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Introduction: A sort of communism in Africa

“[...] dthough in effect it approaches a sort of communism, [the economic life of a Bushman band] is
redlly basad on the notion of private property.” (Schapera 1930:147)

“[...] dthough an gpparently pure communism is observable in the life of the Naman, actudly thisis
not found. Everybody has his own property, which he seeks to increase and improve, and,
preferably unobserved by others, to use for himsdlf.” (Schapera 1930:319-320)

Europeans have been confused about the property regimes that they have encountered in Africaand
in non European contexts more generaly. Schapera s comments quoted above summarize the
dominant views at the time about K hoisan-speaking people in southern Africa, Nama (Khoekhoe-
speskers, then called “Hottentots’) and “Bushmen” (now often called “San”). In southern Africain
particular confusion about loca property regimesis closaly linked to a deliberate disregard of these
property regimesin the process of large-scale dispossession of land, cattle and other resources for
the benefit of a growing European settler community. The claim that “Bushmen” do not know
property has been used asaway of digpossessing them of their land (see Gordon 1989:143). Nama
were dispossessed of their land through large scale land “ sdles’, founded on the European
presumption that the land could be considered the dienable private property of chiefs (see Schapera
1930:290). One anthropological response to this Situation was to point out that there werein fact
different property regimes a work with regard to different objects of property relations. With regard
to both, Bushman and Nama groups, Schapera pointed out thet “the only thing owned in common is
the land” (1930:147, see dso 1930:290) while al portable property (including livestock, utensils) is
individually owned (1930:148, 319). Moreover, the emphasis on private property was qualified by
pointing out thet there is aso the strong socia expectation of sharing fredy and even of taking for use
purposes without consulting the owner (Schapera 1936:148, 320). It seems, therefore, thet for a
proper understanding of these African property relationsit is not sufficient to disiinguish different
property regimes that may operate in pardld for different objects but furthermore to distinguish
different aspects or layersin property regimes. A systemdtic differentiation dong these linesis what
this paper hopes to achieve by looking at a specific Khoisan case study but also by developing a
specific theoretica mode for understanding the dynamics of property regimes more generdly.
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Ethnographic background

The people involved in this case study cdl themselves=Aoni or Topnaar and they live in the centrd
Namib desert of Namibia In this desart environment of coastal and inland sand dunes, gravel plains
and non perennid rivers the Khoisan-gpeaking =Aoni practice a mixed economy congsting of limited
lifestock raising, occasona wage labour, foraging on coastal marine resources, and the use of a
magjor endemic food resource, the melontlike!'nara (Acanthosicos horridus, a cucurbit). Despite
their desert environment the =Aoni are not an isolated group. They share alanguage with other
Khoekhoe- speskersin southern Africa, with other Nama groups but aso with Damaraand even
with Hai//om “Bushmen” (see Haacke, Eiseb and Damaseb 1997). They share culturd traits with
Nama pastordistsin other parts of Namibia (see Hoernlé 1985) as well as with other Khoisan
people (Widlok 1993) and they share a history of colonization and dispossession with other groups
of the area, for ingtance with the Bantu- speaking Herero (see Kohler 1969). One way in which
ethnic group boundaries have been drawn in this part of Africaisto identify people by highlighting
what they own. The =Aoni or Topnaar have been distinguished from others living in the same culturd
area or living on the same land on the basis of the main wild resource they own and utilize: the fruit of
the Inara, an endemic plant of the Namib desert (for botanical details see van den Eynden,
Vernemmen, and Van Damme 1992:34). Thisisreflected in thelocd Namaname “!naranin”
(‘nara people) for the =Aoni of the !Khuiseb river valey and in the ethnographic classification of the
=Aoni as a“harvesting peopl€’. The Inara plant, botanicdly a member of the cucumber family and in
gppearance Smilar to amelon, has been used by humans for thousands of years asthe
archaeologica record indicates (Sanddowsky 1977, Kinahan 1991). Ethnographers have linked the
archaeologicd evidence of !narause in the past with the =Aoni of the present. By classfying them as
a"“harvesting people’ (Budack 1983) the =Aoni have been put into a category of their own, st
gpart from the pastordists and the hunter- gatherers of centra Namibia Thereislittle information
avalable about the ethnic identity of the!nara users of the archaeologica record who may not have
condtituted themsdlves as a digtinct ethnic group at al. However, the =Aoni of today trace their roots
asagroup to the 'nara users of earlier times. The !narais not only akey dement in the definition of
=Aoni identity but it lso serves as apalitical tool for defending =Aoni rights to their land that have
been under pressure since colonization began. Being officidly classified as“Namd' by the apartheid
adminigtration, the =Aoni were supposed to be resettled in southern Namibia away from their land
and the !'nara but they =Aoni have ressted this forced resettlement.

The economic importance of the 'nara has shifted over time. European explorerswho landed at the
Namib coast aready noted that the Khoisan-speaking people of this area ate cooked pulp which
with dl likeihood was cooked !nara (see Moritz 1992:5). As contacts with colonia's devel oped the
fatty 'nara pips gained importance as a trade item. The colonizers became consumers of the 'nara
which they bought from =Aoni and exported to the Cape colony and to Europe. At times colonizers
were aso disturbed by the 'narawhich provided afood security to =Aoni who at times used this
option to evade being recruited into wage labourhood (Kohler 1969). INara are still consumed
widely in the area, but today the largest group of consumers may be found in Cape Town which is
far away from the =Aoni settlement area. !Nara are also harvested and processed by people who
may not be identified as =Aoni but as Damara, in fact some ethnographers suggest that Damaraliving
with =Aoni have at times been the most diligent harvesters (Kohler 1969).
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The Topnaar are not only identified through their association with their mgor plant resource but aso
with the specific property regime that regulates the way in which the plant is being used. Schapera
has the following summary about the =Aoni sysem of managing the ownership of !nara:

“The only instance recorded [for Khoisan peoples] of recognized private ownership of land or its
resources occurs even to-day in the Nara bushveld of the Khuiseb regions behind Walvis Bay. Here
each Topnaar family has an hereditary claim to certain !nara bushes and their fruit. Trespass by other
members of the tribe is reported to the chief and dedlt with by him; but if the thief isaBergdamaor a
Bushman, heistracked and smply shot down, the chief asarule taking no notice a al of such

cases, and, where he does, never siding with the party of the thief. In the other Namatribes there
seem to have been no private rights of this nature.” (Schapera 1930:290-1)

Schaperd s synthesis illugtrates that the notion of “regime’ is very fitting here. Private property of
Inaraisnot Smply an isolated culturd trait but it touches on issues of ethnic identity, it involves
individua actions of sanction, asocid organization into families and chiefs, and socid relationships of
inheritance. For Schaperathe !nara property regime is remarkable because it contrasts with the
commund property regime of land ownership among other Khoisan groups.? He also contrasts 'nara
ownership and other loca forms of private property (in huts, livestock, and utensils) among Nama
people with the European image of communism “in the sense of dl men having equd, free, and
unconditiona accessto al goods and privileges’ (Schapera 1930:319, for a aitique see Barnard
1993:38). While he is makes that communist conditions of thiskind do not exist among the Nama,
his synthetic account of the !nara property regime, based on the available ethnography, aso contains
some ambivaences. The object of property relations seems uncertain: Isit “land” or “its resources’,
“Inara bushes’ or “their fruit”? The exact nature of the property relations aso remains unclesr.
“Private’, it seems, is not understood as “individuad” nor gtrictly in opposition to “commund” snce a
whole family has ownership rights. “ Private’ gppearsto be seenin contrast to “public” and “open
access’ but dso in contrast to centrally owned by an individua chief. Both these ambivaences
deserve further comment.

INara grow wild in hammocks on the sand dunes south of the 'Khuiseb river valey but in grestest
dengty in the extendve |Khuiseb delta near Wavis Bay. Since the Khuiseb isadry river bed except
for afew days of ayear, and may for many years not reach the Atlantic ocean at d, the deltaof the
IKhuiseb isalarge field of dunes on which the 'nara plants but very few other edible plants grow.
Continua winds and occasiond floods reshape this dune fidd dl the time so that !naraplantscan
aso be said to move. Moreover, the plant is a cregper with long tendrils so that neighbouring plants
easly get entangled. As| will point out in more detail below, the primary object of the property
regime of the =Aoni seemsto have been the 'nara plants, and by implication their produce, rather
than plots of land, asit is sometimes suggested in the literature. As| will point out in more detail there

? The =Aoni of today endorse the fact that the!naraproperty regime is outstanding in regional comparison
because it provides them with an important ethnic marker. In the words of the present =Aoni Chief: “In contrast to
all other Khoi Khoi tribes where the concept of communal ownership prevailed, the!nara fields of the Topnaar
people are the property of individual lineages. Each and every field is the alienable property of a specific extended
family” (Kooitjie 1997). Thereis no evidence that !narafields have in fact been sold or otherwise alienated but it
seems likely that this self -representation is al so informed by numerous echoes of Schapera' s early statement
which goes back to earlier observations from the 19" century (see Moritz 1992).



is evidence that the focus has recently shifted from ! nara bushes to the land itsdf, with the Inara
harvest as a powerful symbol that expresses =Aoni attachment to their land.

The =Aoni system of named and unnamed family- groups encompasses dl members of the group, but
it is aso extended to include individuds of other ethnic origin who have cometo live in the 'Khuiseh.
The statement (repeated by severd adminigtrators and ethnographers) that the named fields are
owned by named families seems to suggest that ultimately private ownership could be traced to the
individua heads of these families. In fact family names were probably used as a short cut by =Aoni
who wanted to establish ownership relaions at a pecific point in time. However, acrosstime there is
no stable relationship between named families and named fields, nor was the circle of people
belonging to thet named family once and for dl fixed. Thisis partly be due to demographic shiftsas
some named families grow and others die out. But it is aso build into the system insofer asthe
=Aoni, too, followed the general Khoekhoe practice of cross sex naming (Hoernlé 1985, see
Widlok 1999, 2000). In this system the son of afamily, reportedly the principle heir of afied, would
carry hismother’ s surname while the girls would receive ther father’ s surname. It is therefore to be
expected that individuds with different family names would form the de facto property-owning group
and that the same name could indicate ownership rights in a number of fields. Budack’s map of 54
Inarafields recorded in 1975 contains examples of both cases, single fields being associated with
more than one family name and one family name being associated with more than one field (see
Figure 1). It seems that when being asked about the family unit that would legitimately own afied
=Aoni refer to the!hao-!nas (lit. “in thetribe’), i.. e adivison below theleve of the ethnic group but
above that of afamily household. This unit is congtituted by a group of genedlogicdly related families
that do not al carry the same name but can be identified asa“clan” or “sb”. The =Aoni 'hao-!nas
encompasses alarger number of individuas and families than those who form the everyday economic
unit among the =Aoni. At the same time the socid system suggests that rdaives belonging to one's
Ihao-!nas are potentid partnersin the exploitation of a !'nara field and that a sufficient basis for trust
and common ground exigts to pool efforts with them, either in forming aharvesting party or in sharing
I'nara products and exchanging them for the returns of other economic pursuits such as livestock
herding. Little is known about the patterns of incorporating members of other ethnic groupsinto
=Aoni society but it seems that recruiting these people into a 'hao-!nas went hand in hand with
accepting them as partnersin 'nara harvesting groups. Thisis not to say that being partnersin this
context means being equa in terms of work effort or the enjoyment of profits. The same holds for the
chief and triba elderswho, as members of their own !hao-!nati, were integrated into the social
organization but who aso enjoyed some authority in guaranteeing ownership rightsto individuas as |
will point out in more detail below.



Historical background®

Environmenta change in the 'Khuiseb valley has been documented in greet detail due to the fact that
the desert research station Gobabeb, home to the Desert Ecologica Research Unit, is located in the
IKhuiseh. Here, ecologica research over severa decades has shown changesin the distribution of
density of natural speciesin the various desert habitats (sand dune desert to the south, grave plain to
the north and amogtly dry river bed rich in anima and plant life a the centre of the !Khuissb valey).
The research has shown that many species useful to the =Aoni are declining, not only the !nara but
aso for ingtance game animak. The =Aoni who inhabit the Namib-Naukluft Park but who so far had
little say in the way in which it was managed blame this ecologica degredation on the various forms
of colonid interference, water mining for mines and towns at the lower 'Khuiseb, intensive farming by
Europeans at the upper ! Khuiseb, flood dam construction near the coastal town, but also restrictive
nature consarvation management in the Namib- Naukluft Park itsdf.

Primarily due to the presence of the Namib Desert Research Centre at Gobabeb but aso because of
the incorporation of the areainto the Namib - Naukluft Park, the!nara, and the way in which the
=Aoni make use of it, has attracted alot of popular attention. There has been little in-depth fidd
research but many cursory accounts over the decades (Berry 1991; Enviroteach 1995; Grimme
1910; Herre 1975; Pfeiffer 1979; Storad 1991). These accounts leave no doubt that there have
been congiderable ecologica and socia changes over the past decades but the causal links
connecting these facts remain unclear. There is agreement on the fact that the distribution of 'nara
plants and the Sze and quantity of !'narafruitsin the !Khuiseb delta has deteriorated over the last 30
years or 0. It isaso not disputed that the practices connected with the Inara harves, in particular
the institutionalised property regime, have changed during the same period. However, multiple
explanations, some complementary others mutualy conflicting, have been put forward to explain the
dynamics that have led to ather the ecologica change or the socia change and to the possible
connections between these two processes.

Over the recorded past, ecologica changes have affected the distribution and productivity of the
Inara plants and therefore dso the possibilities for its use. Some of these changes, such asthe
irregular flooding of the 'Khuiseb river delta, are “naturd” and unpredictable. Others, such asthe
drop of the groundwater level due to awater extraction scheme and the building of aflood dam, are
man-made. !Nara subsistence and trade continue up to today but wage |abour and other forms of
income such as smal-livestock holding and a fishing quota produce more income for more =Aoni
than Inara collecting, processing and trading does today. The !nara harvest as an indtitution is il

N Despite my emphasis on current issues, | maintain that this paper is an exercisein historical anthropology (see
Gregory 1997) in the sense that it considers the =Aoni of today as facing asimilar historical challenge as anyone
living in our global postsocialist world, the world which lost socialism either as aregime or as anegative
blueprint. It is not anthropological history since | do not aim to reconstruct the pre-colonial property regime of
=Aoni 'naraharvest. Anthropological studiesinto the origins of private versus communal property regimes (see
Schott 1956) show that, as far as can be established comparatively, elements of both regimes co-existed during
pre-colonial times. Archaeological evidence from the region under consideration here suggests that there might
have been lengthy shiftsin both directions (see Kinahan 1991). There can be little doubt that the =Aoni system of
sustainabl e resource exploitation as we know it was the result of alengthy process of institutionalization, even
though this cannot easily demonstrated “ historically” for the datais not available. What can be studied
ethnographically and analyze theoretically is how this process of institutional change continuesin the present.



very relevant for today’ s =Aoni but complex changes have taken place insofar as the economic
dimendion of thisinditution seemsto be declining while the palitical dimengion isincreasng and
insofar as the relation between thisinditution and other ingtitutionalised forms of economic activity,
such aslivestock holding and wage labour are changing. Urbanization, ecologica degredation,
commercidisation and integration into the world economy have changed the socid organization of the
=Aoni and ther relations with other groups considerably. A crigtdlization point for these ingtitutiona
changes are changing property relaions.

The land of the =Aoni is conddered gate land by the nationa government and =Aoni were not
consulted when state agencies interfered with the ecology of the area by the building of aflood
protection wall, the mining of water, and the damming of water in the !Khuiseb catchment area. It
has been suggested that these measures together with restrictive conservation policies (especidly the
prohibition for =Aoni to burn unproductive ! nara plants), donkeys grazing on the !nara and changing
harvesting practices (for ingtance the use of iron rods by harvesters) hasled to adeclinein the size
and number of 'nara (Shilomboleni 1998). All these causes are ultimately man made but the
respongbilities are attributed to different socid groups - farmers, miners, town dwellers,
conservationists, planners, harvesters (see Botelle and Kowalski 1996). While some ecologists point
out that the availability of water is highly unpredictable in this environment so that some of the
changes observed may be dueto irregular natura cydles, the human factor, including ingtitutional
change, seemsto be crucid in this change.

The decline of the traditiond property regime seemsto play amgjor part in the socia changes that
concern the harvest and use of the!nara. Less=Aoni are harvesting !'nara than in the documented
past, and less=Aoni families depend on the 'nara, athough the harvesting season has been extended
so that it covers dmost the whole year. The systemn of recognized and protected family -fiddsis
largely defunct and the remaining families harvest fredy in anumber of different fidds. At the same
time =Aoni complain that the!nara s virtualy an open-access resource now as town-dwelers, who
are not =Aoni, harvest in the 'Khuiseb ddta. Again the responsibility for these changes has been
attributed to various socia agents. The decline of the traditiona property regimeis attributed to week
leadership which failed to protect property rules, to a decreasing economic importance of the!nara
in the =Aoni economy, and the lack of control granted to the =Aoni by the nationd administration.
Furthermore, =Aoni themsalves often draw a direct causd link between the ecologica decline of the
Inara and the practicability of the traditiona property regime putting the blame on externa forces for
producing ecological change to which they themsalves then had to react. Representatives of the
Minigtry of Environment and Tourism who run the Namib - Naukluft Park have for along time blamed
the =Aoni for detrimentally influencing the loca ecology and restricted =Aoni movement in the park
and at times threatened to expulse them from the ' Khuiseb.

The researchers of the Desert Ecologica Research Unit (DERU) at Gobabeb, being mostly natura
scientists by training, tend to look at human action as just another form of behaviour that effects the
growth and spread of the Inara. DERU is currently establishing a!nara project and the basdline
studies for this project investigate the use that insects, donkeys and humans make of the!nara. Using
pit traps to compare the diversity of insects close to a 'nara hummock and digtant from it, it was
possible to establish that the 'nara isimportant for avariety of insects (Shilomboleni 1998:5). That is
to say the !'nara plant supports biologica diversity in the area, which givesit high vaue as anationd,
and even an internationa asset. At the same time a controlled domestication experiment showed that
insects are d'so amagjor obstacle for any attempt to domesticate the 'nara from saplings. Thereis
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evidence for the effects that donkeys have on the 'nara as they feed on its shoots and fruits but it has
il to be established whether this detrimentd effect on the!nara is more substantive than the
damage done to the 'nara by wild animasin the past. Asfor the activities of humans, =Aoni
harvesting techniques of today are also considered detrimenta to the grows of the 'nara. But while
for along time =Aoni use of the!nara was consdered ecologicdly damaging per se (see Gabrid
1993) steps have now been taken to initiate some co-management of the !Khuiseb areaasa
protected zone.

In sharp contrast to the disagreement about the causes of environmenta change in the areg, all
partiesinvolved strongly agree on the vaue of the 'nara plant and that inditutions which support it
should be maintained or newly created. Since colonization began researchers advocated a cultivation
of the Inara, others have highlighted the uniqueness of this endemic plant at least implicitly demanding
a better protection. =Aoni use of the!nara has aways been mentioned in this context and has after
independence been at the focus of popular reports and films (Botelle and Kowalski 1994; Visser
1998). Mogt recently the =Aoni themsalves have raised their voice not only as informantsto
researchers, journaists, and film makers but directly as they have issued policy statements and have
been involved in the planning of a development project centred around the! nara and its products
(Dausab 1993; Grasveld and Gabriel 1993).

With no long-term record of ethnographic research available, surveyorswith an interest in developing
the potentia of the !Khuiseb (including the!nara) have sought to establish how changesin the
environment and in property relations are perceived by the =Aoni themsdlves* However,
“perceptions from the Topnaar community” have shown that “the community” does not spesk with
one voice. Even though individuds frequently contradict one another there is some common ground
inther views. Ininterviewswith =Aoni the dedline of the !nara is unanimoudy lamented, which
indicatesthat they valuethe Inara and do care about its Sate. Given the rdlatively smal number of
=Aoni who depend economicaly on the fruit, it seems that many =Aoni maintain thet the 'narahas a
high culturd vaue dso for those who are not directly involved in its harvest or consumption.
Individuds differ in their ranking of the Inara as a resource vis a vis other resources. In a survey-type
ranking task the 'nara was placed on ranks 3-5 in a spectrum of seven types of resources. Overal,
I'nararanged in the middle behind “water”, “vegetaion”, “lifestock”, and “land for
Seitlement/development” but above “gardens’ and “wildlife’ (Botelle and Kowalski 1996:68). This
reflects the variety of waysin which individua's make use of naturdl resources. All =Aoni need water,
no-one today rdies on wildlife for subsistence, while the degree to which gardens, !nara, stock,
vegetation, and land for resettlement play arole in economic pursuits differs according to
circumstances.

It isinteresting to note how the interviewed =Aoni placed these resources in terms of property rights.
Discussing the control over and the responsibility for the resources (i. e. ownership), the =Aoni
argued that water was owned by the government, in the form of the Department of Water Affairs

N Although =Aoni have had little or no say in environmental planning so far, their views are now on record in
transcribed interviews (see Botelle and Kowalski 1995). This has aggravated the situation insofar as many =Aoni
today feel that they have given their opinion many times and have answered many questions without any
noticeable improvement of their situation. In the aftermath of a socio-economic survey conducted by the Ministry
of Environment and Tourism in 1992 (again without conclusive results) ateam of film-makers collected numerous
interviews with =Aoni in the 'Khuiseb which | was able to use to complement my own interviews conducted
during field research in 1996.
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which manages boreholes in the K huiseb since the water table dropped too low for the use of hand
dug wells. Wildlife, vegetation and the land for settlement was dso seen asbeing de facto and de
jure owned by the government, primarily in the form of the Minigtry of Environment and Tourism
responsible for managing the Namib - Naukluft Park, even though this was contested on principle
grounds. Livestock was considered as property of the =Aoni but since they did not have control
over the wild predators or the necessary vegetation to graze the stock, this was considered to be a
somewhat spurious claim of ownership. Gardens and ! nara, by contrast, were considered to be
genuingly owned by the =Aoni. Since gardening plays hardly any role in the |Khuiseb thisleaves the
Inara as the main field in which =Aoni see their own property rules a work, even though with some
interference from the government’ s Side in the management and harvesting of the 'nara.

Despite this overal positive vaue attached to the 'nara, =Aoni eders complain that young people
are“too lazy” to harvest 'nara. In the words of Reuben (70 years) “Many of the Topnaar are too
lazy to work on the 'nara and the children are learning other ways, thet is why the fields are so
empty nowadays’ (Botelle and Kowaski 1996:40). The breakdown of the family fidd sysem
receives conflicting assessments. Some =Aoni remark that the breskdown of the property rights aso
meant that individuas were no longer urged to ensure the hedlth of their 'nara plants (Botelle and
Kowalski 1996:21). Abandoning the ! nara property system therefore would not only mean
deregulation but aso negligence with regard to the!nara. But not al =Aoni interviewed agree with
this assessment. Compare the following two statements given to Botelle and Kowalski (1996). Both
were made by ederly men involved in the !nara harvest but one seems to represent economic
liberalism while the other seemsto express acall for regulation by a strong centrd authority.

“I don’t know why it has changed but | think it is better now. There used to be fights over the plots
and alot of confusion. Now we do not have plots and we are free to go to the delta and take what
we need. Thisis good because you are free to collect what you need to survive.”

“When the men owned the plots we earned more noney. Now there is competition between us and
sometimes you cannot collect enough to sdll. The plot system stopped dl grievances and it was good
for the 'naratoo [ ...] Therules changed about 15 years ago. Asthe chief and strong men died out
so did the rules. With no rules people go early to the deltawhen the 'nara is ill not ripe and they
stay for alonger time. By the time we get there, the 'nara is gone.”

| suggest that an andysis of the 'nara property system in terms of layers, as| will develop it below,
dlows us to account for these diverging assessments by redizing that individuas within the =Aoni
group as wdl as interested parties from outside this group may be commenting on quite different
agpects of what has hitherto been considered alarge undifferentiated ingtitutiona package of
ownershiprights.

Theoretical background

Anthropol ogists have been careful to point out that forms of private ownership usudly coexist with
forms of communa ownership basicdly everywhere, including seemingly smple societies (see Schott
1956). It has become equally important to point out that these property regimes could consist of



both, forma ingtitutions such as the position of Chief or inheritance rulesinvolving corporate kin-
groups, and dso informd ingtitutions such as habitua practices. In order to avoid any sense of
deficiency when discussing the informa “habits’ of “sSmple’ societies in contrast with societies thet
have atradition of formally codified and written laws, anthropol ogists have terded to cover dl these
manifestations under the broad category of “inditutions’ of property. The anthropologica study of
property could be phrased as the study of ingtitutions thet regulate property relaionsin diverse
culturd settings. In the established practice of anthropologica writing, a monographic case study is
usudly acomprehensive account of the ingtitutions of an ethnic group. It would include a description
of named and formalized arrangements, sometimes reflectively described by actors, as wel asof
patterns emerging from recurrent behaviour which are only named and identified by the observer. In
fact thereis, in this respect, continuity between the ethnographic works from the early days of the
British school of socid anthropology, see for example Perigtiany’s“ The Socid Indtitutions of the
Kipsigis’ (1939) and more recent ethnographies, see for example Moore' s “ Space, Text and
Gender” (1986).° Therefore, not only comparative works but ethnographic monographs, too, tend to
describe acluster of related property ingtitutions in terms of a property regime. However, with the
recognition that we study socia relations in the process of higtorica changes, the dynamics of
changing regimes have recently been at the focus of attention. The change from aregime of
predominantly communa property towards a regime of predominantly private property (see Hann
2000) is such ahigtorica process of ingtitutional change.

Since anthropologists sudy awide variety of cultura contextsthey usualy tolerate a very broad
definition of what congtitutes an inditution. Ingtitutions in this broad anthropologica sense may
include everything from a convention or ruleto a“socia grouping” — named or unnamed - that
requires some supporting cognitive foundation which distinguishesit from any odd recognized
practica socid arrangement. In gpproaches that strongly rely on methodologica individuadism (such
as network analysis or rationd choice theories) ingitutions are either considered the outcome of
behaviourd regularities which can be measured in frequencies of interactions and clusters of relations
and at the same time as “the rules of the game”’ which produce these regularities (see Schweizer
1996). In gpproaches that look at individua activities on the background of collective
representations (such as Durkheimian and culturaist theories) indtitutions are considered to be not
smply the outcome of conventions but as a cognitive classification that has been socidly and
culturdly grounded “in nature and in reason” so that socid actors do not seeit as“asocidly
contrived arrangement” (Douglas 1987:48). It is one of the most fundamenta insights of
anthropologica work thet these different forms of indtitutionalization condition one another as they
are either complementary or arein conflict with one another in asingle complex process of change.
From an anthropological perspective, therefore, the aim has to be a sngle andytica framework that
digtinguishes aspects or layers of indtitutions rather than ty pes of indtitutions. The purpose of having

° Peristiany describes named institutions such as the K okwet, the “village community”, made up of domestic units
(1939:127) and unnamed groups of villages that form the key territorial unit (1939:176) as well as court proceedings
that embody the legal institutions of the Kipsigis (1939:185-6). Moore aso identifies formal and informal
institutions among the Marakwet as well asthe social activities that produce spatial and social entities at any
particular time. The theoretical advances sought after in social anthropology were not areformulation as to how
institutions should be defined or classified but rather how institutional dynamics are to be described and
analysed. Moore does not differ significantly from Peristiany in what is considered an institution but in that she
succeeds to explain the changing form of institutions such as the household and the homestead on the basis of
working out the developmental cycle that governs the life stages of the household head and by implication the
make-up of the household and the homestead.
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such aframework isthet it can enable usto do two things. Firdly it helps to plit the notion of
ingitutions into components or layers that can be studied ethnographicaly and comparatively.
Secondly it helps us to develop a dynamic model that suggests how these components or levels are
related to one another.

For the purpose of this paper, | make use of ideas recently developed in the field of legdl
anthropology. My point of departure isamodd which was primarily designed as a decriptive tool
and which would alow to compare diverse property regimes as they are usudly encountered by
anthropologists working in diverse field Situations. Benda Beckmann and Benda Beckmann (1999)
have proposed amode of ingdtitutiond layersfor dissecting and understanding complex
ingtitutionalised property relations. The underlying idea of such alayered mode isto overcome “the
simple opposition between rules/ideology and practice/redity” (1999:20). The Benda-Beckmanns
digtinguish four layers. culturd ideals and ideologies, normative and ingtitutiond regulation, property
relationships, and socid practices. This has an important advantage over earlier indtitutional
gpproaches in that rules, relationships, and practices are no longer “ packaged in an indtitution”
(1999:22). Thereby we are put into the position not only to investigete the interaction between
packaged indtitutions or between ingtitutions and apparently inditution free activity, but rather to
come to understand theinterna dynamics of different layers within an indtitution. They recognized
thet al layers are connected in socid practice but that they are independent enough “to warrant an
examination of their mutud interrelationships’ (1999:22). | subscribe to their layered modd buit |
propose a graphica representation which contains two important qudifications to the modd (see
Figure 2).

| suggest that it is useful to maintain a sense of that which may be considered the objectification of
property relations. With regard to the 'nara case, but probably thisis true more generdly, much of
the confusion seems to result from the fact that the object of property regulations and relationsis not
clear. While state environmenta agencies underline their sovereign rights over the land on which the
I'nara grows and on which the =Aoni live, other state agencies such as the water affairs
adminigtration, the mining companies and the administrators of the urban centre seem to be primarily
concerned with the underground water reservoir. The traditional concern of the =Aoni seemsto have
been the 'nara bushes maore than “plots of land” but this seems to be changing now astherightsin
managing the! nara come to stand for land rights more generaly which contain various potentias, not
just that of harvesting !nara. Furthermore the socid relations that condtitute the ! nara property
regime are ussfully distinguished for the Inarafruit and the! nara plant as will be shown in more
detail below. The objectification of !nara property regulations and relations are graphicaly
represented with a lozenge.

The second qudification to the model which is contained in the graphica representation concerns the
distinction between reaions and socid actions. Instead of limiting relations to the link between
previoudy identified individua actors, the representation alows to see relations as condtituting arenas
for action which may then ether befilled by individua persons (or corporate persons) but which may
aso beinternd to individuals as well as subject to shifts as natural persons take on some fields of
action or leave others. The dynamic picture gained through this graphical convention will be
described in more detail below. Thefirst necessary step that lead to this discussion is a dissection of
the Inara property regimeinto the layersthat | have identified above.
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Dissecting a property regime

Asafirg gep for ariving a a more dynamic and redidtic picture of the 'nara property regime |
suggest to break up the synthetic statements about “privately owned plots’ by investigating
separately the different andyticd layers of property regimes, namdy cultura vaues, cultura
regulations, socid relations, and socid actions.

Cultural values

The key cultura vauesin the!nara property regime are its exclusiveness with regard to the =Aoni as
an ethnic group and itsinclusiveness with regard to al =Aoni families. Ethnic exclusvenessis hinted
at both in Schaperd s and in Kooitjie' s statement (see above). Tresspassers of other ethnic groups
are verdy dedt with since they cannot hold any legitimate ownership rights in the!nara, which are
— according to theided - inherited from one =Aoni generation to the other through the maeline.
Furthermore “each and every” nara fidd is daimed by some =Aoni family, leaving no resdud area
for the use or ownership of others or for open access. But not only are dl !'nara in the areadivided
into exclusve fidds for the =Aoni. Conversdy, every =Aoni family has some ownership rightina
Inarafield. Both ideds, that of acomprehensvely divided world of 'nara plants and that of a
complete provison for al =Aoni families, are maintained as avaue up to thisday. The =Aoni chief is
often named as the guarantor for these vaues and his role therefore needs to be discussed in this
context.

Since colonization began, chieftainship among the =Aoni has been under pressure, especialy during
this century. Colonid interference interrupted the succession of chiefs and there have aso been
conflicts about succession. This weakened the =Aoni with regard to the colonia powersand
neighbouring groups. Interndly the!nara property regime did not rely exclusvely on the sanctioning
power of chiefs being in office but more generdly on a shared recognition of the principles of =Aoni
socid organization, in particular itsidentity as an ethnic group and itsinterna make-up as condgsting
of family groups. It seemsthet the property regime was not ingtalled from above but was anchored in
the web of =Aoni socid organization which prevented it from collgpse in the absence of chiefs. There
was no support from externa authorities for =Aoni cultural values with regard to ownership since the
colonia administration considered =Aoni land to be crown land and their ownership dlams and rules
therefore as spurious.

The Minigtry of Environment and Tourism and the Department of Water Affairs have, if a dl,
consulted the =Aoni oly as one interested party among many others and have carried out their
Srategies according to their own vaues, especidly the value of “the nationd good”. Depite this
genera disregard for =Aoni values, the !nara fields have been important in the relation between
=Aoni and the colonid, now nationd, administration.The ownership of !'nara fiddsisthe basisfor
=Aoni land dlams more generdly and for their congtitution as an ethnic group daming land
ownership in the |Khuiseb valey on the basis of their ethnic identity. The entitlement of dl =Aoni
familiesto have access to !nara plots has been maintained even under changing ecologica
conditions. According to the acting chief he initiated a redistribution of family rights to plots when
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whole stretches of !'nara fields disappeared due to the building athe Walvis Bay flood dam and due
to other measures taken in the interest of a growing urban population and of growth in the livestock
and mining industries. The recent urban and industrid developments have exploited the underground
water reservoir of the 'Khuiseb, thregtening the ! nara fields and consequently threatening to leave
some familieswithout accessto any !'nara fields. This development is of great concern to the =Aoni,
not only because of its detrimenta effects on the ! nara harvest but more fundamentaly because it
affects key vaues of identity and culturd property. The Inara, therefore, is best characterized asa
=Aoni good, maybe the surpreme good of the =Aoni (see Gregory 1997:81). It certainly has not
only value as an object of consumption or exchange. The fact thet the positive evauation of the Inara
is closely connected to a postive sdf-image of the =Aoni as!nara harvestersis dso highlighted by
the recent re-emergenceof !'nara praise songsin the 'Khuiseb which include the following
sequences.

“Y ou round food / with many thorns/ you many- breasted / foster- mother of the =Aoni children/
evenif | am far away / | will think of you / you food of my ancestors/ | will never forget you”
(Kooitjie 1997:2)

Thereislittle doubt that such praise songs did exist in the past but ethnographers who undertook
great efforts to record songs in the 1970s were only able to record remnants of these songs, the
longest version was obtained from a European farmer who had heard it being sung by an old
“Bushman” employee (see Moritz 1992:36). This example of the recrestion or revitdization of a
cultura tradition shows not only how different cultural vaues, such asidentity and property are
connected, but aso that they need to be seen in the context of the cultural means of communicaing
and resffirming vaues and of inditutiondising them as cultural conventions and regulaions of cultura
organizetion.

Cultural regulations

The generd culturd vaues of appropriating the 'nara for the =Aoni and of guaranteeing accessto
the 'nara for dl =Aoni families were integrated into amore elaborate cultura system which has been
called the 'narafield of “plot” system. ! Nara fields were demarcated with *“beacons’ which served
asacultura sgn indicating boundaries and the individud entitlements of families (Budack 1983:4).
As| have dready pointed out it seems more likely that the property rulesin fact applied to!nara
plants and not to plots of land taking account of the fact that ! nara plants “move’ as they grow on
the shifting sand dunes of the river ddtaand thet the tendrils of individua plants may eesily get
entangled with one another. There was ancther cultura tool for detecting trespassing even when it
was not observed as a manifest spatid transgression of boundaries. Individud owners dam to
recognize the 'nara pips of their own field by their taste. What may at first to gppear to be amystica
skill can il be tested today. | took samples of !nara pips from anumber of different locditiesin the
IKhuiseb and asked severa men and women to taste where a sample came from and to whose
harvest they belonged. The results confirmed thet thereis such askill of distinguishing !nara pips
according to taste. The experiment revedled that the Size and sdtiness of pips varied in relion to the
location where the 'nara plant grew, probably due to the amount and sdtiness of water available to
the plant. Individuas varied with regard to their skill to match pips with names of places and with
individua people harvesting at these places and differencesin skills were readily acknowledged. But
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there was no doubt among =Aoni that tasting pipsin order to determine their origin isaculturd skill
and alegitimate means for the owners to establish the origin of pips. It aso suggests that most =Aoni
have some sort of socialy shared menta map of the Inara fields, that isto say some representation
about the spatia digtribution of !'nara bushes and people having clams to the fruit gained from these
bushes. Furthermore, there are cultural standards of what congtitutes a good, tasty !narapip, which
largely refer to the colour and taste of pips after they have been cooked. This corresponds to cultural
skillsinvolved in cooking the!nara properly (such asthe selection of suitableripe Inara, the right
temperature and duration of cooking the pips). These kills not only help to identify the harvest of an
individua but they are also ameans of establishing the vaue of a particular ! nara as a desirable good
in comparison with the 'nara of other fields and families (see above). Furthermore, the different
qudity of 'nara pipsisaso important for determining the commodity and exchange vaue of the pips.
Thisisthe cultural background for understanding =Aoni complaints about “!nara pirates’ that is
mostly nort=Aoni who harvest and trade !'nara without the culturaly recognized skills. These pirates
not only upset the established pricing mechanisms between =Aoni harvesters and urban traders they
aso more generdly thresten the vdue of 'nara as a=Aoni good.

=Aoni complaints againg “pirates’ fal on deaf ears with the administration which appears to follow
the policy of various colonia authorities who considered the !nara to grow "wild on waste Crown
lands and [to be] veld kogt, so [thet] the law againgt theft was inoperative’ (Rolland quoted in
Budack 1983:5). Consequently, dl regulations put in place by the colonid adminigiration such asthe
prohibition to burn old and unproductive 'nara plants or the prohibition to move fredy in the sand
dunes are detrimenta to the maintenance of the =Aoni property system. The cultura rules governing
Inara property reaions only gpply to individuas within the reach of =Aoni cultura organization.
However, within this culturd context the organization of property clamsinvolved not only relations
between owners and (potentid) trespassers. Putting up beacons, it ssemswas only to underline
clamsthat were dready socidly recognized. It is therefore unlike the establishment of boundaries
through fences in previoudy communa areas which currently takes place in other parts of Namibia
While owners could not gppedl to the adminigtration to safeguard their property rights, they did
gpped to the chief and his council who were al'so known as* parentsrichin 'nara” dluding to ther
specid posgtion with regard to matters concerning the 'nara (Budack 1983:5). In other words the
culturd organization of the!nara plot system relied on awell-established network and hierarchy of
socid relations.

Social property relations

Property relations are taboo relations because they imply that certain forms of taking and
appropriating (and sometimes of giving and dienating) are considered to be forbidden between
certain people. However, it isimportant to note that ataboo relation isstill asocid relation. 1t isnot
the absence of engagement but it is characterized by a didtinctive redtriction of engagement with
certain people a certain times for certain purposes. The culturally constructed property taboos that
separate the owner of a!nara fidd from othersimplies that the 'narais not fredy shared with
everybody. However, the owner still engages in socid relaions with non-owners or other owners.
Since these socid relations may be eclipsed or “hidden” in taboo relaions | will propose (in the
following section) amethod that elucidates these relations. Products of !nara plots do not flow fredy
among the people related with the =Aoni who harvest Inara in the |Khuiseb. Therefore, we need to
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pay specid attention to the engagement not only among owners, but aso between owners and non-
ownersthat areinvolved in the flow of 'nara products and in establishing therightsin ' nara plants.

It isimportant to go beyond the gtatic cultura map of 'nara “plots’ and to consider dl relevant socid
relationsinvolved in the!nara property regime. Apart from the raively ingtantaneous conflict
between owner and trespassers (mentioned above) and the relatively fixed genealogical succession
of persons |eaving an inheritance and those taking it (discussed below), the benefits of 'nara
ownership are distributed in socid rdations that are formed in the process of !nara harvesting. There
isno indication that =Aoni sought to sdll or buy plots, nor that they received prestige or Satus
owning a particular plot, nor that there was any possibility or interest to accumulate ownership rights
in order to make profits, gain interest etc. Inheritance of ! narafieds ssemsto have been fairly
unproblematic, at least no inheritance conflicts are reported in the records. There are, however,
many indications that use rights were complex and subject to manoeuvre and negotiation. The socid
rel ations between owner and harvester imply relations between members of the owning family who
are active in the!'nara harvest and those members who are not as well as relations between
harvesters and traders. It isimportant to note that the composition of harvesting parties seemsto
adways have been flexible. Thisis certainly the case in the present and for the documented past
(Dentlinger 1983). Although harvesters would in most cases be related through ties of kinship or
marriage, the kinship system does not predetermine who may join a harvesting party this year or next
year. Relaions between harvesters are informal in the sense of being non predetermined, as are

rel ations between coresidents who form the main consumption unit and indeed as between co-
habitants who form the reproductive unit of the =Aoni. Owners of !narafidds can engage with
others in a cooperative seasona harvesting team or they can send out any kinsperson but aso anon
=Aoni, usudly a Damara, as aworker in the Inarafields. The returns would then be shared with
these workers. The most common strategy seems to have been to split the household during the
Inara season o that yields from inland livestock herding and coastd !nara harvesting could be
pooled or exchanged by members of the household. Sharing the returns means not only receiving
some !naraasfood but aso receiving some of the cash or of cash economy products gained in the
tradeof 'nara pips. For this purpose !nara owners dso had to engage with urban traders in what for
along time seems to have taken the form of long-term trading partnerships. Genera traders were,
and sometimes il are, providers of dl kinds of commodities for the =Aoni who would pay off their
debts at harvesting time by trading in their Inarapips.

Social action

The modt influentid individud choice in the context of the 'nara property regime concerns the
intengty of !nara use. The =Aoni never subsisted solely on the !nara but relied on hunting (now no
longer possible), livestock raising (now lessintensive than in the past) and wage labour (now more
intengve then in the past). Harvesting ! nara was only one congtituent of their mixed economy and it
hed to be kept flexible in order to account for demographic changes but aso for irregular ecologica
changes that would affect the supply of 'nara. At the end of the last century there were reports that
the population had decreased, the !naraincreased, leaving tracts of !naras vacant (see Budack
1983:5). Then, after a devastating flood in 1934, harvests were reportedly very low up to the 1950s,
leaving some Topnaar without harvest (Kohler 1969:118). In the 1970s the available ! narawere
reported to have exceeded the demand (Budack 1983:5). At the leve of individual action this means
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that every season a person would need to ask him- or hersdf whether it was worthwhile to move
into the!nara fieds. Given that most Inarafields are situated in the |Khuiseb detawhere there are
no permanent =Aoni settlements, moving to the! nara fields often meant abandoning a paid job or
leaving livestock in the care of others. Benefitting from this mixed economy implied depending on
others as partnersin livestock herding or !nara harvesting. With the increase in permanent wage
labour opportunities, strategies seem to have bifurcated as some =Aoni do not take any active part in
the 'nara harvest & dl while others make much of their living through ! nara harvesting. For the latter
this means that they have to be more active in trading !nara pips so thet they can bridge the times
when Inaras are lean and so that they can convert some of their harvest into cash income.

Also more recently, some =Aoni convert 'nara not only into economic capital through trade but they
convert it into symbolic capitd in the nationd palitics of community identity and of land rights. Thisis
particularly true for =Aoni who are no longer living in the 'Khuiseb but in any case for =Aoni who
are engaged with administrators and representatives of the media and of development NGOs®
Although | have seen many young people among the ! nara harvesters of the 1996 season, it is
certainly true that harvesting in amake shift shelter in the 'K huiseb deltais an arduous task o that
not only young =Aoni but dl harvesterstry to get regular lifts into the nearby coastd town of Walvis
Bay which has dl amenities of modern life including access to arich spectrum of consumer products.

As astaple food the Inara has a rather low reputation among =Aoni, and this has been so at least
since the 1970s (see Dentlinger 1977, 1983). Other forms of income are being sought after by
=Aoni and those who continue working in the !nara fields seek to earn money for more prestigious
commodities by sdlling !nara to tradersin town. Sdlling !nara heps families pay their children’s
school fees, as| have been told frequently (see dso Botdlle and Kowalski 1995:69). This shift of
interests is recognized by the =Aoni themselves who often take this as their starting point for
explaining the processes of change in which they are involved. In the pursuit of a quick buck
individuas harvest randomly across the ! nara fields, disregarding the traditiond property regime. In
that process they also harvest unripe 'nara, they do not care or manage!narafieds (eg. by burning
or cutting unproductive plants), they use iron rods which can harm the plant. All these developments
contribute to the decline of the 'nara and itsfruit.

Analyzing ingitutional dynamics

Having dissected a property regime into indtitutiond layers dlows usto view inditutiond dynamicsin
terms of changes that take place at one of the layers and which then trigger off changes a another
layer or which indeed may clash with changes (or the lack thereof) at any of the other layers.
Disentangling the different layers of an ingtitutionaised property regime may aso help to understand

® Thisis underlined by the results of aworkshop in which young people were asked to envision of how they
wanted to see the K huiseb environment being used in the year 2034 (fourty years ahead). !Narado not feature in
thisvision, only in the subsequent discussion it seems to have been mentioned that people continue to use the
Inara, By contrast a group representation of land use at present (that isin 1994) depicts the !naraprominently in
three instances (see Botelle and Kowalski 1995). Notet hat the !nara also does not feature in the representation
produced by elderly people of !Khuiseb land use in 1944. Again the!nara seems to have only been mentioned in
passing in the discussion. This may be explained by the fact that the participants in this workshop focused on
events surrounding the great flood of 1934 which in fact destroyed many !naraplants and the harvest of the
subsequent years.
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why ddliberate or involuntary changes to one agpect may only gradudly change the property regime
and may lead to unintended effects. For instance discontinuing one action, such as burning old 'nara
plants, or letting one aspect of the socid organization, such asthe hao!nati (dlans), fdl into disuse,
may not leed to ademise of the whole ingtitution. A description that accounts for the state of affairs
at the various layers promises amore redistic, yet clear, representation of the complexities of an
inditution such as the property regime under investigation here. But the argument which | want to
pursue in the remainder of this paper goes even further than that. The layered model not only
inventorizes various aspects or suggests that a certain threshold has to be reached for ingtitutiona
change to take place but it dso links to adynamic modd of inditutiona change. Moreover, it is
possible to characterize different andytic gpproaches as focusing on opposite ends in terms of this
layered modd. That isto say, individuaistic gpproaches (e.g. Schweizer 1996) assume that
inditutiona change rely on behaviour change, which then work itsway “up” to cultura vaues.
Culturaist approaches (e.g. Douglas 1987) seem to assume that a change of values (in individud
cognition or public culture) will eventudly trickle down and lead to changes in behaviour. The modd
suggested here dlows for input from ether “end” and for indirect influences, too, that isfor changes
in socid or culturd organization triggered by actions and vaues that are not directly linked to the
indtitution in question. The key assumption isthat mutua involvement of people, their socid relations,
are a the centre of the indtitutiona dynamics. Relations are the joints that connect values and actions.
When socid action has lagting impact on socid rdaionsit will change cultura vaues, too. When
vaue changes have impact on socid rdaionsit will lead to changesin socid action. Given the
congtant flow of individua action on the one hand and culturd invention, forgetting and remembering
on the other hand it is likely that most processes of socid change take place a both ends,
cryddlizing at the layer of socid relations. With the help of this congtruction the mode dlowsusto
Stuate activity firmly at theleve of theindividua actor who changes his or her behaviour or attitude
without reducing the processto these individua actions because individua acts are amplified and
ultimately governed by the layer of socid relations. In thismodd it is possible to see how individud
acts gain amomentum that cannot be attributed to individuas only without the need to assume the
fictive agency of “aculture’ or “asociety”. A detalled account of the changes affecting the 'nara
property regime should help to illusirate the dynamics outlined here.

The case of the!nara harvest lends itsdf to exemplify the methodologica shift from mapping
property rightsin terms of smply matching people and things towards e ucidating complex property
relations with the help of diagrams. While Figure 1 was asmplification of the way in which =Aoni
fiddsof 'nara have conventiondly been mapped, Figure 2 convertsthisinto a smple diagram of the
layers that make up this particular property regime. Figure 3, findly, is amore detailed exploration of
the lower part of Figure 2. It is an attempt to show how the objectification of “!nara plants and
“Inara fruits’ isin fact aresult of, or “edipses’, the relation between the family owning the field,
harvesters possessing the fruit, and outsiders trading the ! nara pips. The use of diagramsin this
context deserves further comment. In these diagrams relationships not only connect individua human
beings or things but they relate terms to one another which can only be rdiably identified in and
through the relationship itsdlf. For ingance, mother and child may be related through physical
procrestion or lega adoption. One term (that of mother) islogicaly defined by the existence of
another term (that of child). Terms may be filled by different natural persons (men may act as
“mothers’), by corporate bodies larger than asingle person (agroup of classficatory ssters may be
“the mother”) and natura persons may combine more than one term within them (asin many forms of
exchange).
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What is true of mothers and children is dso true of other relations such as owners and non-owners
(see below) or authors and readers. One way of conceptudising and dlarifying these rdlationsis
through the use of anthropologica relationship diagrams, cdled “ Strathernograms’ by the late Alfred
Gl (1999) who used them to clarify exchange relationships described by M. Strathern. The graphic
conventions are a representation of terms in square boxes, reations in circles and their objectification
in lozenges. The graphic representation is useful because relations between socid terms are unlike
smple relations between physica entitiesand “invisble’ unless dicited through andyss. An
gppearance in the physical world is usually the objectification of more than one socid relation (e. g. a
book is aso an objectification between an author and a publisher and possibly an author and a
funding body). Furthermore it is usualy made up of terms which are themsdlves congtit uted by other
rel ations between other terms or by the same terms (e.g. abook iswritten by an author who himself
has been the reader of other texts and possibly the author of previous texts). This given complexity, a
result of the diachronic character of socia relations and the embeddedness of human action in amesh
of relationships, is usefully unravelled with the help of diagrams.

We can now gtart to see the multiple relations that are “hidden” or “eclipsed” in the ownership claims
of our case and to introduce differences of hierarchy between them. Digtinguishing !nara plants and
their produce is not only a matter of materid boundary drawing but dso ameatter of relationships of
separation or taboo. Thisis not only so because ownership rights concern plants rather than land. In
their 'nara property system =Aoni are not concerned about dividing the !Khuiseb delta
geographicaly or about digtributing generd land rights. Rether they are concerned about exclusive
rights of accessto the !nara, that is to say about the relations between potentia claimants. Figure 3
triesto ucidate al revant relations on which the harvesting of 'nara relies - down to the actions of
providing !'nara (to dependent family members for instance) and consuming !nara (or its profits).

When analysing the objective returns or benefits of a!narafied it is necessary to begin by
digtinguishing between !'nara possession (holding usership rights, possessing harvested 'nara pips)
and 'nara ownership (holding ownership rightsto a !nara field, being able to exclude non- owners
from the plots). Even in the traditional system (as far aswe know it) it was possible to be the
legitimate user of 'nara fruit without ever being the owner of a !nara fidd. At the sametime it was
also true that those who procure 'nara through their harvesting work did rely either on the owners of
fields to exclude others from harvesting or on traders who help to convert Inara into commodities or
money. Or to put it more precisdy, being the benefactor of a!narafield relies on the relation
between people with the capacity to work (to harvest), those with the capacity to convert (to
exchange !'nara) and people with the capacity to exclude gppropriation (with the necessary kinship
links and sanctioning powers). It is through the relation between these capacities that a 'nara harvest
materiaizes. In the diagram this creates branches representing sub-clustersin the complex
relationships governing the ! nara property regime. Being auser or beneficiary of the harvested 'nara
fruits aso depends on the relation between harvesters and traders. It would be mideading to think of
traders as coming in only after the harvest is completed. In fact harvesters enter long-term exchange
relations with traders and are continualy indebted to them so that traders have legitimate rights to the
Inara even before the seasonal harvest has started. A harvesting party at any one season would
congs of members of the field - owning family plus a flexible number of norowning harvesters who
could gain access to !'nara through their relationship with the aforementioned members of the owning
group. Inturn their participation in a harvesting party eclipses the relation between providers and
consumers. The two terms may be contained within a single person or congtituted by a person and
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his or her dependents. In any case the work of owning and non-owning harvestersis based on the
fact that the fruit of thiswork can be ultimately consumed. Consumption may be indirect insofar as
the harvesting party isin relation with trading partners whose presence is based on arelation
between more distant parties who demand ! nara and those who offer something ese in return (and
again there is ardation of consumers and providers a the end of thisline). For the!nara harvest to
take place successfully and repeatedly in the traditional property regime dl these reationships
condtituting the “I'nara user” seem to be as relevant as the relations which are hidden behind (or
undernesth) the term of “!nara owner”. This branch of the diagram provides further details on the
complex relationships since “the family” which is usudly given asthe traditiond owner of alnara
fidd isbased on aweb of relations between parties who do not move to the !nara fie ds but who
stay behind in the settlements and look after livestock or who have moved into wage labour. They
are likely to consume the 'nara that they are given in return for their services and do not contribute
directly to the !nara harvest. However, they link the harvesters with the owners and thereby with
other spheres of the economy, in particular the livestock economy. In order to be able to provide
outputs from these fields of subs stence the position of non-harvesting owners relies on relations with
people (or categories of people) who may ostensibly have nothing to do with !nara ownership but
who enter the scene insofar as dl subsistence activities of nonharvesting owners (with the possible
exception of foraging activities) relies on cooperdtive relaions within a household. Raising livestock is
based on a relation between those who poal their time and energy with othersin order to accomplish
the tasks of herding and breeding. This demands some division of labour across age groups (even
generaions) and across gender (or even spouse exchanging groups). Relations of investing work (i.e.
of providing) and of receiving returns (i.e. of consuming) again form the lowest leve of the diagram.

There are redtrictions to this graphica representation in the form of a single tree diagram. However,
with dight aterations to the graphic convention, namely by adding more than one tree diagram to the
objectification in question this can be overcome. One advantage of the graphica representation is
that it is possible to show patterns of relatedness and to highlight centra positionsin the network of
relations, in this case the position of the harvesting party and the fact that it links the !nara harvest
with both, the trade of !nara and the exchange with other subsistence products.

The diagramatic outline of the 'nara property regime, as given above, is not only an attempt to
visudize the (invisble) structure of socid relations that are part of thisingtitution but aso to unravel
the indtitutiona dynamics a work. Changes may originate at either “end” but the diagram dlows usto
trace them through the complex web of property relations. In the =Aoni case the values or terms of
the property regime have been under pressure, partly because of vaue shiftsin other domains
especidly group sovereignty. The gpartheid administration which threatened to resettle =Aoni far
away from the 'Khuiseb but aso the post-independence stuation which makes them strive towards
establishing a coherent locd “community” have pushed the owners of !nara fidds and fruitsto
identify gtrictly in ethnic terms as =Aoni and to delete “non-=Aoni” from the terms of the harvest
(even though they cannot get rid of any red person anymore). The reinvention of !'nara songs and the
reiteration of the clo se symboalic link between 'nara and =Aoni has led to a Situation in which the
term “harvesting party” isin effect divided into two terms, namely that of “legitimate =Aoni

harvesters’ and “illegitimate non=Aoni harvesters’. The diagram illustrates how harvesting was
distinguished from owning in the traditiona system. However, the term of “non owning harvester”
was linked to that of owners. Through overemphasizing the identity of harvesters as =Aoni thislink is
curtailed. Since non-=Aoni owners nevertheless continue to harvest and use the!nara thisin effect
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creates adirect relation between traders and the non-=Aoni harvesters, disconnected from the
=Aoni property regime. This hastriggered off changesin the digtribution of sharesinthe!nara
harvest in favour of non-=Aoni. The ethnicization of terms has changed socid relationsin away thet
paradoxicaly gives alarger share of the harvest to non-=Aoni.

At the same time people living in and around the 'K huiseb have— through their actions — changed the
world of this property regime by shifting for instance the de facto boundariesin the red world of
objects, or through redigtributing the proportions of !nara being harvested, traded, exchanged and
so forth. In the palitical debate about land rights, owning !nara plants seems to become more
important than possessing fruits. This changes the divison with the red of objectifications (within the
lozenge of the diagram) but aso the rdlative weight of the socid rdations that are hidden behind it. In
the 'K huiseb people who were not the direct beneficiaries of the 'nara harvest took action that led
to areduction of the harvest available, and that increased the profits from aternative subsistence
activities. In terms of the diagram they have dtered the divison within the lozenges, and possibly its
shape and this has repercussions on the relations that condtitute these division which in turn effects
the terms involved. Graphically spesking changing the centra lozenge means thet the relaions
between traders, harvesting parties, and non-harvesting ownersis no longer astight asit was before
and may be cut off atogether. This means that relations of cooperation and exchange are severed
while the subordinate relations of consumption continue so that they now compete directly with one
another. Again thisleads us to an explanation of another counter- intuitive fact, namey that a
reduction of the volume of !nara harvest does not lead to a denser interaction between traders,
harvesters and nonharvestersin the fidds thet remain.

The picture a large dso changes since the building blocks are no longer ratively autonomous field
owners paired with agroup of 'nara users but pairs of 'nara usersin competition with one another.
Furthermore, since bounded fields no longer exist it would be more appropriate to talk of nested
relations between successive users — varying in number - of the 'narafield. In an emerging open
access system any new user who enters the scene, or season, takes up a relaion with previous users
al nested in one another.

Conclusion

The =Aoni of the !Khuiseb valley are diginguished from other groups with whom they share linguitic
and cultura features, with regard to their use of the !'nara. They are distinguished from others with
whom they share the consumption and harvest of the!nara by the specific way in which they have
inditutionalised the property rightsin the 'nara. Early ethnographers with an interest in regiond
comparison have pointed out that the!nara property regime is the only ingtance of “privete
ownership”of land among Khoisan groups in southern Africa— without, however, resolving whether
the object of these property reationsisland, the plants, itsfruits or yet something el se, and without
resolving what kind of “private’ reaions are eclipsed in such a property regime. It may have been
useful for comparative purposes, for instance for Schapera s regional comparison, to synthesize
property relations into a description of adominant property regime, that is the spedfic congelation
of indtitutionalised vaues, actions and rdaions. However, for a better understanding of the interna
working of these property regimes and their dynamics under changing conditions the syntheticaly
described property regime needed to be dissected.
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The layered mode of ingtitutions and the theoretically informed construction of relationship diagrams
proposed here, do not preserve dl details that may play arole in processes of indtitutiona dynamics.
The modd reduces the intricacies contained in ethnographic descriptions, in this case or any other
case. However, thereis reason to believe that the model proposed here can help to overcome some
of static dichotomies that continue to haunt anthropology. In the case in question the dichotomy
concerned is that between private and communa ownership. The distinction becomes subordinate,
aswe discover clugters of socid relationships eclipsed in the property regime governing the Inara
harvest. The diagrams developed above show that even in aregime that ostengbly involves private
ownership, relations link trading, ownership of plants and possession of fruits. The terms thet are
connected by those relations may be covered by individuas or groups or eements of these since
severd reaions may be incorporated in particular individuas or groups. The !nara property regime
isacomplex mix of relaions between different terms, only some of which are to be identified with
individua owners,

The Inara harvesting system does not lend itself to idedls of primitive communism, nor can it be used
to demonstrate the supremacy of private property. Rather, the =Aoni case study can help to
overcome the private/lcommunal dichotomy and to understand the process of shifts between property
regimes understood as layered congtdlations of culturd vaues, regulations, relaions, and socid
actions.
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Figure 1:

ZSchematic representation of Inara field
ownership

Figure 2: Schematic representation of a layered model of the Inara property regime
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