalised communities on earth’ Yuval Noah Harari, internationally bestselling author of Sapiens and Homo Deus

‘Suzman deftly weaves his experiences and observations with lessons on human evolution, the history of human migration and the fate of African communities since the arrival of Europeans. The overarching aim of the book is more ambitious still: to challenge the reader’s ideas about both hunter-gatherer life and human nature’ Economist

‘A vivid and compassionate portrait … An elegant and absorbing contribution to our knowledge of the hunting and gathering way of life, both in the present and in the recent past … The story Suzman tells is complex, addressing the divergent fates of several Khoisan-speaking groups over a long period of time. He tells it with aplomb. Affluence without Abundance is a book in the high tradition of anthropological writing’ Financial Times

‘[An] honest and sharp account … As much personal memoir as anthropological survey … Suzman’s talent for evoking the region’s vast and haunting landscapes, his elegiac account of a passing covenant with nature, and his warm and compassionate character sketches of individual Ju’/hoansi, make this a fascinating and at times profoundly moving work of literary non-fiction’ Irish Times

‘Suzman’s descriptive prose and affection for his subjects generate the reader’s genuine empathy. This fascinating glimpse into a disappearing way of life leads Suzman to reflect on our world today: a world where wealth and possessions are valued above all other pursuits. Suzman’s account of the lives of Bushmen, past and present, offers plenty of fuel for thought’ Washington Post

‘This book has truth on every page’ Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, author of The Harmless People and The Old Way

‘This beautiful book – part memoir, part ethnography – offers a window into the lives of one of the most enduring of human cultures … If you have ever wondered how it might be to measure wealth not by material possessions but by the strength of social relations between people, read this book’ Wade Davis, author of The Wayfinders and Into the Silence

‘[A] beautiful, heartfelt paean. Affluence without Abundance is learned without being condescending, tender yet unsentimental. It is both a celebration of an ancient way of life and a lament for all that has been lost in our own headlong pursuit of the material’ Peter Godwin, author of Mukiwa and When a Crocodile Eats the Sun

‘Through neglect, abuse and misunderstanding, an ancient way of life is being finally extinguished. Yet, Suzman argues, even now the Bushmen have much to teach us about a social order that, in many ways, offered a freer, fairer existence and a non-invasive adaption to ecology’ New Scientist

‘[Suzman creates] a feeling for the landscape, the difficulties encountered by the Bushmen, and the pleasures of their simple, if rapidly changing, way of life … This is a delightful book, full of perceptiveness and understanding’ Science
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Author’s Note

This book is the result of nearly a quarter of a century working among southern Africa’s San peoples. It is the product of many close friendships forged over this period as well as many interviews with and incidents involving people I know less well. In some instances, I have changed people’s names or disguised them in other ways to protect their privacy.

There are many other people whose thoughts and lives have shaped this book but whose individual stories are largely absent. None more so than my friend and mentor !A/ae “Frederik” Langman, who in 1994 eased me gently into the then unfamiliar and sometimes terrifying reality of the Omaheke Ju/’hoansi. !A/ae is now the government-recognized chief of the Omaheke Ju/’hoansi. I am proud to say that we still consider each other family. This book is dedicated to him and my many friends at Skoonheid Resettlement Camp in Namibia’s Omaheke Region.





 

On Names and Clicks

NAMES

In spring of 1904 the German zoologist, linguist, anatomist, and philosopher Leonard Schultze was having the adventure of a lifetime. He had spent several months traveling to German South-West Africa (now Namibia). In addition to evaluating the fishing potential of Namibian coasted waters on behalf of the German colonial office, he hoped to collect a range of zoological specimens to take back to Germany. But his plans were upset by the outbreak of war that year as the German colonial authorities sought at first to subdue and then exterminate the two most powerful peoples in central Namibia, the Nama and the Herero. The Nama were descendants of indigenous cattle- and sheep-herding populations in the Cape of Good Hope on Africa’s southern tip. By 1904, they had adopted Western dress, weapons, and religion. The Herero were a pastoralist people who had dominated much of central Namibia from the eighteenth century onward. Determined not to let what became the most brutal colonial genocide of the twentieth century ruin his trip, Schultze reported cheerfully that instead of collecting zoological specimens while battle raged he would instead “make use of the victims of the war to take parts from fresh native corpses” for the “study of the living body.”

Schultze noted two distinct “races” of people in southern Africa. He differentiated the smaller-statured, lighter-skinned, click-language-speaking people like Nama and Bushmen from taller, darker-skinned, central-African-language-speaking people like Herero. For the former, Schultze coined the term “Khoisan,” which has now been widely adopted to describe the indigenous people who lived in southern Africa long before the arrival of both white colonials and other African farming peoples.

The term “Khoisan” is a compound of the words “Khoi” (meaning person) and “San” (meaning hunter-gatherer or vagabond) in the largest of the modern Khoisan language groups referred to by linguists as “Khoi.” The Khoi (sometimes also spelled “Khoe”) refers to the small number of Khoisan, mainly concentrated in what is now South Africa’s Northern Cape Province, who had adopted herding by the time of European colonialism. “San” refers to Bushmen: people who still made a living from hunting and gathering.

Khoisan have been referred to by many different labels in the past, most of them derogatory. The most widely used have been “Bushman”—referring to Khoisan who hunted and gathered—and “Hottentot”—referring to those who made a living from livestock herding. Both of these terms were coined by others and both carry a burden. The Dutch term boschjesman, from which “Bushman” originated, was the same word used to describe orangutans in the Dutch East India Company’s possessions in Malaysia. The term “Hottentot” is a crude onomatopoeia intended to invoke the clicking that makes Khoisan languages so distinctive.

Now, as in the past, Khoisan peoples speak many different languages. And each surviving language community has its own name for itself. Names like “Ju/’hoansi,” “G/wikhoe,” and “Hai//om.” The term “Khoisan” resonates little with them.

Beyond a few San individuals who have cut their political teeth in various UN forums or under the tutelage of indigenous rights organizations, I have met few who care a great deal about what terms others use to refer to them. As far as they are concerned, the problem is not how others refer to them but rather how others treat them.

And, as with hunting and gathering populations the world over, Bushmen have encountered monumental prejudice from pretty much every other people they have encountered. The term for Bushmen in the Tswana language, “Basarwa,” invokes a broad set of crude racial stereotypes and is considered by most Bushmen there to be pejorative. In rural Namibia, most refer to themselves as “Bushmen” or by the Afrikaans term “Boesman.” They see little stigma attached to it and some view it as positive, because it implicitly reaffirms their status as a “first people” with a special connection to their environments. Internationally, the term “Bushman” is seen as broadly positive, invoking as it does a set of positive if romantic stereotypes. It is for this reason that international NGOs still use the label “Bushmen” and that it remains the most widely used term for them in international literature. It is for this reason that I use the term “Bushmen” here.

It is worth noting, though, that some Khoisan political and community organizations have taken the view that “San” is the most appropriate term to refer to them collectively. As a result, “San” is gradually supplanting “Bushmen” in everyday and official use in much of southern Africa and is generally accepted as the most appropriate term by means of which to refer to speakers of Khoisan languages who are descended from populations that hunted and gathered until very recently.

CLICKS

Khoisan languages are distinguished by many things, from their distinctive use of tone to their phonemic complexity. But they are best known for their frequent and expressive use of clicks. The four basic clicks in Khoisan languages are represented by the symbols ≠, !, //, and /. The Ju/’hoansi, who are the primary subject of the book, have adopted these symbols into the conventional alphabet to represent major click consonants. For most readers it is simplest to ignore them or substitute them with a hard consonant as many people in Namibia and Botswana who aren’t comfortable clicking do. Many Namibians refer to the Hai//om Bushmen as “Haikom” and the Ju/’hoansi as “Jukwasi.”

/   Dental click. This click is made by bringing the tongue softly down from behind the front teeth while sucking in as a mother might in scolding a child with “tsk, tsk, tsk.”

≠   Alveolar-palatal click. This plosive click is made by bringing the tip of the tongue sharply down the alveolar ridge to the front of the mouth.

!   Palatal click. This robust click is made by pushing the tongue into the upper palate and bringing it sharply forward and down to make a popping sound like a cork being pulled from a wine bottle.

//   Lateral click. This click is produced by putting the tongue on the hard palate and drawing breath inward over it. It is a sound familiar to many horsemen when egging their horses on.

To hear how the clicks and names are pronounced, please see the website for the book: www.fromthebush.com.
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“True happiness is to enjoy the present, without anxious dependence upon the future, not to amuse ourselves with either hopes or fears but to rest satisfied with what we have, which is sufficient, for he that is so wants nothing.”

—Seneca





 

PART ONE

OLD TIMES





 

1

The Rewards of Hard Work

Skoonheid Resettlement Camp, Namibia, Spring 1995

//Eng had busy hands. When she was not knitting, she fashioned intricately patterned jewelry from ostrich eggshells to sell to the white farmers, or ferreted around in the small garden she had planted in the sand behind her hut. If anyone here was going to persuade the desert to yield up a few vegetables despite the drought, it was //Eng.

Sometimes, when it was too hot to do anything but snooze in the shade, I would imagine what my Ju/’hoan Bushman neighbors like //Eng would have become had they been born into my world. In these moments //Eng would be transformed into a snappily dressed entrepreneur, celebrated and envied in equal measure for her energy and success.

But instead she lived on a resettlement farm in eastern Kalahari, expended her energy on survival, and dressed herself in a patchwork of carefully reworked rags. She was one of thousands of Ju/’hoansi whose ancestors had hunted and gathered in this part of the world from soon after the evolution of modern humans two hundred thousand years ago until the white soldiers, farmers, and magistrates appeared two generations ago—with their guns, borehole pumps, barbed wire, and herds of cattle—and claimed this desert for themselves. After this the Ju/’hoansi and other Bushmen in this part of the Kalahari had no option but to work for white farmers if they wanted to survive. Now //Eng, along with around two hundred other Ju/’hoansi who had been deemed superfluous by the white farmers, had been moved by the government to a newly established resettlement area on what until recently was a Kalahari cattle ranch.

Why did she work so much harder than the others in the resettlement camp? I wondered aloud when sitting with her one afternoon. And why was she always busy when most of the others were content to sit around waiting for the food aid, which we all knew was never enough and never arrived on time?

“/Kunta, my boy,” she said, addressing me by my Ju/’hoan name, “do you not know why? I thought that you were supposed to be clever.”

I reminded her that she had spent most of the preceding year pointing out her surprise at my stupidity and so asked her to explain.

//Eng spoke fast. She fired out clicks and consonants like a Gatling gun. While at that time I had managed to master the basic clicks of !Kung, the language spoken by the Ju/’hoansi Bushmen, I still struggled to speak it competently. The breathy aspiration, the shifting tones, the growly pharyngealization, the nasalization, and the glottal stops that made this one of the most phonemically sophisticated languages in the world contorted my tongue and teased my ear, so I asked her to explain in Afrikaans, a language that she and most other Ju/’hoansi in this part of the Kalahari were fluent in by the time I started to work there in the early 1990s.

“They are lazy!” she exclaimed. “They do not yet know that to live you now must work hard.”

//Eng had the virtues of hard work drummed into her from an early age. Her parents struggled to adjust to farm life and parted ways when //Eng was a toddler, and her headstrong mother took her and her brother to stay on another farm. But soon after arriving there her mother died suddenly and inexplicably. //Eng and her brother were then sent to another farm to be playmates for a white farmer’s two children, who led lonely lives when not away in the capital at school. The farmer was kind but intolerant of idleness. This didn’t bother //Eng. She had plenty of energy and, when not playing with the children, performed various chores around the house.

“I was very neat. Very organized,” she explained. “I cleaned, polished the floors and furniture, dusted, washed clothes, and did sewing and ironing. And because I worked so hard and so well, I was given old clothes and shoes and never went hungry. /Kunta, it was there that I learned to work and to understand how white people lived.

“But these Bushmen here still think like the old people who were happy to wait for the manketti nuts to fall from the trees or for a hunter to have good luck and kill a big kudu or an oryx.” She laughed at the thought of a belly full of game meat before grabbing the half-smoked cigarette from my outstretched hand.

She sucked down what was left of the cigarette in a single sustained drag, spat, and, with smoke streaming out of her nose, continued. “But people here are happy to wait. They think the new government will look after them. That there will always be food. Yet they complain, complain, complain about being hungry today and fight each other and complain more even when the food comes because it is not enough. But still they do nothing because they think that those food trucks will come again. But the trucks won’t always come, /Kunta. One day they will all die from hunger. You will see. But I will work to live, /Kunta. This is what I learned from the whites.”

I thought //Eng’s characterization of her neighbors was unfair. Not all sat around waiting indigently for the government to deliver emergency food rations. Like people everywhere, the Ju/’hoansi at Skoonheid couldn’t abide boredom or the sense of powerlessness that came from being dependent on others. For many, alcohol—when available—provided some respite. It made them forget their pain and their hunger even if it was just as likely to unleash violence as give them pleasure. Some snuck onto the white farms to hunt warthogs, small fowl, springhares, and larger antelope if they were lucky. Some became accomplished stock thieves. Others, nervous of the farmers’ guns and dogs, diligently traipsed the wide gravel roads that cut through the desert offering their labor as cattle minders or fence builders. But there were few opportunities for them. They had little option but to sit and wait.

//Eng would have scolded me for thinking it, but I also had a different view of why her “lazy” neighbors were seemingly content to sit and wait while their stomachs rumbled. To me their apparent indigence was neither a consequence of laziness nor even entirely a consequence of their ill fortunes. Instead I saw in their behavior a trace of how their parents and grandparents had lived before the white settlers came, a way of life that shines a new light on an ever more urgent and perplexing problem that was first raised by the economist John Maynard Keynes at the height of the Great Depression, a time when in this part of the Kalahari manketti nuts still fell from the trees and kudu bearing their giant spiral horns walked gamely into hunters’ paths.
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In the winter of 1930, Keynes was understandably preoccupied with the depression that was strangling the life out of European and American economies and the collapse of his personal fortune in the stock market crash the preceding year. Perhaps to persuade himself of the ephemeral nature of the crisis, he published an optimistic essay titled “The Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren.”1

“My purpose in this essay … is not to examine the present or the near future, but to disembarrass myself of short views and take wings into the future,” explained Keynes in its introductory paragraphs.

The future to which Keynes’s wings flew him was an economic Canaan: a promised land in which technological innovation, improvements in productivity, and long-term capital growth had ushered in an age of “economic bliss.” An era in which we are all able to satisfy our material needs by working no more than fifteen hours in a week and in which we are liberated to focus on more profound joys than money and wealth accumulation. Things like art, philosophy, music, religion, and family.

While Keynes was uncertain as to whether humanity would be able to easily adjust to a life of leisure, he was convinced that, save for war or cataclysm, this reality would come to pass in the time of his grandchildren. “I would predict,” he wrote, “that the standard of life in progressive countries one hundred years hence will be between four and eight times as high as it is today.”

Keynes was right about improvements in technology and productivity. Nuclear power, cheap plastics, the communications and digital revolutions, and all manner of life-changing innovations bear testimony to his foresight. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics tells us that labor productivity in the United States saw a fourfold increase between 1945 and 2005. But Keynes was wrong about the fifteen-hour week. While average working hours have declined from around forty hours per week in Europe and America to between thirty and thirty-five hours per week in the last fifty years, the drop has been much slower than the rise in individual productivity. Given the increases in labor productivity in the United States, the modern American worker should be able to enjoy the same standard of living as a 1950s worker on the basis of a mere eleven hours of productive effort a week.

But Keynes was prescient about this too. He anticipated that there would be a lag between improvements in productivity and technology and its translation into fewer working hours. For him, the biggest obstacle to overcome was our instinct to work hard and to create new wealth.

“The struggle for subsistence … always has been hitherto the primary, most pressing problem of the human race … We have been expressly evolved by nature—with all our impulses and deepest instincts—for the purpose of solving the economic problem,” he lamented. “I think with dread of the readjustment of the habits and instincts of the ordinary man, bred into him for countless generations, which he may be asked to discard within a few decades.” “Dread” was perhaps too weak a word to use in the circumstances.

Keynes’s personal fortunes would soon be restored, thanks to some savvy investments. But he was scathing about those who sought wealth for wealth’s sake. As far as he was concerned, the abandonment of avarice was key to ensuring the realization of this economic Utopia. “The love of money as a possession … will be recognized for what it is,” he opined: “a somewhat disgusting morbidity, one of those semi-criminal, semi-pathological propensities which one hands over with a shudder to the specialists in mental disease.”

Keynes was right to worry about this. But I suspect that if he were alive today he would accept that he was overly optimistic about our ability to overcome it. He failed to anticipate our capacity to consume whatever new things our increased productivity enabled us to create. He also underestimated quite how far people would go to create work when—in material terms, at least—there was none to do. But he believed economics to be a rational science, and people, on the whole, to be capable of making rational choices when presented with them. So he took the view that, save the odd aberration in the form of a few “purposeful money-makers,” we would “be able to enjoy the abundance when it comes.” Keynes was also unable to predict the environmental costs of humankind’s obsession with work or, for that matter, his own inadvertent role in ensuring the ascendance of a global economic model focused myopically on capital growth and the ever-quickening cycle of production, consumption, and disposal that it spawned.

Perhaps Keynes would have had a better sense of the scale of this problem—and of its genesis—had he realized that hunter-gatherers, the least economically developed of all the world’s peoples, had already found the economic promised land that he dreamed of and that the fifteen-hour working week was probably the norm for most of the estimated two-hundred-thousand-year history of biologically modern Homo sapiens.

But Keynes was a creature of his time. He could not have known something that would only be revealed some thirty years after his death. To him, the idea that primitive people with no interest whatsoever in labor productivity or capital accumulation and with only simple technologies at their disposal had already solved the “economic problem” would have seemed preposterous.
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The notion that hunter-gatherers might not endure a constant struggle to survive was first proposed at the University of Chicago in 1966—home, ironically, to Keynes’s fiercest critics and the most enthusiastic advocates of unbridled, free-market economics.

But this time it wasn’t the Chicago School economists who would be pouring cold water on Keynesian doctrine. It was a group of anthropologists, specialists in an obscure branch of the discipline, the study of hunter-gatherers. They had gathered at the university for a conference during an unseasonably cold April to share data they had collected among the few remaining groups of autonomous hunter-gatherers scattered across the globe. Despite the withering wind that rattled the windows, animated chatter filled the hallways.2

This conference was one of the few in anthropology’s history where its findings would resonate far beyond the academy and be enthusiastically embraced by a broader public that was hungry for inspiration in a seemingly monochrome world shaped by a cold war and the even colder ice cream that had become emblematic of America’s postwar economic boom.

For most of the twentieth century, hunter-gatherers had been of special interest only to anthropologists looking for insights into how our earliest ancestors lived before the widespread adoption of agriculture. By the late 1960s most ordinary people’s interest in hunter-gatherers did not extend further than the television show The Flintstones, or the contents of Raquel Welch’s fur bikini in the stone-age epic One Million Years B.C.

At the time, most anthropologists considered the last few remaining hunter-gatherer populations to be “living fossils.” They took the view that hunter-gatherers endured an unremitting struggle against material scarcity, and if a handful of people continued to hunt and gather into the twentieth century, they did so only because they had been isolated from the transformative wonders of agriculture and industry by impenetrable rain forests, waterless deserts, vast oceans, or mile upon mile of ice and tundra.

The conveners of the conference set out to challenge this view. Over the preceding few years they had gathered field data from across the globe that suggested hunter-gatherer life was not nearly as treacherous as had previously been believed. In fact, their data suggested the opposite.

The most important presentation was made by a young American anthropologist, Richard Borshay Lee, one of the conference organizers. He had recently returned from a period of fieldwork among the Ju/’hoansi Bushmen of the Kalahari who lived in the border area between Namibia and Botswana. At the time, they were thought to be the most pristine exemplars of the hunting and gathering way of life, as a result of having lived in the “splendid isolation” of the Kalahari Desert for untold millennia. In a paper titled “What Hunters Do for a Living, or, How to Make Out on Scarce Resources,” Lee set out to challenge the accepted wisdom that Ju/’hoansi in the Kalahari—and by implication hunter-gatherers elsewhere—endured a precarious existence constantly on the edge of starvation. He was emphatic that, in the case of the Ju/’hoansi Bushmen, life in a state of nature was neither nasty nor brutish and short.

Armed with a careful analysis of energy inputs and work outputs, he explained that the Ju/’hoansi he had studied made a “good” living from their environment and that they did so by gathering wild fruits, nuts, and vegetables in addition to hunting. Most importantly, he insisted that they did so with relatively little effort. He revealed that Ju/’hoansi spent only fifteen hours a week securing their nutritional requirements and only a further fifteen to twenty hours per week on domestic activities that could be loosely described as “work.” Given that in 1966 the forty-hour week had only recently been introduced for federal workers in the United States, and that the average adult worked around thirty-six hours per week in addition to spending time on a long list of domestic chores like shopping, cleaning, and mowing lawns, these figures appeared extraordinary.

Although others attending the conference had reached similar conclusions about hunter-gatherers elsewhere, Lee’s data was
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