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A familiar sight

Southern African hunter-gatherers as
archetypal foragers, stimuli for the
Upper Palaeolithic, and the point of origin
of recognisably modern behaviour



An ethnographic trinity
Archaeological
explorations of
San ethnography
draw almost entirely
on just these three
groups:

/Xam - Bleek & Lloyd
Ju/’hoansi - Marshall,

Lee etc.
G/wi - Silberbauer,

Tanaka etc.



But consider the diversity of the
San



and the biomes in which they live(d)



Anyone for hxaro?
Hxaro: formal, delayed, balanced reciprocal exchange
between consanguineal kin, excluding food (Ju/’hoansi)

Archaeologically identifiable from its favourite items:
bone points (presumed arrow armatures) + ostrich eggshell
beads (Wadley 1987)

BUT
• not universal
• not the only form of
exchange
• beads and arrows not
just produced for hxaro
• and did they ever move anyway?



Ethnography for all seasons?

From the start of the LSA c. 25,000 years ago?

From when hxaro items (sic) become numerous
c. 12,000 years ago? (J. Deacon 1990; Wadley 1993)

From the advent of the bow and arrow c. 10,000 years
ago? (Parkington 1998, but now requiring revision)

Back in the Howiesons Poort c. 65-60,000 years ago?
(H. Deacon 1985)



A matter of (much more) time

Howiesons Poort bone
points, Sibudu, c. 64 kya

Afrolittorina beads
Sibudu, c. 71 kya

Engraved ochre + Nassarius 
shell beads, Blombos, ≥ 73 kya 

Engraved ostrich eggshell,
Diepkloof c. 60 kya

Sibudu 

Blombos

Diepkloof



The Maloti-Drakensberg example:
innovations of the past 2000 years

• Horses (transport, hunting, beliefs: 19th century only)
• Dogs (hunting, beliefs)
• Some access to domesticated cereals etc.
• Livestock (cattle, sheep at least at times from ~AD 800
• Pottery (cooking, storage)
• Iron (tools, weapons)
• Glass beads + new forms of ostrich eggshell beadwork
• Cannabis, tobacco

Horse/eland creatures, Melikane, Lesotho,

San pottery,
Sehonghong,

LesothoDogs in use in the
Kalahari; courtesy, K. Ikeya



Overcoming tyranny

1 - Investigate the archaeological record of ethnographically known groups:
/Xam, Ju/hoansi etc (J. Deacon 1994; Campbell et al. 2010)

2 - Work back from the present into the past to seek out the origins of
ethnographically recorded behaviours (cf. Stahl 2001)

3 - Look beyond the Kalahari - and southern Africa! Explore bodies of hunter-
gatherer theory (Binford, Kelly, Torrence, behavioural ecology etc.) and learn
from experience elsewhere (cf. Bousman 2005; Hiscock & O’Connor 2005;
Humphreys 2007)

4 - Be suspicious of unilinear trajectories (cf. Stahl 1999; Rowley-Conwy 2001)

“It remains a curious anomaly that, for all the research
on San ethnography, the history and heritage of the San
has hardly been acknowledged” (Walker 1995: 55).



Genetics and linguistics
• archaeologists are too often ignorant of your methodologies and find

it difficult to assess them;

• they may also be unaware of your work: state-of-the-art surveys help;

• are the groups discussed in genetic studies identified and located
correctly?

• genetic samples should not be overhomogenised into a single
‘Khoisan’ entity that lacks linguistic or ethnographic support;

• the genetic dataset needs urgent expansion by sampling San groups
still living in (other parts of) the Kalahari and by sampling San-
descended communities elsewhere: Lesotho; the Karoo; Mpumalanga
etc.



Triangulation 1: origins of Ju-
≠Hoan and Tuu separation

≠Hoan

Tuu

Ju

MIS2?
MIS4?

25-12 kya?
70-59 kya?



Triangulation 2: the Oakhurst
expansion 12-8000 BP

Robberg
Industry

Red arrows
indicate areas
into which the
Oakhurst
Complex 
expanded post-
12,000 BP



Triangulation 3: Crawhall’s
N/u-!Xõ hypothesis

!Xõ
N/u

?

?

≥2500 BP



Triangulation 4: the San and the
arrival of farmers

≠Hoan

Tuu

Ju Rapid disappearance
In Zimbabwe?

Early Iron Age
farmers

SOTHO-
TSWANA

NGUNI

Did San interact
differently with

second millennium
farming communities?



Two aspects of the archaeological record

Two views of the current
archaeological excavations at 
Ntloana Tsoana, western Lesotho

1. The archaeological record can be dated
independent of assumptions about its formation or
the nature of cultural change

2. Archaeology identifies fluctuations in the size, scale
and density of human populations and, along with
palaeoenvironmental sciences, provides a context in
which those fluctuations took place.

Date BP Western Lesotho 5 Eastern Free State 11
<500 3 5
500-1000 3 2
1500-1000 - 1
2000-1500 - 2
2500-2000 - -
3000-2500 1 3
3500-3000 -
4000-3500 2
4500-4000 1 -
5000-4500 1 1
5500-5000 1
6000-5500 - 1
6500-6000 1 1
7000-6500 1
7500-7000 3
8000-7500 1
8500-8000 2 1
9000-8500 2 1
9500-9000 2 1
10000-9500 2
10500-10000 1
11000-10500
11500-11000
12000-11500
12500-12000 1
13000-12500 1

The table to the left shows
- at a very broad scale -
fluctuations in the
numbers of occupied,
radiocarbon-dated hunter-
gatherer sites in the
eastern (Lesotho) and
western (Free State)
sections of the Caledon
Valley over the past
13,000 years. Solid blue
equals an absence of
sites


