3. Risk, reciprocity and social
influences on !Kung San economics

POLLY WIESSNER

Introduction

Over the past years, many hunter-gatherer societies have been analysed
within an ecological framework based on the underlying hypothesis
that, becausﬁlunter—gatherers live directly off the land and are not food
producers, their economy and social organization can gye seen as the
direct product of their interaction with the environment But, although
ecological studies provide many important insights into the hunting-
gathering way of life, it has become increasingly evident that they yield
only a partial understanding of hunter-gatherer economics and social
organization. As Lee (1978) points out in summarizing the status of
hunter-gatherer studies: ‘Only part of the behavior of hunter-gatherers
can be accounted for by even the most fine-grained ecological analysis.’
I'would like to make two points about !Kung San organization which
Thope will add a social dimension to present and past ecological studies
of other hunting and gathering societies as well.\"lT he first is that the
apparent flexibility of organization among the !Kung is not true flexi-
bility in itself, but the product of a structured system of social relations
Operating according to certain principle\s._\These social relationships open
up a range of options to every family when it is confronted with the
multitude of risks inherent in the hunting and gathering way of life. In
the environments of many hunter-gatherers today, possible mean sub-
Sistence income may be high, but so is the variance around the mean,
Cieating a high level of risk and uncertainty! Without a systematjc way
:_of ensuring that needs are regularly met, life is indeed precariit;gﬁhe
IZﬂEXibi}ity of organization can not simply result from spontaneous
®nding to meet the needs of others as they arise, but must be the-pred=—
upi; ofa structured set of social relations. These relations ensure that a

Teliable means of reducing risk is always available and can be passed
lehfram g — — i

eneratton-te.generation.
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The second point I am making here is that such a social system for
reducing risk, and its accompanying ideology, permeate many areas 0
Jife, and have their own effects on the economy of hunter-gatherers,
effects that can not be predicted from environmental variables alq_r_l_;.

There is nNO justification for the view that, because hunter-gatherers live

directly off the land, all aspects of their social organization and econ-

omy are more directly predictable from "“environmental yariables than
those of agricuitural societies. '
In the following Pages [ will illustrate the above twoO points by
describing the !Kung system of reciprocity called hxaro which is used
to keep @ wide range of contacts and possibilities open in the face of a
highly variable environment, and by outlining how the hxaro system
in and of itself affects Kung work effort and distribution of wealth.
First, however, it will be necessary to review certain elements of 'Kung

life.

The !Kung San
live in northwest Botswana, northeast Namibia,

The Kung San today
and southeast Angola. Those included in this study are centred in the

DobelXailxai area of Botswana and the Nyae Nyae area across the bor-
der in Namibia.' Their direct ties of reciprocity, however, extend to
more distant 1Kung San as well as San of other language groups living

within a radius of about 200 kilometres.

The !Kung San ar€ sprea gion in areas of landrights

called nlores. Each nlore has enough food and water t0 sustain at least
one band throughout its seasonal rounds in the average year (Marshall

1976), although it 18 surprising how diverse resources are from nlore to

nlore. Even adjacent nlores within a relatively gmall area are knownt for

certain localized plant and animal foods (Yellen and Lee 1976). Today,
the presence of agriculturalists in the Dobe — [Xailxai area, @ settlement

scheme in the Nyae Nyae area, and farms in more distant ones have

added still more variations among alores, with differential access to

domestic foods, wage-labout, opportunities to market crafts, schools;

clinics, etc.
v~ All persons inherit one n'ore from their moth

tather. They do not inherit the land itself, but rather the right
s of the land along with others who inherit similar rightd:

on's lifetime, he of she develops & strong hold on the!
» weak hold on that of the othef

er and one from their
to explof!

the resource

Throughout a pers
nlore chosen to live in and maintains

'K
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A Kung woman, lav 1Shly adorned with beadw ork obtair red thro h ‘hxaro’ (R. Lee
ug ( )

parent (Marshall 1976; Wi
: ; W
rights to the nlores whichlzzsrﬁer 1977). Children, in turn, will inh
% inherit
cases they may trace ri ch parent held strongl
ce g 7 alth 1
uninhabited byecauS erli;ghts back to their gran dpare};tsﬁ;;ug'h in some
] s owners h L nlore is left
obtain rlghts to i ave moved .
it by gettin L or died out, oth
and subseque A g permission from thos O ers can
BeCauSeqa 'Ir(lﬂy living there for an extended per? V:;hc; hold it weakly,
'Kung generally holds ri od of time
spouse’s nlore (o y holds rights to two n! :
8 ’ r those Of th 0 nlores, can 1i .
rlghts to a n'O other Close afﬁnal . ve 1n a
fore th relatives _
utes itself over the ro}lg.h prolonged residence, the po ) 10r.can 9btaln
will not utilize th eX11Stmg nlores with minimal cc)ng' I:u avion .
ask for Permissio;f n}-IOYe of others, without havin ltch Since a person
rounds on the bas,’ the system allows the !Kung tog | e corpect ties to
ing which resour is of accurate information about WI; af}ll their seasonal
resources un ces. A person will not arrive at o has been utiliz-
Those o] .expectedly used up by others at a place and find the
3 aimin ioch R
tives) a g rights to a nlor
nd their affi fore (usually clo ,
eir affinal relatives live togetz ‘se consanguineous rela-
er in one or more camps Or

bands
o When alK
ears deciding v ung man and woman m
i . arry, the
g which camp they can best fit into gtftftil;c:s;:rd several
4 ’ eStaiiShed
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in a group, they are likely to remain in it for many years Camp mem-

ble although frequent extended visiting makes it

pership is rather sta
seem most unstable to the short-term observer, During a ten-year period,
¢ in six camps Origi-

from 1964 to 1974, there was a 15 per cent turnove

nally totalling 130 persons. Twelve individuals emigrated for marriage

and were replaced by nine who married into the area; nine others

emigrated for other reasons (usually accompanying siblings or children
nts. Not included

who married out) and were replaced by seven immigra
in the above figure were ten other San who emigrated seeking wage-

labour; it was not clear when or if they would return. Of course, cores
of close relatives within the [Xailxai area shifted camps during this time

to compensate for demographic events and conflict. (This attachment of

the !Kung to their nlores means\'t_lfat when persons form relationships
of reciprocity with other adults, they do so with a good idea of where
~_and with whom their part

ners will be living
Within their nlores, the 'Kung can hunt and gathera high-subsistence
ate work effo

1'j. Lee (1969) has shown for the Dobe
August, which is neither

the best nor the worst time
t of time devoted to the food quest

is 12-15 hours a

6) worked in the Nyae Nyae area, which lacks rich
nuts, and estimated that the 'Kung work a little

longer — at least half of each week. Medical studies have verified that
this work-week is sufficient to keep the 'Kung generally well nour-
ished, although the hortage of calories in the dry

season (Truswell an

income for moder
1Kung that in July—
of year, the amoun
week. Marshall (197
groves of mongongo

y may suffer from a s
d Hansen 1976; Wilmsen 1978).

Risk and uncert

Although the K
returns for work e
makes many-resources inacces

e are fluctuations in the seaso
vegetable foods (Wiessner 1977; Wilmsen 1978; Yell

well as variation in game movement and hunting succes
Yellen and Lee 1976). Other risks that are not a produc
ment are compounded by the hunting and gathering wa
ciailﬂdemcgraphic fluctuations in sex ratios in
1079}, and periods of individual disability

flict- 3
Such risks are 1

ainty in !Kung life
alahari environment can and does provide excellent
ffort, it is highly vaﬁglzl_g_ﬁ_’g_M year. proxlght
sible for much of the year (L’EEF‘I‘??Q)Tand
nal and yearly pgoduitj_v__iﬂ,of wild
' en and Lee 1976) as
s (Wilmsen 1978;
t of the environ-

y of life, espe’

ther

ot necessarily greater than thos

small populations (Howell
(Wiessner 1977) and con*

e in other gocieties:
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but for hunter-
sedentary Socmti;:stflerizs means of reducing risk commonl i
i e e 5ngvteon?§;eofi loss, %E)rage, transferal ofy rilslliedai'z
. : e - -
vty of il ood by brming s e i am and promor
G R e isﬁidnsi but, by and large, their con?rrz)l cr))‘r,omote
30 Xeep TR food TR t;lﬁ}l. fter a hunting or gathering tri er }:he
e s —— eir huts to tide them over for a feV\I;) , dt ey
(ﬂp_rfserved during the drygsels not practical; those foods which ¢ o
Lk cannot be transfired ason are often far from the location of an be
band will constantly have }:O any one other party, as no one f Ca'mé
o Bt SEiR: = met}:? tde resources to cover the losses of ara:n:ﬁy i
o R 0 hof risk reduction open to hunters a (ch Eﬂ
ool risk Hitigh i e that of the !Kung, then, is a social mn hgath-
passes many P;i-ncvigl_irﬁ%ig_fjmgl‘gbj‘imns' m@%o\di
assumption that the po o1 finy so?ial insurance and hinges pgily
3o oils i lotaof apn pulation ‘_’_Vh?Ch pools risk is diversegen . hthe
o contdbublons s Si];ne.mberl"Tﬁ pooling risk, small, certai ulg to
it GAtRers, e 3 s.]tltutedlfor larger, uncertaintones IAOSSES
munal pool, so tl;ey muI;ab] contnbl.ltions cannot be stored i‘n .
ies relationahitls of mut (; sto.red in social obligations. A persz com-
a}? WiRen By ks s lossl;: ;§Z;p;o§1t?; with others in the popu;;tciroer;
than the local ban i B IECITNIERE Eriam i
;bso;bed by others ?n tI;le ?’?Pesl;tfoiar'?sbilf/ a pe%son’s C}orsnsc:erse C‘;é;rlz(:
e added that i , if risk is well distri :
Contributionst(:)frtlls,zs?;sitsm covers most risks in th(iezlssf)lf:ki):’:; d;lit e
B con Theome income) can increase to the point ’ h e small
B ean. in exchange for assuring a lower Variar‘:(,?ee;e thez
The key factor in successfull ' -
over as many and as i y pooling risk, then, is in distributing i
it e e
O.Ca ized and conditions v Paeg risk, because resou _
distributed, the regional ary from nlore to nlore. Thus, if riskrc'eS el
‘quate distribution of ri kPOPUIa“‘m can absorb most lc;s el
obligati . isk through stori eSS O g
A i ]fng t.o the pofile o isk it viishes tc: s E.-:Of:]a.] obligations
and so on 1::30 r?sldence, its composition, th i ?n'lmml»ze' depend-
- Ior this reason the !'Ku + Shesshilitine akite vimbieis
ng cannot rely on flexibility alone,

but m
. ust have a str
Boiis. ructured system within which to place their ob
eir obliga-
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The hxaro relationship?

Through a system of mutual reci
a way that each family cr

organize themselves in such

distribute its risk over the population an
ears. In good years
hxaro relationship in

of gifts, whose continuous flow giv

will be covered in bad y
abundant wild crops ©
palanced, delayed exchange
partners information about
one of a
access to resour

broad network of hxaro paths.

A person initiates a hxaro relations
ely a consanguineous relative of

tive partner, who is putativ

f other areas. The

d

the underlyin

bond of friendship accompanied by mutua
ces. In addition, each partnership lin

or father. Approximately half of a person’s
traceable (most of these being parents, chil

rest are relatives with whom genea
, been remembered over the years

\ exceptions, hxaro is not done direc
f his or her a

person does not ‘know the
hxaro with them appropri
over hxaro between consa

relatives will unite and try to resolve
es, that each person’s respective

serious fight would ar

between affinal relativ
with their relative and a

hearts 0
ately’,.
nguines, the
the

kindredsfq:erefore, people give a large

receive fro
theirs, both spouses main
rect hxaro plays an impor

taining smooth relations with affines.
\The prospective hxaro partner w
his or her spouse and together they decid!
in the new relationship and are abl
an important consideration, becaus
son is said to [hai’ that person i
hold and figuratively to be responsible for the perso
friendship 18 solidified by t
each partner can call on the other in ti
works out as expected, both partners wi

value of goods, resource

relatives to their spouses W

taining separate

tant role in sustaining a marriage

s or assistance 3

procity called hxaro,

logical ties are
as kindred

mes of
1l come out

the 'Kung San
eates ties which

thereby assure that losses
, it will have access to the

volves a

es both

e relationship —

reciprocity and
ks a person to a

hip by giving a gift to a prospec-
his mother

partners are genealogically
dren or siblings), while the

unclear, but who have
members.\With 2 few
tly with affinal relativg_bbecause a
ffines well enough to do
Furthermore, if a quarrel does arise
iKung feel that their

common

conflict, while if one arose

kin would side
ise between the two

proportion of the gifts they

ho in turn pass th

em on to

spheres of hxaro. This indi-

ho receives a gift talks it
/E whether they aré

e once a relationship is fi
n his or her heart, meaning
n. A strong bond of
he hxaro partnership, and, from then ony
need. If the relationship

ahead because the
ds is often

o the one who nee

and main-

over with
interested

e to make another commitment. Itis
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IKung San economics 67

much greater tha
n the burd
has. Relationshi en that assista
shi nce place
out over time. NE;::}?}’] - un.b alanceiffona feVP:’ ye:rso rl:) el
S —— e 1es.s, misfortune does not strike llm often even
7= ro relati : alle
come out behindjthe CatlonShlp’ people realize that ever???ni' and,
able conflict unless bo}fch lnnst dfop the relationship without ¢ t e}’ddo
. arties lose i onsider-
not wish to begin a interest. Thus, a pe
0 ’ T
friendshi g new partnership will just k P . son who does
frien p and say that at ; eep the gift as
To accept a new rel N the time he or she has nothin ; ot
and after a trial pZiiatéonShlp’ a !Kung returns a gift fg st'o g_;\’e.
exchanges take place Oh of at .1east a year, during w i.:}iml ar worth,
a balanced, delayed / the relationship is considered fir: Oseveral gift
obligations of the :):c ange of gifts will continue, but t.h nce secure,
can cover a wide rai r nefrshlp will remain loosely éiefl.nede underlying
gatherer reciprocit gf\"(ti g s Lt L notedS(f) that they
time, but on who}gl eturns are not stipulated by quantity a himter-
s gives to one wh , quality or
means of b H ; who needs, need bei ;
Hxaro ’ ein
sured by theit uﬁ y]jogt:;red to unpredictability and reifrerllastwe =
e receiver h are mea-
person who has ; , rather than by fi .
fixed return thast %\;zz?dasslstance has no desire foryagx;;i qu;ntlt}’- A
) even the relati ) mediate and
it to be cancelled. Rat elationship and .
. Rather, the aim, i make it possible f
of have and Bav €T, aim,is to store the d i Sl
- e n ebt unt . .
be covered. 1; theoc;tlli re;erszd‘ nly then will unpreillitclzsbslltl;atlon
er han th e losses
when partners live far a , the terms of hxaro
. ar apart, the st are so loose that
ambiguous. Then = status of the relati ; ’
; a continual bal ionship can becom
each partne alanced flow of eifts is i e
- chma]r :;mtw that the relationship is still i f::ts.t is important to let
K ntent ct.
of a hxaro partnership depends on the abil
abilities and

location of b
oth pa
Honiship generallp ‘rtners‘ If they are in the same ¢
y smooths over income differe amp, the hxaro rela-
nce

of gifts and g
a stro . SW .
ng commitment for mutual assistar:l;f:iw;:rl‘l ntense flow
1xaro partner

e in the “first '
receive a large pi wave’ of meat sharing (M
i a
gather vegetﬁbls ;}Csdof meat. [K person who fof ;omgshﬁﬁ 1976) and
sustained assista $ can count on a hxaro partner i reason cannot
nce, rin .
shared only with thosﬁw‘?n though vegetable foods usuall ol oy
B e e muciear lmly.? A.de o regularly
on hxaro pa e from many members of a abled person will
Hxaro I; rtners for sustained care. camp, but can only count
! artnershi ; i
quent visits, 4 Sha::S with those in neighbouring cam
of meat when a large animal is killpz tead to fre-
ed, access to a
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ate residence if conflict breaks out.(In a society tactful way of telling another that she h
e has taken too mu
ch and made

where there are many potential partners in reciprocity and much jeal- little effort to reciprocate. If thi .
over giving, the existence of hxaro partnerships justifies giving drop the relationship Wi‘.ch nolfs ti;tlc does not work, a person is f
urther consequen ree to
ces than the confli
nflict or

her. Few will seriously question what was given ?ad feelings which arise between part
xaro path. artners as well as oth
ers along their
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resources, and an altern

ousy
more to one than anot

toa hxaro partner.
\  Hxaro relationships with people in different areas allow individuals

and their families to make extended visits to a partner’s camp lasting
from two weeks to two years. While living there, they will have access Hxaro networks
to the resources of the area and the partner will integrate them into the
reciprocal relations within the campy. For the first few days the visitors
will be supported, but after that they will be expected to hunt and gather
their own living and share any § their host and others as
they would in their own camp:

Census data collected by Richard Lee in 1968-9
on the extended visits of 30 adults who were resident at [Xailx

years give an {llustration of the importance of hxaro ties for visiting. Of
86 visits made which lasted for more than two weeks, 45 in 1968 and 41 The genealogical relationship of
B, C, and D is ty g
pically very close wi
ith

in 1974, to areas outside of persons’ OWn nlores or those of their spouses, gifts passed to a spouse, sibli
g0 were to areas where nuclear family members had hxaro partners, path who wishes to keepl a ing, parent or child. A person alo
while only six were to areas where they had none. After a period of two weflf rticular gift may replace it with anoréﬁ the
P Because hxaro partnerships are not economic contracts with set terms, a partner to b, who will giv s ,to a year has elapsed, E gives a gif fer.
" but rather bonds of mutual help, it can be difficult for a pexson to avoid gifts along what the !Kung ¥ lt,to ¢ and so on back to a. Th glﬂt o
_The loose terms of the relationship are well suited to cov- with B also creates a link bgtcall paths for things’ means t.hat e’ ow of
ering a variety of needs, but working out who has and who is in need the path. c and p do not ? ween A and others two or three stA > hxaro
is the burden of the system.{The means a person uses to avoid exploi- they have been receivin ,ed fmy.direCt obligation to a butepbs down
tation, and at the same time joking spirit appropriate to 2 able and generous frien%A;hglfts indirectly, they recﬁ)gn,iz : A’ R
relationship, are either to limit wo s/he is not always 2 daily interactions of reci e tbey feel at ease about indu;s : re1.1-
‘have’, or to be Very discreet about what s/he does have. The !Kung do Without this acceptancep.rtoqty within the camp when A com .
pboth regularly. Lee (1972) notes that after a man has had arun of suc- tor. The relationship créalt :lv ould be trying for 4 to stay lon ESlionE
cessful hunting, he pauses t0 enjoy some of the reciprocal obligations well, so that, if B goes to o by indirect hxarc works the Otﬁ a8 avise
he has built up. Women gather enough plant foods to feed their family, paths extend the bond Ofvmt A, cor D can come too. In this B A
put rarely more, unless they have some real obligation to @ person out- ?atterns of hxaro path a Part_nership to others in the cam wey, hxaro
side the immediate family. Likewise, families are discreet about the ships have different rat S highly variable because diffe " .
food they have brought in, and it is not unusual to hear a person with to fall off with frequer’iz o lfn teraction. Frequency of gift exrehnt relation-
a full belly comp,l_ai_r_;_%bgl g/he has not had anything to eat and is ‘dying Z’l:her Yisitors), and thoseyir? contact (although some giftsca:enge tenc.ls
of hunger’. Therefore, onsiderable time is spent in trying to establish those in different areas Theaﬂceaxnilbp.l?:;hange gifts more frequenst(;}r’lfckrla
) ility in hxaro paths allows a !Kun an
: g to

who has and who is in need. Ab
dina month, came down to who

A person who h
as :
existing networks anilSta.lf)hShed a new hxaro relationship ties it i
hands in a camp bef g1 tS fTequently pass thl‘ough two p hles it into
ore going on to another camp. A typ'orlt ree sets of
' ical segment of

urplus with a hxaro n
etwork for any one exchange would look lik
e:

and by myself in 1974 Camp 1

ai in both A (—__—}ﬂ Ca
BOCOD——m 5 mp 3

E©?

exploitatio

: 4 balan
dut 60 per cent of th{ij tOPt:CS OE:‘{’;\;: éfﬁrmc:d‘he need for reciprocating quickl
had what an id 0 , Wi ckly wh : )
ber other calth the need to direct gifts in}; w nyaprclbionbhipimusHbe
ited ; i i isd feels slhe mp a comfortable alternate resi ay which will make his or
ploited may turn to deceit, for a lie D5 wants to give a gift to hi he51dence for a partner. So, if
5 0r er spouSe N . 7 B
, €, in order to mai
n-

sations, recorde
did not give it to whom?)
A person who feels badly X
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with his or her affines, and A lives
s can take a gift from an

tain good relations far away and has
been slow in reciprocating, other source and

immediately give ittoc.
The previous discussion has suggested that close consanguineous rel-

atives are almost automatically hxaro partners and that hxaro marks years
of living together and helping one another. In the sample population of
59 {Kung adults, 93% of all parents, siblings and children were hxaro
partners and 53% of all grandparents, half-siblings, parents’ siblings
lings’ children were hxaro partners. Because close con-
sanguineous relatives are almost always hxaro partners and because they
tend to live together hxaro can be best understood as a core of relatives
reducing risk. Hxaro paths wind through both camps and cores of these
close relatives, thereby making them into nodes in the hxaro network,
and travel through many camps over hundreds of kilometres. The 1Kung
even though they cannot trace paths more than
two or three links in either direction. They give no reason as to why
gifts travel so far, ‘they just get passed on’. Despite extensive question-
ing and tracing of items, I also could find no apparent reason for the
length of hxaro paths. They do not systematically bring new goods into
the area, nor do they create ties beyond those already discussed. How-

ever, hxaro networks may have developed out of previous trade net-
works, speculation that would have to be tested by archaeological

research.

and parents’ sib

are very aware of this,

Gifts for hxaro
\ Gifts for hxaro can be any non-food items — beads, arrows, ostrich egg-
shells, clothing, blankets, bowls, pots, etcl They constitute the bulk of
a!Kung's material wealth and there is no non-food item which does not
enter the hxaro system For the 59 |Kung in the sample, 69 per cent of a
person’s possessions were obtained through hxaro while the remaining
3() per cent were recent}y made or purchased by the owner, but destined

for the hxaro network Out of over 1,000 possessions of the !Kung in

the sample, only four were ‘begged’ from others who were not hxar®
partners. Thus, even though the !Kung say that they can 1t

give“é“g- ¢ if asked, they also stress that such a situation would rarely’
arise — a person without the appropriate hxaro ties would not ask, excep!

1s who ask for everything. __
s a person wishes to keep it- A

two weeks to two years, and®

for a few individua
(A gift is private property for as long a

gift is passed on within anywhere from

ot refuse to

Nize thei
e eir make
: r and know h
ow much car
re was p

!
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person who wishes
F to keep a gif
it with another i gift for more than a f
iter : a few mo i
daily life will be l::’;to astr]lot to disrupt the chain\Annjt:‘ls will replace
i until a repl — em critical t
receive and pass on gi placement comes al (6]
; gifts, normall along. Women
while m : ally made an ) can
:ﬁXaroe;:(c]an receive and pass on wOmen‘:;Sed by men, like arrows
change is prons. ¥
a{gift immediategly :IWays del_ayed and it would be an insul
enjoy joking with 5 person either waits quietly for a retsu L fo return
gessions, a person n]:;rt“er about a debt. Reviewing the urn, or, may
y express an interest in s-.::rnething?artner 5 posr
in particular

thereby estaklishi
ng a clai T
to another g aim on it, if the object is not already on it
S way

Hxaro gifts are
: surrounded by an ai
partially becau . y an air of appreciati )
e Mo nzf:vn:}i:ﬁy are either very pretty or uslzfn Iand Sxpectation
ul a
scial yelationship AI:gS’ and }?artly because they are ex - t}"le Rans
not overly 3enerou; appropriate hxaro gift should b pressions of a
cate that the giver Sf Slo that it would arouse jealousy ine g;nerousf but
person’s heart so thzttt?e or she was a ‘bigshot’. It is sc:_de:S or indi-
S he person kn ' id to ‘enter a
giver's heart’. An i ows that he or ;
n inadequate gift, however, with lnshe is also held in
g promise of more

to come 1s an outw :
ard sign of t . i
to the ension in a fri : .
surface by an argument over the gift riendship which is brought

A person pla
ys on the inhe
and concern for a \ rent worth of a gift to
partner, getting as much milegge OUte;fpjrtess affection

as possible.

For example, a
’ PerSOn who P
she did so out of gives another a blank :
c P et m
in the winter’, i ::“C‘Em that ‘the beloved partner mi 1%_:;53)? that he or
probably be iI:l ogthormi the fact that it is spring ang thre:;lZe e
ers’ hands b : e blanket wi
four blanke s by winter or th et will
5. 3 asking ¥ r that the partner alread
remind the othe g for a return, one pers ) ady has
of i on will n :
Way of showing that?u? c? Strflmmy' useful, or pretty gift ?1: th; b
Gifts for hx r she still cares e past, a
aro are manuf L
make gifts, they sit i actured in a social
i » they sit al context —
ing, laughing ;::tim adgroup, slowly working on thei):-t 'fwhen{ IKung
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e

bances\ After receiving an item via a hxaro path, a person often alters
it in some way before passing it on — repairs or makes a hole in it,
restrings beads, carves a design on an arrow shaft, etc. — anything that
adds a personal touch | For instance, as trade-store, knitted caps make
their way along hxaro paths, they are unravelled and reknit into differ-

ent patterns again and again.

Hxaro and the !Kung lifecycle
A !Kung child is brought into the system of reciprocity by receiving his
or her first hxaro beads from a maternal or paternal grandmother between
the age of six weeks and six months. Subsequently many people follow
suit and give presents to the child. Their collective effort is believed to
promote the child’s well-being by showing that many people care and
thus ‘God shouldn’t take him or her away.’ Although these gifts require
no return, sometimes the mother gives a return to certain people she
feels might later make good hxaro partners for the child. She carries out
hxaro with them in the child’s name until the child takes an interest in
hxaro and decides for itself whether to continue the relationship.
Symbolic training for hxaro begins between six months and one year,
when the grandmother cuts off the child’s beads, washes them and puts
them in the child’s hand to give to a relative. She then replaces them
with new ones. From this point on, whether the child agrees or not, the
parents or grandparents periodically cut off the child’s beads and
encourage the child to give them to a grandparent, aunt, uncle or another
person who takes an interest in the child. The parents continue to do
so until the child does hxaro of its own accord, generally between the
ages of five and nine. Although proud mothers give long lists of part-
ners for their children, the children either are not aware of these or take
little interest in them, listing four to five hxaro partners as their cryptic
hxaro partners (x= 4.4, s.d.=2.2, n= 14). These are usually parents,
grandparents or mature siblings but occasionally more distant relatives.

Although, objectively, giving is unbalanced with these partners, the
children see themselves as helping their hxaro partners ‘a lof’. Children
develop hxaro partnerships with their peers quite separately during play:
It seems that hxaro partnerships formed in early childhood in an atmo-
sphere of giving freely maintain tolerance for imbalance throughout life:

Between the ages of 10 to 14, ‘adolescents’ expand their sphere of |
hxaro to include others both in their camp and in other camps. This

hxaro is done with guidance of their parents who help them fit into the:
|
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n of 13 to one of 24 (see Table 3.1). After visiting other

a person has made many contacts and can expand in
en of small children, he or she has
it is at this stage of life that a person

picks up many of his or her parents’ contacts. Their expansion of hxaro
is not surprising as it coincides with the time in which San are con-
cerned with finding spouses for their children and helping them out
while their grandchildren are young.

By the time [Kung become old and partially dependent, they have
helped their children through their hardest years, and, with declining

strength and mobility, arél happy to pass on many of their hxaro par.s
8

nerships to their children, whom they rely on for necessary support. A
one old lady said, ‘Just as a me
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he 35 [Xailxai Kung in the

ives the distribution of hxaro partners of t
n the camp are usually

ea and by distance: Partners withi
ho ‘back’ relationships by integrating the yisitor into
their camp. Those in a person’s own area always live within five kilo-
metres of the [Xailxai well during the dry season, but have separate wet
season n'ores with different resources. These critical contacts serve to

open up access to a wide range of res
a function

U Outside of the [Xai/xai area, X%Q partnerships are more
of areal quality than of distance. The majority of the partnerships of the

[Xailxai 'Kung in the sample were with others residing at Tsumkwe, a
settlement scheme in Namibia. Tsumkwe offers wage-labour, a store, a
school, and a clinic. Those working there have an ample, steady income
so that domestic food is available t0 support Visitors during the dry
season. But Tsumkwe has its problems as well. Frequent conflict arises

from mal}\!Kung living in one place with no formal method of settling

sample by ar
close relatives W

ources nearby.

disputes. herefore many [Xailxai residents prefer to visit Tsumkwe for
only one short season of the year. The Tsumkwe area is favoured over
the /Gam area which like [Xailxai has excellent hunting and gathering,

\tives — @ bad year at [Xailxai is likely to be 2 bad

put few other altern
one at [Gam as wellfMore partners are found at Tsumkwe than in the

Nyae Nyae-Due or N/umsi areas because even though the latter two
areas are preferred for living, they cannot guarantee resources to sup-
port a huge number of visitors in the dry season.

Of the more distant areas, more than 100 km from [Xailxai, Nxau Nxau
is the closest, but the least desirable, as its resources overlap with those
of the [Xailxai and Njumsi areas. Hxaro partnerships are most common
with !Kung to the east in the Sehitwa area, as many of the [X ailxai
|Kung's relatives have recently moved there. In summary, the IKung in
the sample have approximatel centof thei artnershipsin their
own area and in adjacent ones ,.and 30 per cent in

mone.dismmn__w\t‘g;r‘:; ing at profiles of
hxaro for individual i 'esT-mkher—'chaﬂ f as a whole.
there are very few which do not have at Jeast one partner petween 150

and 200 km away in an area which is likely to have sufficient resources

when /Xailxai does not.

Age and seX of partners are less relevant tha
has to share and the willingness of a person to welcome Vi
share with them. The proportion of partners in each age category is nol
different from their occurrence in the population, excep!
ts who are not considered true partners until marriage: ‘

n the resources a persor.i
|

signi ficantly
for adolescen

sitors and ]
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the 961 hxaro partners of 59 Dobe, /Xai/xai
er cent of ' ) L T i
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)

be continued
and those who di
e : odidnottob i
and still new ones added to meet Char?g(jlrl:;egz jropped and forgot-
eds.

The
| effect of hxaro on !Kung economics

Havin
i g argued that h :
Many . xaro is a structured
/ possible wa . means of pooling risk —
ys of doing so — I will now return to thegsl;::: dOne o
nd point




78  Polly Wiessner

made at the beginning of this paper — that hxaro has its own effect on
{Kung economics, one that cannot be predicted from environmental
variables alone. As a thorough discussion of the effect of hxaro on IKung
life is beyond the scope of this paper; I will briefly discuss how hxaro
affects work effort and division of wealth.

Lee (1969) has shown that the Dobe 'Kung enjoy a relatively short
work-week of 12-15 hours. Other !Kung in areas with different resources
have a slightly longer one (Marshall 1976) but, nonetheless, Lee’s point
holds - the 'Kung do not spend nearly as much time as they could in
the food que§ Today, with the introduction of wage-labour and
opportunities to purchase highly desired items, the {Kung continue to
choose a work strategy which allows them ample "Yeisure’ time. If the
environment had a strong determining influence oft the economy, as is
frequently hypothesized, then one would expect to find some limiting

environmental factor which makes the IKung ‘underproductive’. For

instance, a recent analysis of Lee’s data by Blurton Jones and Sibly (1978)
ars for the Dobe

has shown that the average birth spacing of four ye

in combination with a tempo of gathering one out of every two
to three days, 15 optimal for an individual’s reproductive success. How-
ever, they point out that their analysis does not explain why women do
not gather more nuts at the end of the wet season and store them for
the dry season, why the men do not help more with gathering when
they are not hunting and s0 onWore detailed ecological studies may
come up with an answer as to why the IKung enjoy SO much leisure all
d, but I doubt it. [nstead, 1 argue that the limits on time the
Kung put into the food quest is partially the result of people preventing

themselves from being exploited in their relationships of reciprocity,

and is partially due to the amount of time put into the ‘business of

hxaro'.
First of all, it must be emphasized that, just because only 12-15 hours.

a week are put into procuring and preparing food, the remaining hours
are not necessarily ones of leisure.ﬁany hours are put into maintaining
critical social relations. articipating adequately in hxaro involves tak-
ing the time to make or remake gifts-(some pieces of peadwork take
three to seven days of concentrated work), gathering information about
who has and who is in need, and finally making sure that one gets ones:
fair share of goods and resou@e\. Showing interest in a relationship’
involves collecting, as much as it does giving. The IKung say that &

person must make a debtor want to reciprocate. Thus, studies measul”

ing how much time is spent in the food quest yield a short week, but ‘—
||
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item, a household’s possessions are put into one of six categories —
beadwork, clothing, blankets, hunting-gathering equipment, kitchen-
ware and livestock. These categories are very general and contain goods
of varying quality — store-bought and handmade goods, traditional and
non-traditional goods, etc. — nonetheless, they should give the reader

some approximate idea of the distribution of goods among !'Kung

households.
As can be seen in Table 3.3, differences in number of possessions

among individual households in Camps A and F are minimal. Some of
the small differences which do exist can be the result of making a survey
at one point in time when some household may have many debts and
others many debtors. The residents of both camps have a more tradi-
tional life-style than those of other camps at /Xai/xai such as Camp B,
whose members regularly engage in wage-labour, sale of crafts and some
agriculture, thereby having much higher cash income. Members of Camp
B have roughly twice as many items of clothing and blankets as those
of A and F and four times as many head of livestock, but similar amounts
of beadwork, hunting-gathering equipment and kitchenware. How-
ever, Camp B had recently received many visitors from Tsumkwe, the
settlement scheme in Namibia, and many items of clothing and blan-
kets were recent gifts. Later these will probably filter out to the rest of
the surrounding population.
Table 3.3 shows that many households have more possessions than
they can carry (for example six heavy blankets!) and yet still spend four

to eight months a year either at other sites in the bush or visiting other

hen away, they either give away many possessions before leav-
urn.

areas.
ing or, more frequently, store them with friends until their ret

Mobility seems to be a deterrent to accumulating possessions oniyjor
members of Camp A who express a desire not to get ysed to sleeping
with more blankets than they can carry into the bushy/ The most com-
mon explanation given by a !Kung today for having a high cash income
and an average amount of possessions is that ‘my people kill me for
things’, in other words, my partners in reciprocity are merciless about
asking for giftijiven though exchange of hxaro gifts is supposed to be
roughly equal, if one family has much more than others, demands o0
them increase and they are expected to be more generous than thos
who have less. (The exceptional case of livestock will be discussed
below.)
It cannot be argued today for /Xai/xai residents that ‘wealth is bure
den’ (Sahlins 1968), nor can it be argued that !Kung have little interest

Tabl ]
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in material possessions. Most possessions, from traditional ostrich egg-
shell beads, to shoes, to watches, are highly desired; and many IKung
are really torn between the desire to accumulate goods and the desire
to remain within a secure system of mutual help. It is not uncommon
to see a person work hard for a while, accumulate goods, come under
more and more pressure to give them away in hxaro, and finally give in
and redistribute them. The person inevitably gives in (or moves away
for work), partially because risk is high and he or she needs to remain
within the reciprocity system, and partially because the ideology of
generosity and equality is such a strong force in !Kung life. A person
who has been stingy for too long feels miserable. There are a few items
that can bridge this conflict, like record-players which a person can keep
while sharing the music.

The above discussion does not imply that a system like hxaro holds
the !Kung society static and impervious to change. Quite the opposite.
(_"Today, as new opportunities and priorities are introduced with change,
the 'Kung are restructuring their means of confronting risk. As some
[Xailxai Kung begin to engage in agriculture, storage is beginning to
play a role in reducing risky In the recent past when the [Kung first
acquired some livestogk, they would slaughter them so that the meat
could be distributed. foday, livestock has moved out of the system of
reciprocity and become an asset like the lagé\; A person can own several
cows (see Table 3.3) if milk is shared, can own donkeys if they are lent
to others, or if the large nut harvest which can be carried in by donkeys
is shared. Someﬁ(ung are now regularly and successfully planting crops

and do not meet with social disapproval if they do not share their har-
vest \&idely, as long as they maintain their reciprocal obligations in other -

ways. \Thus, Mm@_ﬂﬂgthe realm of private property
and storage exists side by side with hxaro as a means. of reducing risk.
At Tsumkwe, the settlement scheme in Namibia, hxaro seemsto be
undergoing another transformation. Until 1976, the primary source of
income for Tsumkwe residents was either welfare or wage-labour. The
central problems that face the !Kung living there are_insecurity of jobs
and serious conflicts arising from many people living in one place with
M_Wtion to settle differences. Consequently, many Sai
maintain regular hxaro with relativés in Botswana to keep up alternate
residences in times of conflict or unemployment. ver, withift
“Tsumkwe itself, the hxaro system appears to be developing into one in
which people exchange gifts to smooth over relations rather than ta’
gain access to goods and resources| The number of hxaro partnership®

/
'Kung San economics

ial conflicts

As change continues, hxaro, g .
- - '

.securlfy and leisure for generati

in more-and

other spheres of 'Kung life be diminished
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their hxaro partners once more. The two lists were remarkably comparable
with only a few alterations. Fora more detailed analysis of the data see Wiess-
ner (1977).

3 Here it is difficult to separate cause from effect — hxaro with close relatives in
a camp usually marks a relationship of many years of friendship and mutual
assistance while that with 'Kung in other camps places specific obligations
within a population of potential partners.
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