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On the Problem of Egalitarianism

The Kalahari San in Transition*
Drnulf Gulbrandsen

‘The immense problems facing contemporary foraging groups in their at-
tempts to cope with encompassing worlds have been attributed to the ega-
litarian character of their socio-cultural systems (e.g. Lee 1979, 1982;
Woodburn 1982; Yellen 1984; cf. Bernard 1983). Woodburn has argued,
for instance, that hunting-gathering societies are *“profoundly conserva-
tive™, embodying “a set of distinctive egalitarian practices which disen-
gage people from property. inhibit not only political change but any form
of intensification of the economy.” (1982: 447) He explicitly rejects envi-
ronmental and technological factors as critical, stressing that the “over-
whelming difficulties lie in the egalitarian leveling mechanisms.” (loc.cit.)
Thus, “the equality that is present is not ncutral, the mere absence of in-
equality or hierarchy, but is asserted. " (Woodburn op. cit.: 431, emphasis
original)

Cashdan has argued, however, that in the case of the //Gana of Central
Kalahari, inequality is “the inevitable result of the lifting of the con-
straints that produce strict egalitarianism among other Kalahari hunter-
gatherers.” (1980: 119-20, emphasis original) Woodburn rejects this in-
terpretation, claiming that “egalitariun values (are) deeply built into hunt-
ing gathering systems” (op. cit.: 449, emphasis added). Contrary to Cash-
dan, most students of San culture agree with this general claim. For in-
stance, Lee portrays the Kung as ‘fiercely egalitarian® (1979: 24) with an
‘ideology of equality® (1982: 53), which constitutes the major factor re-
sponsible for their prevailing problems of coping with a changing politico-
adminstrative, economic and ecological environment. Similarly, Katz ar-
gues that “their egalitarianism makes them reluctant to acknowledge fixed
hierarchies and loath to create them™ (1982: 240). and Yellen stresses that
“egalitarian beliefs prevent the emergence of a Basarwa chief or head-
man.” (1985: 22) Moreover, Lee claims that the miseries of ‘encapsulated
San’, which he has observed, are autributable to an ecgalitarianism that
prevents them from storing wealth and establishing an authority figure
(op. cit., 1979).
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The prevalence of suffering among the San and their tremendous diffi-
culties in coping with a rapidly changing world have been well docu-
mented. Yet this does not mean that they have been the entirely passive
victims of external forces. Several historical and contemporary records
show that the San do occasionally create authority figures and in many in-
stances they practice storing economics. At times they have ¢cven mobi-
lized themselves as mounted raiding bands in response to intruders. Thus,
in contrast to the prevailing view that San egalitarianism is pervasive and
icnders them utterly passive in the face of external challenges, 1 shall
argue that their fidelity to egalitarian principles is context bound. Other
San cultural propositions may prevail in certain contexts and facilitate cre-
ative and active responses, both economic and political. to external pres-
surcs. One pertinent task is thus to identify and cxamine the conditions
under which the San engage in the re-construction of their social order in
a way that facilitates their resistance to external forces and amcliorates
the destructive cffects of land encroachment.

Phrasing the problem this way means that I reject the common assump-
tion that foraging cultures constitute packages integrated around a com-
pelling idea of equality. Rather, I follow Spiro who sees culture as a ser of
propositions (1984: 323). These propositions have to be identified and re-
lated to their socio-cultural context. In this pursuit, the analytical ap-
proach to the study of integration in culture, as developed by Professor
Barth, sccms to be extremely helpful. Accordingly, I shall consider con-
sistency between the different values that coexist in a culture as on-going
processes of social valuations by which values are confronted and ranked
(Barth 1981: 48 {f.). The fruitfulness of using such a processual approach
in order 10 avoid the reification of foraging culturcs, has been demon-
strated by Heariksen (1973). He explains how in Naskapi culture the fun-
damentally competing valuations of autonomy and ‘having’ versus depen-
dency and sharing manifest themselves in some critical social dilemmas,
the resolution of which varies significantly as the Naskapi move from one
social context to another. The present paper pursucs this perspective, ex-
plaining why socio-cconomic inequality and authority figures are casier to
toleratc, and cven support, in certain social contexts. by carcfully .com-
paring the widc range of contexts in which the San arc currently found.

Yet I do not of course entirely reject the notion of ‘egalitarianism’ or
the pertinence of ‘equality’ among San foragers. Rather, the point is that
in order to treat ‘egalitarianism® as a variable in the analysis, this notion
needs to be deconstructed. Patently, in most San studies the notion of
‘egalitarianism’ appcars as a broad concept which, for instance, confuscs
distributive equality and ideas of cquality. It is therefore impossible to sce
if manifestations of cquality stem from virtues of cquality or are the ag-
gregate result of the pragmatics of action, determined by quite different
kinds of valuations. Thus, while most studies assume, on the one hand, an
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almost unilateral relationship between the level of values and ideas and,
on the other, the level of behaviour and social organization, the present

paper considers this relationship as a major issue, calling for careful inves-
tigation.

Encapsulation, Subordination and Encroachment

T!lc San numbcr between 40000 and 60000 peoplc. who live widely dis-
tributed over most of Botswana, Eastern Namibia and in northern parts
of South Africa. Some few groups are found in hunting-gathering bands.
M<_>st of them are now living in conjunction with ranchers and other pasto-
ralists, or as squatters in the vicinity of various villages.

In the course of the past few centurics, the San hunter-gatherers and
Banlu~spca.king agro-pastoralists have interacted in ways which have in-
volved an incrcasing dependency and subordination of the San. At an
early stage, probably stretching considerably into the nineteenth century,
the relationship between the foraging San and the blacks was essentially
one of non-dominance in that it mainly involved voluntary exchange: The
San brought ivory, fur and ostrich feathers for which they received vari-
ous manufactured goods.

This trade contributed to the raising of very large chiefly herds. Chiefly
cattle, in combination with the influx of a large number of people from
the East in the wake of the politico-military uphcavals on the sub-conti-
nent, constituted the main preconditions for the rise of the Western
Tswaqa chicfdoms (Gulbrandsen 1987). While this process entailed an in-
tegration of the majority of the population as full citizens of these chief-
4()ms. all San groups (together with some other demoted ethaic groups
llkg some of thc Bakgalagadi) have been recognized as secondary human
pcnngs only and kept outside the confines of this order (Schapera 1952).
The extreme inferiority of the San is illuminated by the fact that they are
also subordinate to the inferior groups of Bakgalagadi (Kuper 1970, Sil-
berbaucr and Kuper 1966). '

The social character of this relationship has changed significantly over
l_he past two centuries. At an carly stage, serfdom was occasionally estab-
lished by the capture of San children. Although such practices were prob-
ably brm_:gh( to an end during the colonial era, San subordination to black
communities has accelerated in other ways during the present century -
and esPecially during the most recent years. Most critically, by the rapid
expansion of the pastoral fronticr. most San territories have been appro-
priated. By the extensive drilling of borcholes for watering livestock, the
water-table has dedined and the conditions for a mobile adaptation have
deteriorated concomitantly.

These encroachments are worth noting. For while the San have appur-
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en subject to morc humane treatment, at Ic.ast in terms of formal

:i'::zt?:ights a|j1d to some extent the support of pub.llc services (Gu.ll?ran:i-
sen et al. 1986), the Botswana government ha.s given no recognition to
San territories, leaving them open for extensive ranching programme;
(op. cit., Hitchcock 1980). At the same :,i‘:nde, the San are not represente

in ¢ itical or public administrative body.

m#‘i F.:zcerce imp[;ct of these developments upon the San are perhalps
best expressed by the fact that onty abqu( ﬁye percent of the San pog; a-
tion is left with a hunting-gathering habitat intact. A large numbqr : A an
arc living on or in conjunction with cat{lepos{s and ranches, w.hlc ' ave
either occupied or seriously affected their traditional arca. An increasing
number depend upon relatives who are employed as herc‘lers. The aggl;c:
gation of what the pastoralists and ranchers now call a surp.lus por;x-’:
tion' is most apparent at the freehold ranches of Ghanzi (C!ulders2 =
Gulbrandsen et al. 1986; cf. Guenther 1979, Russel 1976, Wily 198. ). In-
decd, on these ranches the misery of the Sfaﬂ life situation is very .1lppa1|'-
cnt. with high child death rates, tuberculosn§ frequ.encles and ge:era ma -
autrition, among the worst in Africa.’ While pcrnqd§ of cl'roug_ t —“espc-
cially under the present conditions where ?hc ‘traditional, regionally o:
ganized, security nctworks have been curtailed by the ever expaﬁmdmlgl .pa'.l:
toral frontier ~ are pushing many San out of a foraging adap'l:.ltlon'( itc
cock 1986, cf. Vicrich 1982), it is quite telh_ng that the nutrition sntu.auorf
among those very few who manage to continue as hunter-gatherers |: c::
ceptionally good compared to nalion_al standards (Gulprandser: ew :s'
1986: app. 9-4; cf. Marshall and Ritchie 1984: 54ff., Marshall et al. |~ .
Hitchecock 1982: 246). The ever increasing n_umber .o.f :f.uch a ‘surp }lsl»
population” is reflected in the rise of squatters in the vicinity of provsnc:a.
villages. These squatters are the most ugly cntallmcnt. of Botsw;na : c;f
tremely prosperous beef industry, involving an exccptionally high rate
criminal cases and an cxtensive use of alcohol.

San Creative Resistance to Encapsulation

Unlike some other fourth world pcople_s. the San have to a very hmncc:‘
extent, responded collectively and politically to the destructive |ml!‘:>act o

extcrnal forces. Furthermore, they have no support-movements, t ey are
not at all organized beyond the level of the band or seulemen! gr_oups;
and they have no connection to international fqurth qu:ld organizations.

‘The fact that the San often meet the encompassing pollllgal and elc.oll:_oml.c
forces with apathy and that they havg.great problgms in cstab is| mcgi f
new cconomic platform when the conditions for lgu.nlmg' and gathegng '?l
teriorate, is related to the character of lh(.:ll' ‘traditional cul'lul:e m:l ‘S(X'lec.l-
organization, commonly referred to as ‘ideology of equality’ an cgali

15 a certain notion of leadership among the foraging San, but its very in-
formal character is always emphasized; decisions beyond the family ievel
are based entirely upon silent consensus rather than on a leader’s express
decision (e.g. Lee 1979: Ch. 13, Marshall 1976, Silberbauer 1981, 1982).
The foraging San favour a leader who is “modest in demeanor, generous
in faults and cgalitarian” (Lee 1982: 51). Such idealized traits, Lee says,
are denied by the “political arena of District Councils, Land Boards and
nationalist politics (which) required someone who is male. aggressive, ar-
ticulate, and wise in the ways of the wider world. " (1982: 51; cf. op. cit.:
47, Hitchcock and Holm 1985)

‘This claim of a unilateral relationship between behavior and ideas is,
however, far from unproblematic, For instance, although there are cer-
tainly differences in interactional style between, on the one hand, the

these terms. Apart from the dangerous proximity of Lee's cxplanation to
psychological reductionism, rhetorical skills are well-developed and tacitly
esteemed among the San, while aggressiveness is equally despised within
Tswana political culture (e.g. Comaroff 1975).

Most importantly, this inference ignores numerous historical records as
well as contemporary observations of San communities which have al-
ready formed or are in the process of forming a headmanship. For in-
stance, among the north-western San, living in Southern Angola, there
were bands of considerable size, each band having a recognized chief, the
office of which was hereditary in the male line (Schapera 1930:150; cf,

Kaufman 1910, Bleek 1928, Fourrie 1928, Lcbzelter 1928-29), Moreover,
in

troubled times, during the last two centuries, a number of the Bushman groups
of the Cape and Natal were organized politically in large groups (up to 1000
strong). with centralized political power, mounted on horseback and armed
with rifles (both stolen) and espousing militaristic institutions and values
(Szalay 1983: 170-79, 194-96). (Guenther 1985: 3)

While Lee only refers briefly to such instances, almost as if they were
novcl deviances from an ancient San culture, these accounts give reason
to question the notion that an egalitarian idcology acts as a basic con-
straint upon establishment of the headmanship,

The pertinence of this question is supported by observations which |
have made recently in Central and Western Botswana where some San
communities were in the process of adapting to a sedentary setting, estab-
lishing themselves as Aagro-pastoral farmers, within the framework of a
Scparate land basc. These communities included from about seventy to
several hundred San. They had chosen their headmen who had estab-
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lished courts where cases were tried and where communal affairs were
discussed and decided upon under the precidency of the headmen.* Some
of these communitics were established by governmental extension work-
ers, but not all of them. Morcover, in thc wake of this governmental ini-
tiative, other groups on the freehold ranches took initiative to obtain their
territorial footing beyond the confines of the ranches. The San explained
that they found it useful, and that they had also copied Bakgalagadi and
Tswana customs and law when this was considered helpful.

In fact, it was not difficult to identify issues and problems, the solution
of which these institutions certainly facilitated. One of their main current
problems is to have the hcadmanship officially recognized and their court
integrated in Botswana's customary court system. Considerable com-
plaints werc lcvelled against the Government's apparent reluctance to
mect their request. Furthermore, in the eastern part of Central District,
there are various large San communities which show sufficient strength to
pursue tough disputes with Tswana communities on significant land
issues.* Kent (n.d.) reports on the formation of political leadership among
San groups in Western Kweneng. Generally, the overall changing
cconomy, has “prompted a need for individuals who could make deci-
sions. . . Social role specialization was the result.” (Hitchcock 1987: 239)*

This does not mean that there are no ambiguities or conflicts surround-
ing San leadership. Moreover, such difficulties might arise from the lcad-
ers’ problem of, on the one hand, acting efficiently in external affairs,
and, on the other hand, satisfying commitments embodied in his internal
relationships (cf. Hitchcock and Holm 1985, Lee 1982). In view of the fact
that the position of the Icader constitutes the extremely difficult point of
articulation between internal interests and external forces, we have all the
more reason to expect such problems. Nonetheless, the main point here is
that decision-making agencies have, in principle, becn formed by various
San communities. This means that, in many instances, it would be inad-
cquate to conceptualize conflicts and tensions surrounding leadership as
cntircly a matter of imposed ‘external leaders' versus traditional ‘internal
leaders’ (Lee 1982: 50), although such an opposition may well be cx-
ploited rhetorically in conflicts and disputes surrounding a leader.

The notion of ‘egalitarianism’ or ideology of cquality (Lce 1982: 53) as an
obstacle towards social and economic change has its second principal ref-
erence to sharing and the absence of accumulation: the “!Kung arc
ficrcely egalitarian people, and they have evolved a scries of important
cultural practices to maintain this equality . . ." (Lee 1979 : 244; cf. 1982;
53.1979: 412 1f.).

However, in several cases, San are reportedly accumulating livestock:
“the majority having been acquired through purchase, exchange, or as
payment for scrvices rendered.” (Hitchcock 1987: 29) In some of the
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Ghanzi settlement communitics livestock schemes have been imple-
mented (Gulbrandsen et al. 1986). These are based upon the principle
that people borrow breeding cows from a pool to which they are returned.
After only a few years, several familics have been able to establish their
own small herds, and to satisfy the terms of the scheme by returning the
b(.)rrO}vcd caltle. A similar situation has been reported by Marshall and
Ritchie (1984) in San communitics in Eastern Namibia. The fact that very
fg\\'r familics have becn able to raisc a viable herd does not reduce the sig-
nificance of this point.* The critical constraints upon saving is seemingly
nol.f.ound in the San socio-cultural field, but in the wider socio-economic
political and eccological environment encapsulating San societies (cf'
Hitchcock op.cit.). ‘ '

Explicitly rejecting the common anthropological assumption that the
present foraging San were uncontacted, static foragers. recent archaco-
logical findings suggests that:

population groups in Botswana have been more opportunistic and of t

changes in subsistence Strategies and, likely, social sygx(::ms than the s(lap:garg
anthropological categories of hunter-gatherer or herder-farmer would suggest.
Sqme hunters and galhgrcr; in the Kalahari apparently vaciflated between for-

Thus.. it scems that the San culture has been exposed to fundamental
adaptive shifts at different historic and pre-historic stages. The most well-
documented instance of contemporary food-producing San are those of
the Nata river, among whom onc is the Bateti (cf. Cashdan 1979 1985
1986). This group has hcadmen with real power, who cultivate g'ardcn;
and who arc wealthy cattle owners. Their apparent prominence has hcer;
basgd upon their control of the fertile flood plain. They have managed to
retain this control even after the influx of the centralized agro-pastoralists
of Kalanga in the arca. From the same region, Hitchcock generally re-
ports that “with incrcased sedentism there is a concomitant increase in
territorial identification and demarcation . . . The rights to agricultural
fields are passed down through the male line . . .~ (1982: 251). Moreover
“trends towards increasing social complexity . . . (imply) that lcadershi;;
ro!es _have also begun to emerge among scttled Basarwa™ (op. cit. : 252-3).
.ll. is, mdced.. of great significance to the prescnt issue that while the actiy-
itics 9[ huplmg and meat-sharing are forcefully subordinated egalitarian
prmslplcs in a foraging context (Lec 1979: 244 ff.). “(a)long the Nata a
specialized hunt Icader, known as dzimba, emerged” (Hitchcock loc.cit.)
In conclusion, the progressive detcrioration of San foraging adaptatior;
has brought many San groups into a miscrable sityation characterized by
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extreme political and material marginality. Nonetheless, the instances of
active and creative responses to encapsulation and encroachment chal-
lenge the prevailing thesis of ‘egalitarianism’ as an imperative cultural
premise which forcefully prevents the shift to storing economies and the
development of authority figures.

The Context-Bound Importance of Equality
and Sharing Practices

The rejection of the imperative character of ‘egalitarianism’, calls for an
investigation of the conditions under which the San have subordinated
these cultural premises to other values. In order to arrive at a deeper
understanding of how such transformations may come about, it is neces-
sary to consider more carefully what this broad notion of ‘egalitarianism’
actually should mean in a San foraging context and how this notion can be
related to the social process. This examination will focus upon the hun-
ting-gathering !Kung, about whom a wealth of valuable ethnographic ac-
counts are available, and who form the group of reference for Lee’s and
others’ notion of ‘egalitarianism’. I shall pursue my issue, first with refer-
ence to ‘sharing’ and then to the question of ‘leadership’.

The daily gathering activities are carried out in joint expeditions of
women. however what is collected remains mainly within the individual
family (Lee 1979, Marshall 1976) where it represents the esscntial source
of subsistence (Lee op. cit.). In contrast, hunting is pursued by small
groups of 2-3 men. Although meat is not essential for survival, “(t)he
!Kung are quite conscious of the value of meat-sharing and they talk
about it, especially about the mutual obligations it entails.” (Marshall
1976: 302, emphasis added) Such mutual obligations are aspects of social
relationships the character of which varies significantly.” On the one
hand, there is a system by which individuals and families establish rela-
tionships of reciprocity, reaching far beyond the confines of the band, by
which

each family creates ties which distribute its risk over the population . . . In
good years, it will have access to the abundant wild crops in other areas. The
hxaro relationship involves a balanced, delayed exchange of gifts, whose con-
tinuous flow gives hoth partners information about the underlying status of the
relationship - one of a bond of friendship accompanied by mutual reciprocity
and access to resources . . . cach partaership links a person to a broad network
of hxaro paths (Wiessner 1982: 66; cf. Marshall 1976: 2871f, Silberbauer 1982).

This extensive pattern of high frequency exchanges, cnsuring a wide dis-
tribution of goods, basically springs from the fact that, from the individual
family's point of vicw, it is imperative to survival in such a marginal envi-

ronment.
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Within .the band, on the other hand, there are no such benefits to be
reaped, since the members are dependent upon the same resource base
While veld fopd is not shared within the band, meat is. So what sanctions;
are at wqu within this context, entailing an extremely high concern about
fair distribution? This question seems pertinent in view of the fact that

(a)fter a run of successful hunts the hunter ing i

3 . may stop hunt
glvgeolhcr men the chancp to take the limelight: . . y a ro'; cn:rlg';%i::nhg:g:: :)cr'
Batherer might be appreciated up to a point, but then would begin to draw the
envy and resentment of others. (Lee 1979: 249, emphasis original)

This points to a leveling mechanism which reflects itivi
towal:ds sucs:essful hunters who may attempt to ad:.i:vix‘s:)ecrinai :::‘es:l:"(?:
excreise social domination. Thus, they arc “cutting down to size the arro-
gant and boaflful. and . . . helping those down on their luck to get back
in tl_:c game.” (Lee 1979: 244) This factor is apparently of considerable
significance, because it sets constraints upon the total access to meat (for
which they are, reportedly, hungry all the time). Generally, the sensitivit
towards_socnal d9mination is illuminated by the prevailing concern abou)t,
g:f(;:ﬂlggnh:pnng and meat distribution in ways which do not disturb so-
ationships ; . .
o :]p:l.‘ cz:;:.r‘\‘tly expressed in standardized ways of playing
Noy/. how can we make sense of this em hasis u i
equality among band members? Althougi? they zmn;'l::a;:c;‘a‘::::;lefg:
mceat, good hunters arc never cncouraged. On the contrary, good huntin
:slfllls are acknowledged socially to a very limited extent ar;d such ca ac§
itics are forgefully kept under the social surfacc. That is, while hun‘:in
s!ulls arc lacitly esteemed, the San explicitly feared that its social ex resg
sion ~ social ranking of band members — produces envy and jealous r"!'h
fcar seems to be closely related to the fact that e

(hey must belong; (hey are also extremely d i
HERR s ependent
the sense of belonging and on companionship. Szpar:teion anderc‘)::l‘i’::.lﬂlsya‘::

unendurable to them. 1 believe their wanting to belong and be near is actually

Access to hunliv'\g partners is probably not the most important condition
for the extraordinary high value placed upon companionship, since hunt-
1ng 1s mostly carried out in small tcams of two or three men a‘nd since ac-
cess to meat from large animals is not critical for survival. V;lhat is critical
to them is the precariousness of social relationships, involving a serious
danger of being left more or less in a social vacuum: The San may just
prefer not to relate to each other since “nothing prevents them from);;lylit-
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ting apart, except that an extremely small group is not vnablle. Peoplchma‘):
be based in the same territory., but they do not have to live together.
(Marshall 1976: 197-8) Basically, in a foraging banq there are no (;tt]er
corporate interests keeping people together than precisely those invelving
¢ of *belonging'. )
thinv::r‘i’: ;()cfrspectise;gil is casy to understand that there are strong mcef‘-
tives for the carcful and extensive distribution of meat within the band as
well. Marshall reports that “the 'Kung are fully aware of the enormous
soctal value of the sharing custom™ which “helps to keep stress over food
at a low intensity™ (1976: 29S). Morcover, “(t)he !K\.mg are gunc' con-
scious of the value of sharing meat and they talk about it, cspccmlly‘.lbo'ul
the henefit of mutual obligations it entails™ and “(l.)hc custom of gnft-gly;
ing . . . comes second only to meat sharing in helping t'l'1c !Kurlg ?(‘;(;IZV(;I;.
jealousy and ill will and to develop friendly relations ((?[3. ‘(:ll... ! - f
These are the pragmatics underpinning the apparcnl‘l‘y cgah}an'an :l os 0
sharing. expressed, for instance, by the fact that “(t)he idea of cau.nﬁ
alone and not sharing is shocking to the Kung. It makes them ihnck wit .
an uneasy laughter: Lions could do that, they say, not men.™ (op. cit.:
29i1)ow. from what docs the reportedly extreme :scns.itivity gow')ards_ l.hc su.-
cial display of particular abilities and‘s.ocial domination spring? This ques-
tion scems pertinent since the entailing sanctions may cven 'dlscouragac
hunting and, thus, reduce the supply of mecat. Although the .Kur.lg rln'.lly
visit fricnds and kin beyond the confines of the clementary hz}nd. .ll’ll' d‘-
though scveral bands may uccasionallx aggregate at one pgrl,culnr w‘;:.c.r
point. the everyday lived-in social universe rarcly comprises morc t .m.
30-40) persons (among whom many are non-adult persons). All .u.;.(;unts
place great emphasis upon the fact }hul l!lcfc are almost no p('m.l hi 1;:%.\
for front stage / backstage demarcation within such a band, m'car'nllllg.l H11
people’s feelings and intimate concerns have to be r_cvcalcd at a llm'cs
within the bounded context of total social relationships. lq mhgr wu.rch.s:
people are at all times critically dependent upon these rclatlonspnps as the
essential source for the reproduction of !hc]r selfh:‘?nd for retaining lf-Ile
self respect while, at the same time, cxposing C.H.llCle sho‘rtcommgs d.qd
sensitive emotions. Indeed, these essential qualitics constitute the .mtn'l‘n
raison d'étre for attachment to a band. It 1\ these qualfllcs of bam.! social
relationships which, | re-emphasize, constitute the bas‘lc force of' h;:lnd ml
tegration. It follows that in order to retain such precarious, yet hig y.v.|‘ -
ued, soctal relationships, there is tremendous sensitivity !ofvards squh
threatening actions as the display of tacitly es!cgncd abilities hkf hunflmg
skills, expressed confirmation of oratory capacitics, or the exercisc of so-
ination. ;
m/l\::(r:;;ll:dlly. at this point we casily run'thc risk of (cduleng the cu}l.urjll
idcas and valuations labelied *cgalitarianism’ to a reflection of particulor
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psycho-sociological requirements. I will strongly resist such an inference.
On the contrary, the present analysis is not based upon the assumption
that primacy should be given to either the cultural or the social level.
Rather, | am concerned with the systemic interdependencies between
these levels. in terms of context-conditioned on-guing processes. Accord-
ingly, I have tried 10 argue that the ideas and valuations underpinning the
foraging 'Kung's extremc sensitivity towards competition and domina-
tion, arc given particular prominence in a foraging band context. And pre-
cisely this prominence finds its confirmation in an claborate ethos of com-
mensality. Morcover, the sharing of estcemed scarce goods, constituting
an extremely important system of signs to express commensality and mu-
tuality, is in full agreement with foraging adaptive conditions.

“This argument implics that the forceful disapproval of non-competitive
and non-dominating actions docs nor mean that the foraging !Kung cul-
ture should be characterized as entirely ‘egalitarian’. For instance, they
constantly evaluate each other’s hunting abilities, but without permitting

these valuations to be expressed in terms of a stratification of social per-
sons,

The cultural premises which stimulate high sensitivity towards competi-
tion and domination certainly have considerable bearing upon the ques-
tion of leadership. In order to explain precisely why these premises are
elaborated and given social predominance under the conditions of forag-
ing adaptation, it is necessary (o relate them to the socio-political process,
While the question of leadership has predominantly been analyzed from
the perspective of how cgalitarianism is possible — i.c. how the San can
avoid the formation of institutionalized leadership - 1 shall start this dis-
cussion from the opposite perspective by asking if the benefit which might
be gained from formalizing Icadership among foraging San would balance
the costs of the giving up of autonomy. This approach will be helpful in
order to specify the nature of the phenomenon which seemingly are an ex-
pression of egalitarianism, and, most importantly, show how these ideas
constitute a system of evaluation and sanctioning which is inherently re-
lated to San foraging band organization. Marshall explains that:

Each group of the kxai k"xausi who compose the corc of a hand “own" exclu-
sively the resources of plant food and water of their territory. By that [ mean
that the resources are not owned communally throughout the Nyae Nyae area.
One band does not have the tightful access to another band's resources. Visi-
tors and travelers from other bands must be invited or ask permission to par-

take of the resources. The plant foods are owned with strict definition and jeal-
ous concern. (op. cit.: 187)

Furthermore, “there is a man, a member of the kxai k"xausi group, who
is called k*xau n'a or simply k“xau. In k*xau alasi, si is the plural suffix,
n!a means “old™ or “big,” k“xau" means “owner." This person gives
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focus to the ownership of the resources of plant {oods and waterhole that his
band lives on. He personifies that ownership and gives it a voice. He does not
have stronger claim to the resources than the other kxai k*xausi or the incom-
ing members of his band. He cannot withhold the resources from them nor do
they feel that they receive the resources through his bounty. (op. cit.: 192)

The fact that veld food and water are resources which are “owned with
. . . jealous concern,” might involve conditions for a certain degree of in-
corporation on the band level, working in support of leadership. Therc
are two main reasons why this is not the case. First, the principle of undif-
ferentiated access to these resources within the band require no internal
coordination. Second, there is no nced to coordinate protection of these

resources:

since the bands have not encroached upon or fought each other for the fertile
areas in which the plant foods grow within the memory of the living people . . .
Visiting being a common practice, it is better to visit than to fight. (Marshall

1976: 18%)

Visiting is exercised in extensive (mainly kinship-based) networks, consti-
tuting a system through which the single family establishes its own secu-
rity. Thus, the band constitutes a coalition of interests attached to demar-
cated natural resource loci, which individual families draw upon for a) sa-
tisfying recurrent subsistence needs and b) retaining a wider network of
multiple bilateral arrangements which, from the individual family’s point
of vicw, constitute a regional socio-ccological matrix within which they
can move when desired, or when compeiled to do so for ecological and so-
cio-political reasons.

In other words, the effective unit of operation within this environment
is the individual family, whose adaptive ficld stretches far beyond the lim-

its of the band. Thus:

separate bands, as whole units, do not engage together in any organized way in
cconomic, ritualistic, or other activities. Whole bands may come together, but
it is through the interaction of the individual members that they do so, usually

through visiting. (Marshall 1976: 199-200)

Since the band does not constitute a unit of any significance with respect
to the management of these highly critical networks, and since the indi-
vidual family necds sufficient freedom to maneuver cfficiently within this
wider context (extensive visiting, display of generosity, ctc.), subordina-
tion to a band leader would not only be superfluous, it would easily in-
volve intolerable constraints.

In view of this point and the intricacies of complex band social relation-
ships (¢f. preceding paragraph on sharing). in combination with the fact
that there is always a fccling of tacit attempts at domination, there is good
reason to cxpect the foraging San's explicit rejection of any kind of

.
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:::::;?hi?c;”th'lin tr?eir mind, corresponds to that of the Black's head-
P (cl. Lee 1982: 48-9). This sensitivity towards domination is per-

Lee 1979: Ch. 13).

(LeTehlf ;g?gy;;sf::zg; out lha': lh;; notion of “the ideology of equality”
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cond, someone who is personall

4 y wronged by another i
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e comex(si(:The cnforcemcn{ powers. The major constraint in this forg -
i mcawrc.g o?llthh'osz .C(:lnﬂlcts. which are so serious that L‘onﬂict:resols

Icasure: 18 Xind are required, involve parties f i ¢
bands. In other words, a super-local hcadmanshi: would ll;(::mn:cl:i::;t
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The conditions required to er'!surehsuf‘f‘mf;::1 apﬂc;l}::t;;;:s&x:l;n:;gtr;t::g
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have to be attached to it.
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rational flexibility in a wider regional social network would make attach-
ment to a band authority figure redundant and constraining.

Distributive €quality can be seen as a combined effect of both pragma-
tic-adaptive strategices within the family-centercd networks of extra-band
relationships and the critical problem of cultivating band social relation-
ships. Since 1 have mainly rclated the pragmatic-adaptive strategics to re-
lationships beyond the confines of the band, and the exercise of ‘leveling
mechanisms’ to intcrpal relationships, 1 do not suggest any relationship
here between these strategic and valuational levels. Yet 1 do claim that
the valuational basis for the exercise of ‘leveling mechanisms® can be seen
as a cultural resolution of prevailing adaptive dilemmas pertinent to for-
aging bands. In linc with the perspective that systematization and consist-
ency between different valyes that coexist in a culture is a matter of on-
going social processes through which values are confronted and ranked
(Barth 1966), | argue that the cmphasis placed upon generosity,
autonomy and non-dominance serves to under communicate other valu-

ational tendencies, viz, ambitions of domination, the admiration of hunt-
ing skills and oratory performance, the inclination 10 ‘keep’ ctc. The criti-
cal importance of non-competetion, non-domination etc gain social mo-

tacit valuations need 1o be condemned in a foraging context ¥

The distinction between distributive equality and ideas of egalitarian-
ism has been helpful o restrict the relevance of *cgalitarianism’ to princi-
ples of reciprocity and non-dominance within bands. By identifying the
motivating forces (springing from the precariousness of band social rela-
tions and a strong desire for autonomy) we have been able 1o establish the
severe threat represented by such actions as *keeping® and the display of
domination and esteemed abilities. And it is to this specific, socially de-
termined, set of oppositions that the prevailing notion about ‘egalitarian-
ism' should be referred.

This point has implications for using the notion of ‘egalitarianism® in
cross-cultural comparison. 1gs immediate bearing upon the present analy-
sis may be stated as follows: Itis truc that the San, during cveryday con-
versations, constantly take a great interest in topics related to social domi-
nance and sharing. Yet, these expressions do not necessarily reflect what
I claim to be the motivating forces, which have, analytically, to be kept
Separate from peaple’s reasoning about and reflections upon their actions
and more or less institutionalized practices. Thus, there is no reason to
claim that egalitarian values (arc) deeply built into hunting-gathering sys-
tems’ (Woodburn Op. cit.) more than valuations which potentially entail
inequality,

However, if valuations which potentially may entail a certain degree of
incquality are to such an extent despised and abandoned, how can they be
reproduced? A distinction js to be made between. on the one hand, the

R s,
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importance of the activity of hunting and hunting skills, and, on the other
hand, the express giving of social esteem to persons who are particularly
successful hunters. The reproduction of the valuation of hunting skills is
conditioned by the fact that meat is always in short supply, dependent
upon the demanding activity of hunting, where there are far more failures
than successes.

Although this analysis is entirely based upon accounts of the !Kung, the
cssential empirical interdependencies which | have tried to establish cer-
tainly do not rest upon conditions particular to the 'Kung, but seem
cqually pertinent to other foraging San. The context bound nature of va-
luation of relations of dominance and sharing among foragers is also per-
fectly illuminatcd by such a different group as the caribou-hunting Na-
skapi Indians of Labrador. Henriksen, reports for instance, that whereas
“sharing . . . is fundamental to the sacial system,” (1973: x) and forcefully
cmphasized during hunting in the interior, on the coast it is “possible to
maximize the value of having™ (p.xi).

I have brought out that San culture embodies values with the potential
of creating social inequality. I have specified the exceptional socio-cultur-
al processes pertinent to the San foraging adaptation by which such valu-
ations arc kept forcefully below the social surface. It is highly problematic
to comprehend the interface between cultural premises and social action,
as long as ‘cgalitarianism’ is considered as an integrated package of com-
pelling virtues and distributive equality is seen entirely as manifestation of

the virtues of sharing and non-dominance.

Acceptance of Leadership and Storing

The connection between, on the one hand, distributive equality and the
powerful emphasis put upon non-dominance and generous sharing, and,
on the other hand. the adaptive context, establishes a baseline for speci-
fying why the acceptance of storing, accumulation of productive resources
(e.g., livestock) and a certain degree of authority assigned to a headman
arc, as | have already explained, found in some sedentary settlements of
San agro-pastoralists. In sedentary adaptation it is not critical to cultivate
extensive networks of partners in order to ensure access to essential re-
sources in a larger region. Moreover, the premises for a pattcrn of gener-
ous. gencralized reciprocity, found in foraging bands, are not readily ap-
parent in the large. sedcntary scttlement: The stationary character of ad-
aptation and the scale of the co-residential group always ensure an im-
mediate social environment. While few corporate interests are attached to
the foraging band, members of the sedentary agro-pastoral community in-
creasingly experienice that they have to jointly defend their collective in-
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some accumulation and formation of leadership roles represent the excep-
tions rather than the general trend? How does this thesis fit with the ever
more apparent miscry of the rapidly increasing sedentary San? I shall pur-
sue this issue by exploring a wider range of San group adaptations in an
attempt to identify the most significant factors responsible for the socio-
economic and political marginalization of the San, and consequently iden-
tify further the principal factors working in support of shifts to a storing
economy and establishment of leadership.

The deprivation of many San communities reflects the progressive
processes of socio-political and ecological encapsulation from which
they can no longer escape. This means that most San groups no longer-
have a hinter-land to which they can withdraw, at the same time as they
have the most difficult point of departure of all citizens of Botswana
for establishing themselves as agro-pastoralists. Thus, one set of critical
constraints springs from the dwindling natural resource base, the lack
of initial productive resources for agro-pastoralism and localization out-
side the reaches of governmental development programmes (Hitchcock
1980, 1986; cf. Gulbrandsen et al. 1986). Furthermore, accumulation is
obviously difficult among those groups who are partially dependent
upon hunting and gathering, and thercfore have to be somewhat mo-
bile. This constraint is increasingly significant as the environment within
which they arc now confined for hunting-gathering expeditions becomes
increasingly dry,'"" making it very hard to combine hunting-gathering ac-
tivities with the accumulation of livestock. It is most likcly that such a
combination was casicr in earlier times when hunting-gathering activ-
ities were not restricted to areas with extremely limited surface watcr.

Another important constraint upon forming an agro-pastoral subsist-
ence base is that the San - even less than the large number of poor agro-
pastoralists in Botswana (Gulbrandsen 1990) - have no way of obtaining
livestock since the termination of fur and ivory trade. Moreover, those
working on cattleposts rarely receive more than milk, some food, and a
few picces of cloth. Those few who get a heifer from their master or who
manage to buy onc with earnings saved from labour migration, often find
that relatives and others consume it.

These constraints, springing from the overall socio-economic and eco-
logical marginalization of most of the San, are of critical importance. In
addition, we must take into account the constraints which allegedly arc
rooted in the cultural premises of *egalitarianism'. Patently, Lee provides,
for instance, illuminating cases, recorded in the sixties, of individual
'Kung who make an attempt to raisc grain, only to experience that kin
and others turn up at harvest and as the most natural thing quickly finish
up the crop. He reports similar experiences among people who have some
livestock. (cf. e.g. 1979: 412 ff.)

These attempts 10 store and accumulate are, however, made under con-
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ditions which differ fundamentally from those found in the settlements.
Lec exemplifics here the typical situation along the pastoral frontier
where, relatively speaking, a few individuals and nuclear families are em-
ployed by a herd-owner to which an ever increasing number of kinfolk
and others attach themselves, — not only to get access to water during the
dry season, but also for milk and food. These individuals still find them-
selves in groups of marginalized hunter-gatherers where the principles of
reciprocity constitute a major basis for coping with risk, and which are ex-
tremely vulnerable to devolution and scattering.

Hence, the disapproval of storing along the pastoral frontier is an ex-
pression of extreme economical-ecological marginality. One contributing
factor is the partial pursuit of foraging activities which means that only a
few have shifted to a basic dependency upon food-production. The signifi-
cance of this point may be emphasized by invoking reports on the most re-
cent developments among the !Kung: In contrast to Lee's observations in
the sixties, it has more recently been reported that a “person can own sev-
cral cows . . . if milk is sharcd, and own donkeys if they are lent to
others™ (Wiessner 1982: 82) and some

are now regularly and successfully planting crops and do not meet with social
disapproval if they do not share their harvest widely, as long as they retain re-
ciprocal obligations in uther ways. Thus, more items have moved into the realm
of private property and storage exists side by side with hxaro as @ means (o re-
duce risk. (loc. cit. emphasis added; of. Brooks er al. 297, 306)

I have argued that an authority figure is likely to develop where (a) the
size of the community is significantly larger than that of a band, (b) the
people are bound to the site, and (c) the members of the community share
some critical problems vis-a-vis external groups. Certainly, external rela-
tions have become extremely dangerous and destructive to the San, hence
the conditions for incorporation seem to be fully satisfied. Nevertheless,
few groups have established a court with a formal leader. Morcover. no
San is a member of the formal political bodics at any level in the country.
On the other hand, many groups depend upon a foreign headman to set-
tle disputes. Reportedly. the 'Kung “with no compulsion take a wide
range of disputes . . . for arbitration.” (Yellen 1984: 58: cf. Lee 1972,
1979) Furthermore, Yellen claims that without the external judicial assist-
ance “strain would develop to a point where group cohesion would be sig-
nificantly undermined.” (loc.cit.) Yet, rather than concluding that “egali-
tarian belicfs prevent the emergence of a Basarwa chicf or headman™
(Ycllen 1985: 22), it can be argued, in linc with points (a) and (b) above,
that such a transient situation differs from that of an agro-pastoral settle-
ment in several significant respects, viz. scale of community'' and material
ties to the locality."” Most importantly, the large settled groups which 1
have observed in the Ghanzi District, find themselves in a situation where
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they have to defend their interests in land, water and other collective cs-
tates vis-a-vis surrounding communities, and to try to take the advantage
of adequate articulation with governmental and other external agencies.
In other words, these groups of San have a common estate, the manage-
ment of which calls for coordination of a much larger group than that of a
foraging group and, consequently, a need for formalizing the rules gov-
erning a decision-making agency." Thus, under these conditions, inform-
ants in various San settlements in the Ghanzi District explicitly stressed
the importance of cscaping domination from outsiders, for example by
establishing their own court under the conduct of a headman.

Their concern about achieving the same institutional and material bene-
fits as in the surrounding black communities, and arranging and managing
them in their own way. indicates processes which may be conceptualized
in terms of ‘dichotomization’ and ‘complementarization’ (Eidheim 1968).
That is, there seem to be attempts to raise a deprived status in a wider
context of very pronounced ethnic stratification (cf. Guenther 1976,
Tloug 1977, Lee 1982, Silberbauer and Kuper 1966), without abandoning
their San identity.

On the basis of this rcview, 1 shali pursue the issue of context-bound valu-
ations by taking a closcr look at the relationships between storing, on the
one hand, and (a) unequal authority relations, and (b) accumutation. with
reference to ‘egalitarian’ virtues, on the other.

Now, how can it be, as the casc of ! Kung at Tsumkwe suggests, that while
change to a storing cconomy may come about quite swiftly. San community
lcadership and a court of any significance are not established simulta-
neously - but only gradually and hesitantly? Probably the answer is that a
common interest in the principle of storing does not necessarily mean that
the community finds itsclf required to subordinate themselves to an author-
ity figure. Available evidence suggests that an exaggeration of tensions and
conflicts among inhabitants of a small scttlement community is not a suffi-
cient condition for the establishment of leadership as long as (a) spatial se-
paration and gift-giving may still work as conflict resolving mechanisms (cf.
Wiessner op. cit.. see below). and (b) disputes and assault cases are brought
to an external court. Some accounts suggest that foraging San found some
relief in their access to Herero headmen for handling serious assault cases
(Lee 1972), and that this subordination to a foreign group in order to
sanction destructive actions is still accepted (Yellen loc.cit.).

This behaviour is not necessarily contradictory to the desire for estab-
lishing an independent court and leadership so strongly expressed in the
large scttlements. Rather, it emphasizes the significance of the essential
conditions for establishment of leadership: the strongly felt need of the
corporate community interests to establish an independent socio-political
platform and politico-jural intcgrity.' Moreover, the excrcise of authority
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vis-a-vis people whose identity relations and sclf image have been formed
in social contexts where any kind of dominance has been forcefully con-
demned is facilitated by the scalc of the community.

Regarding the relationship between the principle of storing and the
question of accumulation, there has reportedly been “an increasing of dif-
ferential wealth™ (Brooks et al.1984: 306; of. Marshall and Ritchic 1984:
57), which is also expressed in gender refations (op. cit.: 307, cf. Draper
1975). Certainly, such a trend confirms not only that accumulation is ac-
cepted in principle, but also that a certain degree of socio-economic dif-
ferentiation may evolve. My own observations, as well as those reported
by others, clearly indicate that the actual socio-economic diffcrences are.,
by almost cvery standard, very modest. Hence, it needs to be asked if this
high degree of distributive equality among foraging San indicates that the
value of ‘egalitarianism’ has, ncvertheless, survived the shift to a food-
producing situation.

Basically, distributive equality among food-producing San - which goes
together with the prevailing poverty - reflects the marginality of San cnvi-
ronment and productive resources. However, there arc also particular le-
velling mechanisms in operation. Wiessner suggests that, under food-pro-
ducing conditions, the hxaro system operates as a risk-reducing mecha-
nism, resting on pragmatic, rather than ideological premiscs for sharing.
She reports that “many 'Kung arc really torn between the desire to accu-
mulate goods and the desire to remain within a sccure system of mutual
help™ (op.cit.: 82), the pragmatics of which involve other valuations than
those implied by the notion of ‘egalitarianism’. Morcover. the significance
of a conncction between distributive equality and the pragmatics of scar-
city value munagement is perfectly expressed among the Nata River San,
who for a long time have been mainly dependent upon cultivation and
stock raising. They have developed an extensive reciprocity network for
grain, which entails a relatively high degree of distributive cquality. Evi-
dently, this system is developed for the purpose of coping with risk, as
commonly is the case among agro-pastoralists (cspecially under marginal
cavironments) and not primarily for satisfying some idcas of equality
(Cashdan 1985, cf. 1980). The fact that completely new forms of recipro-
city systems may cvolve in sedentary, food producing contexts, confirms
the pragmatic, rather than ideological, base for distributive cquality. This
point is illuminated by the 'Kung of Tshumkwe. Those of them who have
started working for wages in Namibia, hold their jobs for a shorter pe-
riod, “supporsting others with their income, but eventually quit work and
take time to sit back and ‘rest’ and let others support them.” (op. cit.: 79)

These points bring out that equalizing forms of reciprocity may well be
combined with a food-producing, storing cconomy and wage labour. It is
the imperativencss of the value of gencrosity within foraging bands, cn-
forcing instant sharing of mcat and some other highly esteemed goods,
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which is incompatible with food production. Althoug_h storing and ‘keep-
ing’ are despised and incompatible with the socia.l vu.ablllty of a foraging
band. it does not follow that the idea of generosity |s.contrad|clory to a
food-producing situation. In one situation where a shift to food produc-
tion has taken place quite recently, the hxaro system “appears to hc' dcj
veloping into one in which people exchange gifts to smooth over rc'lulmn.s
rather than to gain access to goods and resources . . . The flow of gifts be-
tween Tsumkwe residents is very intense . . ." (Wiessner 1982: .82-3).
Thus, where sedentary groups have not yet manag.ed to establish an
authority figure 1o conduct arbitration, an cx!cnsivc Q|splay of generosity
may be employed as a method for coping wnh.con.ﬂlcts. and not neces-
sarily for satisfying egalitarian virtues or for cultivating exchange partner-
ships.

'ﬁc point that generosity is not necessarily conlradictory. re!ated .tq a
storing adaptation, suggests that while tensions between *having' and ‘giv-
ing" in the context of the band (cf. Lee 1982: 56) are forcefully res?lve(.! t(:
the advantage of ‘giving’, it is not equally compelling 10 support ‘having
in food-producing settlements (cf. Henriksen 1973: 8§ff). 'Ou'n'c the con-
trary, as | have argued here, both economic and social viability of such
scttlements may be well supported by the exercisc of such levelling
mechanisms.

The employment of sharing practices in a transitioqal situatior! suggests
that the San foruging culture embodies elements which may facnl!talc th.c
transition to a storing economy and to relations of unequal authority. This
point reccives further support from an account of the formation of leader-
ship among the Nharo of Ghanzi. Guenther reports that

i)n Ghanzi the trance dancer is a powerful rallying symbol that represents the
gz;:h(mh::‘ t;ve‘u;lc and their cullu':- - . . It becomes positive and a;«:yuvci
offsctting the worthless and inferior self-image hitherto held by thc'majomy o
the farm bushmen . . . When (they) . . . debate who could be a suitable head-
man for the Ghanzi Bushmen, it is often the oonsensus_thal this should be one
of the great dancers. The dancer is assigned the potential role of the chansma:
tic political leader with far-ranging authority. (Guenther 1975: 165; of. Katz
1982: 277 1f.)

The authority of the dancer in this new context springs from a s:gqxﬁcant
increase in rituals and elaboration of esoteric knowledge “as diseasc,
death, the supernatural and matters of eschatology and world view have
become overwhelmingly confusing™ (Guenther 1975: 163). Thus. under
certain conditions formation of San leadership is facilitated not only by a
readiness to re-evaluate the importance of non-dominfmce and‘autonomy,
but also by the fact that some of those qualities, tacnlly csteemed under
foraging conditions, arc drawn upon in the pursuit of establishing

authority."
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Yet, one may then well ask: On the cultural level, does a shift from mo-
bile foraging bands to stationary, food-producing settlements merely in-
volve activation of certain cultyral elements and de-activation of others?
This is ccrtainly not the case. Although foraging San culture scemingly
cmbodies some element of significance for the establishment of an
authority figure, the cultural compctence needed to create a community
government and to deal efficiently with their politico-adminstrative envi-
ronment is limited compared to the blacks of the arca. Thus. when they
under large-scale scdentary settlement conditions try to meet their nced
for a courr, they depend hcavily upon ideas and normative rules de-
veloped among their neighbours. As already suggestcd, in such commu-
nities the San are quick to explain that they are ready to copy their ncigh-
bours to the extent that their ideas and practices appear uscful. But pre-
cisely how foreign models are selected and translated into a San cultural
scheme remains to be investigated. The point being made in this paper is
that there do not seem to be any imperative idcas ‘deeply embodied” in
San cultre (i.e. ‘cgalitarianism®) which entircly prevent the creative work
of enhancing their politico-administrative capacity.

Conclusion

This paper argucs that the prevailing miseries of most Sun groups basi-
cally spring from forces of ccological encroachment and economic margi-
nalization. Under marginal conditions the ideas of cquality, pertinent to
the foraging context. militate against socio-political incorporation, the
creation of an authority figure and the accumulation of wealth. However,
when the San are compelled to leave hunting and gathering as a principal
subsistence activity, and cspecially when they aggregate in larger seden-
tary communities with a certain degree of territorial integrity, they start
reconstructing their social relations and conscquently revaluate the rela-
tive importance of those idcals and practices critical under foraging condi-
tions. Among these arc ideals and practices summarized by the notion of
‘cgalitarianism®.

In order to reveal the context-bound significance of ‘egalitarianism’,
this notion has been deconstructed since it confuses ideals of non-domi-
nence and sharing with features of distributive equality. Distributive
equality partly results from people’s pragmatic operation of the 'hxaro
and other trans-bund cxchange systems. The express valuations of such
sharing practices (through extensive pift-giving, frequent visiting etc.)
should be seen as context-bound reflections of their adaptive suitability.
Morcover, these valuations should not be confused with those prevailing
within the context of the band, where there is a notorious concern about
how mcat and other csteemed goods are shared among all its members,
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and where any tendency of ‘having’ and *keeping’ is forcefully con-
demned.

These valuations are expressions of some critical dilemmas prevailing in
the San lived-in social world, and they are spoken of in terms of such op-
positions as greed versus generosity. The existential pertinence of these
oppositions in a foraging context basically springs from the precariousness
of band social relationships, constantly involving, for each and everyone,
the danger of being relegated to a social vacuum. For the foraging San,
the distribution of meat and gift-giving represent, besides ‘talking’. the
most important means for continuously ensuring the quality of their social
relations within the band. 1 argue that these concerns constitute the moti-
vating forces underpinning the constant interest taken in the issue of
within-band sharing. In this perspective, their extreme interest in this
issuc during cveryday conversations expresses their collective reflections
on the critical aspects of the foraging band life-situation in terms of par-
ticular cultural propositions.

This point invokes the problem of cultural reification represented by
the notion of ‘egalitarianism’. It is commonly suggested that the foragers'
unanimous and forceful approval of equalizing practices reveals the most
fundamental values and ideas in the San culture. 1 argue, on the contrary,
that rather than consider such expressions as reflections of *basic’ cultural
propositions, they should be seen as valuations people make with respect
to critical problems recurrently springing from their lived-in social uni-
verse, in terms of a set of codes and values, selected from their cultural
frames, pertinent to the interpretation of and communication on such
problems,

Accordingly. | have argued that the extreme enforcement of ‘levelling
mechanisms® would have no meaning unless the values they serve are con-
stantly threatened by some competing valuational tendencies. This means
that, in the same way as cgalitarian tendencies operate under the surface
of the prototype of a hierarchical system — the Indian caste system (cf.
Parry 1974) - tendencies of incquality are prevailing under the social sur-
face of such a prototype cgalitarian system as that of the foraging San,
While both cultural tendencies are. in most societies. socially expressed
and acknowledged (Béteille 1986). the forceful rejection of inequality in
the foraging band springs from its extreme vulnerability to its inkerent hi-
erarchical tendencics.

Thus, the San culture embodies certain potentials for the formation of
leadership. Yet I do not make the case for a wholesale rejection of ‘egali-
tarianism’® as an obstacle to the establishment of an authority figure and a
sedentary storing cconomy. Rather, by the deconstruction of this notion
and by relating its clements to the different lived-in social contexts, it has
been possible to explain under which conditions specific elements hidden
by this notion actually militate against such a fundamental shift. Morc-
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over, this approach has been helpful- i

: 1 ha: pful-to show that certain mechanisms
::uycltl).e undelr fordaimg conditions, work in favour of equality (sharing)
. >¢ employed by the San in their stry les i i i
tensions during transitional phases. SRR vith conficeTang

This fact suggests an important poj i i
s St > point which exceeds the limits of this
Paper: I have stressed the importance of nor taking for granted the a;-

com;.)r.ehcn:ivc study of the shift from foraging bands to sedentary com.-
munities sh9uld account carefully for idcas and practices which :rc
tained in spite of such 4 dramatic shift. And | believe that the proccss;:;
Szproach appl‘lcd in th|§ paper might prove equally useful for such al:u cn-
avour. For mst.:mce It reveals the following as a pertinent example of
;t:;tu;:‘l: ;:Zir:d:lcnon under changing conditions: the activation of gcr:lcm-
. O customa i aring, i J i
B o "ans“?ona‘ g lrsy notions of sharing, in order (o copc with ten-
Finally, the question is whether or not the foregoing discussion of the
Rotion of ‘egalitarianism® has any bearing upon the study o}’ foraging soci
eties other than the San. A major intcntion of this paper has hccs Iog dcrr::
'qr.m.trat_e ‘thc need for deconstructing this notjon and for culturally estab.
xsl!mg its c'lerpcms with reference (o the soctal context in which the are
activated. This methodological point seems generally relevant (oyan
ana'lysns of ‘e.g:{lltarianism'. In more substantial terms this paper wam{
against conceiving the enforcements of ‘levelling mcasu'fcs‘ as indications
of cgahtan.an values which are, under all circumstances mor<.: fundamgns
tal or genuine than those values which favour hicrarchic‘al tendencics, g

Ornulf Gulbrandsen
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NOTES
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Cabot for cditorial assistance. " {Pon G Peperitad it

; ::hamatim was provided by physicians in the Ghanzi district, 198S.

.": wg;:r, there arc several other international forces which seriously affect their lives:
g‘Imeus be(; :nr: gmpcllcd commercialization of pastoralism by an exceptionally advan:.

s ade agreement (von Massow 19K3 cf. Gulbrand: ional
wildlife interests have responded forcef, he co ot destramtny o cationa

d St S ully 10 the consequent desteuction of

environment by extcnsive internation: i e Dot e
crament vt wip oo e o ional propaganda directed towards the Botswana Goy-

3 In Xade, West Hanahai, Tshibukwane, and T sawe. During a field visit in December
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1985, the setilement at Groote Laagte was about (o be {ormed and the traditional doctor
acted as an apparently non-controversial leader and spokesman vis-a-vis governmental
apgenties. (Gulbrandsen et al. 1986) Guenther reports that the formalization of leader-
ship has already taken place on the Ghanzi farms (1976). According to information ob-
tained in Ghanzi township in 1990 the San head of West Hanahai is acting as a head-
man in the kgotlu (customary court) of the Ghanzi township, when the Ghanzi headman.
for onc reason or another, is unable to chair court sessions.

For instance, the large San scttiement of Lepokole is currently in a serious dispute over wa-
ter-rights and territorial control with the people of Bobonong in northeastern Botswana.
Among others he refers to “those along the Nata, (who) began to select their own leaders
10 represent them and assist in resolving disputes. In the latter case, some groups looked
10> the person who had heen the territory “owner™ or /kaiha, while in other instances
groups chose the local hunt fcader, the dzimba, 1o represent them in judicial and political
affairs.” (loc.cit., emphasis minc)

In fact, only o smadl number of all rural familics in Botswana at large arc in a position
to suhsist soley from their livestock. Most familics also rely upon extra-farming income
(Ciulbrandscn 1994)),

Marshall cxplains that after the huming partners and kinship obligations have heen satis-
ficd, the distribution of one’s own portion has the quality of gift-giving. 'Kung socicty re-
quires in such instances that “a person should give with ble generosity in propor-
tion to what he has received and not keep more than an equitable amount for himsclf.”
{Marshall 1976: 299). Silberbauer notes that there are “few formal arrangements govern-
ing the distribution™ (p. 233). It is “guided more by the nceds of the recipicnt that by the
magnitude or quality of obligation that the gift of mcat is intended to meet. The quality
of obligation is a function of the relationship between giver and recipicnt and is ex-
pressed in the frequency. rather than size of the gift.”

For example, upon returning from a successful hunting expedition, one of Lee’s inform-
anls cxplains, that the hunter “must not come home and announce it like a braggart, 1
have kitled & big one in the bush!" He must first sit down in sil until 1 or

else comes up 10 the firc and asks . . " (1979: 244),

Functionally speaking, San egalitariun virtues serve a similar purpose as in Western saci-
etivs: 10 counteract tendeacies towird i lity. ‘The exceptional character of the forag-
ng band, however. is that any tesdency toward incquality is forecfully kept undee the
surface. No available records indi that the San have any ideology of cgalitarianism in
the Western sense of this notion, which emphasizes equal rights and opportunities. First,
their own reasoning about sharing seems to reflect a prime concern about mutual obliga-
tions and management of social relations, rather than the satisfaction of any over-arching
sdea ahout socal equality. Second. with respect to leadership, the western notion of
cqual opportunities would have been redundant. because they reject entircly any idea of
hicrarchical rclalions.

Duc to the declining water-table, caused by the large catile owners® drilling of borcholes.
It has been ducumented convincingly that “rcduced mobility did not lead to an increase
in local group size amaong eastern Botswana Basarwa but rather resulted in a decrease.”
(Hitchcock 1982: 281) This pattern reflects the dispersed distribution of resources upon
which sedentarization is based in this region: cattleposts / boreholes and arable lands.
However, where sedentarization involves the establishment of agro-pastoral settlements
supplemented by labour mig| . these settl may be much larger, as in the
Ghanzi District (c.g. Gulbrandsen et al. 1986) and Tsumkwe (Marshall and Ritchic
1984, Ycllen 198S). '

In fact, the transicnt character of many of these small scttlements along the pastoral
fronticr is reflected in the fact that individuals (men in particular) may shift from catile
post employment to a foraging adaptation (c.g. Vierich 1982). and that there are murc
extensive shifts from sedeniary to mobile adaptalions acvording 1o periodic drought cy-
cles (Hitcheock 1YR2: 2356, 1978, 1985). This reflects the fact that a sedentary, food-
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producing adaptation is not at all more atiractive in this cnvi
[ 1 ) S ironment, and that wher
xu;h a §h|l‘| takes Qlacc 1t typically caused by permanent or temporary deterioration oef
. :: nraging a.dupum.m (c.g. Hitchcock and Ebest 1984, Marshall and Ritchic 1984).
k orrcs?-ondmgly. Cashdan nates that “the clearest evidence for their (Bateti headmen's)
?I;::ve" nra that _lhcy had the ability to allocate (and deny) flood-plain land 10 newcomers.
information concerning this was currobors i i '
o Thoun e mﬂ)g rroborated by many informants of different
14 ::e (I?72) nicely portrays the formation of semipermancent scttlements of some (50
:‘h u:g m.tbc Dobe arca in conjunction with a Herero borchole. Lee suggests that they
ad_ achicved a semipermanent public life situation . . . the presence of the Hereros as
:';::' mlog. h;;ts::;cl;l by the Batawana Tribal Authority . . . provides the (legal) umhrclla;
k hmen to live in rclative harmony for the greater pan of
- . . P . lh
year.” (1972: 34}-9) This is a typical transitional situation found along!lhe pas't,oral lmr:
::_crs. characterized by lack of sy corporale interests g the San, bined with
; 'l‘g::hc:!:gdrz; (.xl dcpcndcncyl 'upon their masters. Dusing my awn visit 1o the area in 1990,
crcr inance was still very significant. Yet, many of the ,
g l\::.lume created their own authority figure. L SR ey
h lle a trance dancer is sclected as a leader in some cases, in oth : i
e ance ¢ r €r cases “an articulate,
_wcllnhkef! individual who had been to the mines and (o both government and lnt:allc;::
ings™ (Hitchcuck [982: 253). might be preferecd.
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6
Negotiations Within Households

Dynamics Connected with Constituting and
Splitting Up of Household Units in Rural
Turkey

Arne Tesli

1
Introduction

H(.)uschol'd structures are often looked upon as relatively fixed. And kin-
shng-r.elanonshlps are often discussed as constituting a framew<.)rk for or-
ga:;zunglhO};ff‘htxld units and cooperation within these units
erc I will discuss some prerequisites for cooperation or fissi
members of households, and I will relate this t:fhe mcazzfes;:::ta:f‘?gg
utllntx and drudgery of work in peasant households. More specifically, 1
cxamine the processes that lead to cooperation and fission in househgl;is
in Sarklsla._Turkey. Much of my discussion will relate to Chayanov’s work
where he discusses peasant cconomy within a perspective confined ;lricll
to housch'old economy. His analysis has proved appropriate, relevant am)i'
\(aluaple in a number of cases; it facilitates identification of the income
:lliuauon :f 'declsion units in rural areas and insight into how these units
p()(i;cta:; :’ c;l:r::lr):ur resources. My analysis adopts this approach as its
_ Chayanov's approach does, however, also have some clear limitations:
it tends to treat !lousch()lds as relatively static units. They do not a al.'
to have a dynamlc.of their own (Eigendynamik). And except for the?:?f‘;u-
ence of market prices, they are seen to heaffected only by demographic
devc_lo;.)m_cnts - that is, the household's developmemal cycle Mars';xall
Sahhns. discussion of Chayanov's rule is, in my opinion, ham .r d by th
same kind of limitations. ' il
During my fieldwork among Turkish peasants, | observed that the
!lousel)qld units in their villages were influenced by a serics of processes
in addition to th(?se generated by natural demographic changes. In order
to analyze. thg Islnd of processes going on within these migrant house-
holds, I think it is useful to apply a transactional perspective, like the one





