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Summaries

Flexibility in the Acceptance of Death:
A Case Study of the Changing View of Life and
Death among the Bushmen

Yuriko Sugiyama

After Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross published On Death and Dying (1969), the
words “acceptance of death” rapidly became more common. She explained
“acceptance of death” as the fifth and final stage of grief, the other four being
denial, anger, bargaining, and depression. She also described “acceptance of
death” as a patient’s debilitation and the near complete loss of emotions. The
debate about how people accept death has become a very important issue not
only for patients but also for society and families that have lost some of their
members. In the western world, the death awareness movement occurred
from 1960 until 1970. In this movement, people tried to overcome death and
the concept of acceptance of death had gained a more powerful and positive
meaning. The movement happened because people wanted to reflect on their
behaviors and attitudes toward death, some of which were related to death as a
conflict of life, tabooed death, and sequestrated death. However, it was not clear
what people were afraid of. As a result, the discourse of differences of behaviors
toward death depending on era and ethnicity has become a very important topic.

This paper describes how the Bushmen in Botswana accepted death during
a period when their society was changing drastically. To explore their view of life
and death, this study focuses on: (i) the changing of burial style, (ii) the change

in the fear of death, and (iii) the change in the image of the dead.
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People in Bushmen societies are changing from hunter-gatherers to settlers
engaged in collective living because of their sedentarization by the Botswana
Government managed by the major ethnic group, Tswana. In Bushmen villages
made by the Botswana Government in 1988 and 1997, the funeral practices
have been changing for several decades. When they lived as hunter-gatherers,
their simple burials aligned with their views regarding death. It was important
for them to forget the dead quickly because they believed that the dead
would conjure up ominous things and result in the death of others. However,
nowadays, they are adopting the Tswana funeral practice; even though it is
important for Tswana to remember the dead, they are remembered as ancestors,
as opposed to fearful entities. This change has helped the Bushmen overcome
the fear of death—relating to both the causes and the number of deaths. Even
though they adopted a new funeral style, they modified the image of the dead
by themselves without adopting a new one. For example, nowadays, they believe
that the dead would not conjure up ominous things by using medicines.

This study reexamines and compares how the attitude toward death among
the Western people in the modern era and the flexible response among the
Bushmen to accept death changed with time. People coped with death in the
church in the Middle Ages. On the other hand, death has been isolated and
sequestrated within hospitals in modern times. As a result, death has become
a taboo and people have become afraid of facing death. By turning the words
of Kiibler-Ross’s “acceptance of death” into a positive thing, people tried to get
over death in modern society. It was a flexible strategy for accepting death. The
Bushmen’s flexible view of life and death and their process of stably accepting
death as a reality, elucidate that there is no universal way of accepting death and

that society has to evolve with marked flexibility.
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