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PART I: SYNOPSIS OF THE FILM

A. General

One afternoon in the wet season, N:amshi 1 shot his first l arge
ante l ope , a hartebeeste. When a rainstorm obliterated the
animal 's tracks, N:amsh i returned home to s eek the help of
his uncle, Young IToma2. The next morning, Khan//a, a hunter
f r om another band, found the animal and began to distribute
t he meat among his people. Word of the distribution spread
t o the other bands at :0, and N:amshi and Young IToma arrived
to complain. They sat patiently at the edge of the crowd,
waiting to present their case.

Young IToma began to speak, pointing out that N:amshi's
a rrow had killed the hartebeeste, and that the meat was needed
f or N: ams hi' s i ni t i a t i on ceremony. Piqued, Young IToma called
Khan//a a thief . At this point IToma Word, a skilled mediator
fr om a third band, stepped into the dispute. He tried to
establish whose arrow had really killed the hartebeeste.
Young IToma insisted that it was N:amshi's , but Khan//a's
cous i ns claimed that they hadn't known that. Khan//a became
f urious, stopped distributing the meat, and had to be led
away by one of his cous ins. As he leaned ag ainst a tree and
su lked , IToma Word upbraided him . "You're making things worse
by getting ang ry," he s aid. "You let the people decide what
t o do about the meat." Demi, Khan/ /a 's old father, agreed with
I Toma Word: "We know we mustn't fight abou t this. I'm
ashamed because my son got angry."

The dispute was finally settled after Khan//a expressed his
contrition. Young IToma gave a shoulder of the hartebeeste to
N:amshi, and IToma Word s ugges t ed that Demi take charge of
distributing the rest of the meat. Demi reluctantly agreed to
do s o , and handed the first piece of meat to IToma Word's wife .

1. For the pronunciation of this and other names, see the
Pronunciation buide, below, page 24 .
2. See the Kinship Diagram, Figure 1, page 7.
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B. Dialogue 1

Narrator: I n the afternoon of the day he found the dead
hartebeeste, Khan / /a distributed pa rt of the meat to
peo ple in his band . I t was a l r eady being cooke d and
e aten when Young I Toma and his nephew N: amshi a r r i ved .
Young IToma and N~amshi s a t a t the edge of the gr oup ,
wa i t i ng to present their case . As Khan//a brought
wood f or the f ires, his people continue d cooking and
ea ting the meat , conspicuously ignoring Young I Toma .
Young IToma began to present his case .

Young IToma: The meat belongs to N: amshi . He was given the ar r ow
and he shot the animal with it2• We must have the meat for
N:amshi's initiation ceremony3 . Thi s man only found the animal ;
how does he claim the mea t ? He i s cooking meat that be l ong s t o
N:amshi. He is a thief.

Narrator : IToma Word ; leader of a third band, began to
mediate the conflict.

IToma Wor d : If the arrow was given to N:amshi, we know the animal
belongs to him . Whose arrow was found i n the animal ?

Young IToma: It' s exactly as I s ay . I t was the arrow given
to N:amshi.

Narrator :
one would
Khan//a's

Khan//a became furious, threatening that no
get mea t . He was led away f r om the group .
cousins c l a i med no respons ibility in the ma t ter .

Cousin :
We know

We j us t went along to help Khan//a bring back the meat .
nothing of this.

1. The Meat Fight was f i l med before portable sound-synchronous
equipment was widely available. Because of this, the sound
track had to be compiled from a number of tapes, recorded at
various times . Exper t s on the Bushmen have agreed that the
composite sound track sounds almost exactly l ike a r eal
conversation in a :Kung camp . The subtitles have been prepared
f rom notes taken by anthropologists during the "meat fight".
2. The II mar ki ng" ceremony , symbolizing a boy' s entry into
manhood, is performed when a boy kills his first lar ge antelope.
For more information on this ceremony, see the film by J . Marshal l ,

!>c. Rite of Passage (1969).
3 . Young IToma is referring to the usual ru l e f or determining
who owns meat. See below, Part II, page 15 .
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Narrator: IToma Wo rd reprimanded Khan//a for his anger.

IToma Wo r d : You're making this worse by gett ing angry. You
let the peopl e' decide wha t t o do about the ar r ow. Let them
decide about t he distribution.

Khan//a :
fe tch it

I don' t want
won't ge t any

any of the meat.
either .

Thos e who helped me

Cousin: That may be, but I still helped my cousin i n good fai th.

IToma Word:
else tracks
thems elves.

The owner of t he arr ow owns
i t, t hey share t he meat, bu t

t he animal.
they cannot

When someone
distribute it

Narra tor: Demi apologized fo r his son 's behavior.

Demi : We know we mustn 't f i ght abou t t h i s .
out peaceful ly . I'm ashamed because my son

We can work t hi s
got angry.

Narrator: Young IToma gave a shoulder of the an imal to
N~ amshi.

Khan//a : I'm no t angry about the meat , I ' m angry a t being called
a thief. I didn't know whose arrow it was. I t ho ught i t belonged
t o strangers.

Narrator : N:amshi r e turned t o his band, carrying the
hartebees te 's shoulder , which would be us ed i n h i s
i nitiation ceremony.

Khan//a: Of course I want N:amsh i t o have his shoulder, but
what made me angry was being called a t hi e f .

Narrator : lVith the means of dis t ribut ion s til l i n doub t,
peop le began to t ake meat f or t hemse lves . Demi complained
abou t t he situat i on .

Demi:
help.

I kn ow people are very j ealous .
I am old and I have malari a.

I am t oo old and sick to

Nar ra t or: I Toma Word lis tened to Demi , agreeing with him .

IToma Word: Meat should be properly distributed ; o t he rwise ther e
will be end less j ea l ous i e s . Demi s hould t ake responsibility .
It was his son who fo und t he an imal .

Narrato r : Demi f inally ag reed t o dist ribute t he remainde r
of t t e meat . Demi gave t he f i rst piece of meat t o IT oma Word' s
wife ; and thus the meat was distrib~ted t o the three bands
living a t :0.
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C. Shot by sho t synops is

The fol lowi ng synopsis is designed to he l p open up The Meat
Figh t for s t udy by dif ferent people with differ ent research
i nteres ts . By iden tifying, as f ar as possible , ea ch person
who appears i n the film , t hi s synop s i s shoul d enab l e anyone
to us e ~ Meat Figh t as data f or s t udying : Kung s ocial
orga ni za tion and conflict .

In the synops is , t he numbers of the fo rm~ are foo t age
counts : t hey refer to the number of feet and f r ames elapsed
from the firs t f r ame wi t h the title "A Documentary Educa t ional
Resources Produc t ion" . The fi rs t frame wi th the tit l e
"The Meat Fight" i s 3:27, and the f i rs t f rame wi th a pi c t ure
i s 46: 33 . To save s pace, parts of the screen a r e abbrevia t ed
as fo l lows : LO= left, C = cen t e r , R = right; U = upper ;
FG = f or eg round , MG = middl e gr ound , BG = background ; and
X = extreme.

* * *

Shot 1 46: 33- 58:27 As Khan//a f i l ls an os trich eggshel l
wi th water, Gao Medi c i ne , /Qui Umbil icus , and Khan//a' s cousin
di scus s how to distribute the meat . (Khan/ /a i s i n the ce n ter
a t 48 :25; Gao Med ici ne is behind Khan / / a ; /Qui Umbilicus i s
a t t he f a r R; Khan //a's co us i n is 2nd f r om t he R.)

Shot 2 58 : 28- 69 : 13 N~amshi and his uncle Young #Toma
sit on the s i de lines , watchi ng . (N:amshi is behind Young #Toma
a t 59:00 ; Young #Toma i s at RC ; Big /Ga ishay is i n t he UL,
fa cing the camera; Demi i s in t he X l ower R, back t o camera .)

Shot 3 69:14-102 :12 Khan/ / a brings in wood and a dds
it to the fire . (Khan //a' s cousin i s in the RC at 77:00 .
Demi's wife is smoking at 82 : 00 . Ga o Medicine is bending over
at 96 :00; Khan//a's co usin is in t he UL, wearing a cap.)

Shot 4 102:1 3-115: 04 Young #Toma pres en ts N ~amshi 's gr i evan ce.
(Young #Toma i s at L, 103:00; Old /Gaishay f rom /T i ~kay 's gr oup
i s a t R.)

Sho t 5 115:05-1 31: 39 Khan// a s tir s mea t cooking i n a pot .
(Khan// a, C BG , 117:22; Young #Toma, lower R FG.)

Sho t 6 132: 00-1 46 : 34 #Toma Wor d en t ers t he disput e .
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Sho t 7 146 :35- 167 :00 Young ! Toma con tinue s to argue .
N:amshi s i t s by , wat ching. (Young ! Toma , LC, 149:00; Old
/Ga i shay (/G ishe?), X R. N:amshi , X R, 165 :00; Big /Gaishay,
2nd from the R.)

Shot 8 167:01-19 8 : 33 Khan//a becomes fur i ous, s t ops
distribut i ng the meat, and is led away by hi s cousin !Toma.
(! Toma , R, 174 : 30 ; Khan//a , L. Khan//a, XL, 198:00; Khan//a's
un cle , R. )

Sho t 9 198:34-21r: 31 Khan/ /a's cousins de fend Khan//a .
(lloma, R, 210:00; another cous i n , L.)

Sho t 10 211 :32-226: 35 As !Toma Word watches, Khan//a is
restrained by Gao Medicine. (Khan/ /a , R FG, 217 : 02 ; Gao Medicine,
L FG. !Toma Wor d , X UL BG, 218 :04.)

Sho t 11
upb r a i ds
R. )

226:36-242:39 Khan//a pou ts, while !Toma Word
him for getting angry. (!Toma Wor d , L, 228:00; Khan//a,

Sho t 12 243:00-249 :00 Khan//a's cousin defends Khan//a .

Sho t 13 249 :10-276 :08 !Toma Wo rd reminds the people of t he
rules f or distributing mea t . (!Toma Word, lower L, 258:00;
Khan/ / a , UR. Bl ack Bo, 261:00 . Khan//a's cousin !Toma,
LC, 267:00; Khan//a's other cous i n , RC. Demi, C, 270 :00;
Young !Toma, XR .)

Sho t 14 ' 276: 09-287:0 5 Demi counsels restraint. Young
!Toma hands a shoulder of the hartebeeste to N:amshi . (Demi,
l ower L, 277 :00; Young !Toma, UC ; N: amshi , off screen .)

Sho t 15 287 :06-297 :37
a thief.

Sho t 16 297 :38-301 :11
an imal.

Khan//a sulks , angry at being called

N:amshi walks away with his part of the

Sho t 17 301 :12-309:08 Khan//a continues t o complain to I Toma
Wor d . (Khan//a , L, 309:00; IToma Word, R. )

Shot 18 309 :09-3 35 : 35 Black Bo s t a r t s to take meat.
(Black Bo, L, 315 : 13 . Gao Medi cine , X lower L, 317:00 ; Khan//a' s
cous i n , 2nd from the L, MG . Khan//a 's cousin !Toma, C EG , 321:00 .
Bl ack Eo , L, 335:00; Gao Medicine, RC . )

Sho t 19 335 :36-344: 19
are ac t i ng .

Demi complains' about the way people
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Shot 20 344:20- 352 : 33 Demi tries to ge t out of t he di spute
by claiming he 's sick. (Demi , C, 347 : 20 ; Tsamgao (husband of
Bau) , XL FG; / Qui Umbilicus, XL BG.)

Shot 21

Shot 22

352 : 34-356:1 4

356: 15- 365:00

Clos e- up of Demi' s hands.

Demi continues to s pea k .

Shot 23 365: 01-392:1 2 #Toma Word agrees wi t h Demi, and
suggests that Demi determine how to di s t r i bu te t he meat.

Shot 24 392 : 13-4 15 :3 2 Demi considers #Toma Wor d 's proposal
and agr ees to it . (Demi, L FG , 402 :00 ; #Toma Wor d , LC BG.)

Shot 25 415 :33-420:26 Close-up of #Toma Word. -

Sho t 26 420 : 27- 437 : 27 Demi hands the fir st piece of meat
-t o ~U, #Toma Word's wife. She hands the meat to a relative,
who hangs i t in a nearby t ree . (Demi, 422: 00. :U, 424:00.
: U's relative, 435 : 20 .)

Shot 27 437:28-451:29 Demi gives meat to Tsamgao -(Bau ' s
husband) , who hands i t on to someone off scr een . (Demi ,
447: 20. Tsamgao , 451 : 00 . )

Shot 28 451:30-472:20 :U takes her shar e of the mea t
down from the tree, and leaves the scene . As she--leaves, Khan//a ' s
brother r uns af ter her and gives he r another piece of meat .
(:U , 1st R, 452:00 . Khan/ / a's brother . 463:00 . :U, 2nd L,
468:00 . )

•
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A Gao1 ~ Medi cine

N ~amshi

Figur e 1: Kinship ne twork of t he pe ople who a ppear in The Meat Fight.
Sourc~ : unpubli shed data of L. Marshall , us ed with her ki nd permission ,
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Young J'Toma J'Toma
(led Khan/ / a
away)

Khan//a Gao

= man •

0 = woman

= dead man

• dead woman

marriage

sibling tie=

,- --1 half-sibling tie
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PART I I: QUESTI ONS RAIS ED BY THE FILM

A. General

1 . Unde r what ci rcums tances was t his film made?

In 1964 there were about 45 t housand Bushmen living in t he
Kalahari Deser t of s outhern Af r i ca (see Figure 2) 1. Mos t of
them wo r ked on Eur opean fa rms or Ban tu cattle pos ts, but about
20% of t hem were f ull-time hunters an d ga t herers (see Figure 3)2.
The Meat Fight was f ilmed i n 1958, i n a part of South Wes t
Africa wher e t he :Kung Bushmen al l pursued this traditiona l
occupation (s ee Figure 3).

The l ife of thes e Bus hmen has chang ed dramat i ca l l y since
tha t time. In 1960 t hey were resettled at Tsumkwe , S. W.A . , where
there is a gov e r nment pos t a nd a mi ssion of the Dut ch Reformed
Church . The governmen t i s t rying to t ea ch the :Kung to herd
goa t s and rais e small cr ops of co r n, but the change to a new
way of l i f e has been d i f fi cult 3. Beca use of the changes t ha t
have taken place since 1960 , t hi s Study Gu i de uses t he convent i on
of t he "ethnogr aphic pr esent": the des criptions of the :Kung
here r e fer to them as they we r e i n 1958, no t as they a r e now.

The Meat Figh t was fi lmed a t :0, about 30 km northwes t of
Ts umkwe , S.W.A . :0 is in a forest of manget ti trees 4, wh i ch
provide a t asty and nut r i t ious nutS. Three :Kung bands were
collect ing nut s t here when The Mea t Figh t was s ho t: #Toma Wor d 's ,
based at /Gautscha ; /Ti:kay's , based at Tsumkwe; and Old
/Gaishay 's, based a t N/ am Choa 6. The Expedi tion had been l i v ing
wi th #Toma Word's band a t /Gauts cha, but t he mosquitos t her e
f orced them both' t o move nor th to Tsumkwe . Tsumkwe was also
malarial , s o t he Expedi tion continued on to :0, bringing #Toma Word's
band wi th them in the trucks. Because mange t ti tr~e s grow only
on sand dunes, the only wa t e r a t :0 was that which the r a ins had
l ef t s tanding in hollow t rees . This was enou gh on l y for / Ti:kay ' s
and Ol d /Gaishay 's pe op le , so the Expedi t i on trucked i n wat er to
give t o t he membe r s of #Toma Word 's band 7.

1 . Lee 1965: 12 2 . Lee 196 5: 21
3. Lee 1965: 32 ; L. Marshal l 196 5 : 273. For a f i l m about th es e
chang es , see Young and J . Mar shall 197 4.
4. Ric i nod endron r auteni i 5 . Lee 1968,1969
6. See Figur e 4 for the l ocat i on of thes e bas e camps ; s ee
Figur e 5 fo r the l oca tion of the three bands a t :0.
7. I am i ndeb ted to J. Marsha l l f or this 'accoun t of t he 1957/ 58
exped i tion.
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2 . How did N:amshi find out that Khan//a was dis t r i bu t i ng the
hartebeeste he shot ?

N:amshi 's band (led by' /Ti:kay) was living l es s than a mile
from Khan//a 's a t :0 (see Figure 5). :Kung people often visit
f riends and r e l a t i ves i n other bands , s o the news that Kh an // a
was dis tributing a hartebeeste mus t have s pr ead r a pi dl y t o all
t he people living a t :0.

•
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B. Reso l u t i on of con f l i c t among the :Kung

1. How do the :Kung usually distribute mea t?

The :Kung di vide t h eir food i n to two ma i n categ ories: foods
which be long to the individual and his immedi ate f amily, and
foods which mus t be s ha red by eve ryone . Wi ld plants, whi ch
ma ke up abou t 70% of t he di e t of the :Kung 1, are in the
firs t ca te gory , as are smal l animals like birds , tortois es,
l i zar ds , gr asshoppe r s , an d snakes 2. These f oods belong to
t he person who gathers or f i nds them: they may be shared wi th
other people or fami lies, but they do not have t o be3 .

Plan ts an d smal l animals can be ga t her ed by i ndividuals ,
but big ~ame4 mus t be hunted by organi zed pa r t i e s of two to
f i ve men. Hunters s t a l k big game an i ma ls on f oot and shoot
t hem wi th arr ows coa ted wi t h s low-act i ng nerve poison. Hun ters
may have to track a wounded ani ma l f or days a f t er they have
sho t it, f i nishi ng it off with their spears when they finally
catch up to i t . They ea t t he liver on the s pot, and car ry t he
res t o f t he animal back t o camp6 .

The an i mal be l ongs to the person who arrow killed i t .
Sever a l ar r ows may be f i red i n to an animal a t the same time, bu t
me n of t en arrange beforehand who is going to "ownll the animal.
The r e i s much gi ving a nd l ending of a r rows , s o a hun t e r can
i n effec t choose t he per son who will own the animal he shoots .
I t i s not a l ways t o a man 's a dvantage to own an ani mal : since
the owner i s expec t ed to give ge nerous ly , he may ge t less meat
than some of his relatives . In theory, the owner of the anima l
i s always respon s ible f or distributing i t; but because di stributing
meat requires sensitive political i ns t i nc ts , older r elatives
us ua l ly take ove r when a young man owns an an i ma l .

1 . L. Marshal l 1960: 335; Lee 1968: 33
2 . The fol lowi ng s ec tion is based l argely on L. Marshal l 1961:
236- 241 , t o which the r eader should turn f or more details on
mea t shar i ng . This a r t icle includes a case s t udy o f th e dis t r i but i on
o f a n eland t o more than a hundred people.
3. When game is scarce , s mal l animals are defined a s "game" and
mus t be sha red (J. Marsha l l , Bi t t e r Melons (19 72); Re i chlin 197 4a : 6 .
See also L. Ma rshall 1961:2 36.)
4 . Kudu , eland, ge msbok , wildebeeste, spr i ngb ok , hartebeeste,
warthog, ostrich, and giraf fe.

5 . For details, s ee J . Mar s hal l 19S8a, 1958b; and L. ~~rshall

a nd Ga l vi n 1966.
6 . If the ani mal is ver y large, the hunters s end back to camp
for help in ca r r yi ng it.
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Neat is dis t ributed i n a series o f "waves 11 • The carcass
of t he a nimal i s f i rs t c u t into five o r s i x l a rge pieces~

which are give n t o t he owne r of t he arrow , t he giver of the
a r row, and the hunt e r s . t he second wave r adiates out from
t he five or six pe ople who r ecei ved l a rge cuts of meat in the
first wave . Kinship de t e r mi nes who ge t s meat in t he second
wave: a man i s required t o gi ve the bes t meat h e has t o h i s
wife ' s pa r en t s 1; and to give as much as he can to his pa r en t s 2 ,
his wife , and his children . He s aves s ome of t he meat f or
hims e l f, whi ch he may l ater sha r e wi t h s till other people.
Mea t i s genera l ly given r aw i n the second wave of di s t ributi on.

Fi nal ly, eve r yone who rece i ved mea t i n t he s econd wave
gives meat a gain, to his or her pa r e n t s , par e n ts - i n- law,
children, bro ther s an d s is t e rs , name-re l at i ves 3, f r i ends , and
vis i tors. ~leat -gi ven i n the t hi rd wave of sharing may be cooked,
and everyone living i n or v i s i t i ng a band gets a t least a sma l l
pi ece.

2 . Wha t was special about. the meat di s tr i but i on i n t hi s fi lm?

The ci r cums t ances which led up to the "mea t fi ght" were
unusual in one major respect: Khan//a c l aime d f or hi mself the
hartebees te he found, instead of trying to discover whose a r r ow
had ki l led the animal . Khan / / a later insist ed 4 that he t hought
the arrow be l onge d t o "strangers", but thi s s t ory s e ems rather
contrived . Ea ch :Kung man makes his arrows in a dis t inctive
way5 , s o t hat if .Khan// a had no t been able t o i dentif y t he
a r r ow hi mself, he could easily have asked an olde r r el a t i ve
or someone f r om ano ther band . N! amshi 's ba nd , for i ns t ance, was
l iving j us t f i f t een minutes' walk from his own (see Figure 5) .
Beside s, there were n o r e a l "strangers ll6 in t h e a r e a a r o und ~ O

1. For details on the obligations of marriage among the :Kung,
see L. Marshall 1959, passim .
2. :Kung men are r equired to live wi th their wife 's parents for
some time after t hey marry. A man commonly mar r i es a woman
f rom a different band, s o that he usually ends up distri buting
meat ma i nl y to his wife 's family, no t to his own.
3 . That is, people who have the same name . The : Kung us e les s
than 90 names, and people who share the s ame name feel a
ce r t a i n kinship (see L; Marshall 1965 : 259) .
4 . Sho t 17; s ee above , page 3 .
5 . L. Mar s ha l l 1961 : 238; L. Mar shall and Ga l v i n 1966
6 . For a discus s i on o f t he me an i ng of II stran ger" to the :Kung,
s ee L. Mar s hal l 1959: 337- 8 .

•
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i n 1958: Ban t u had not ye t pene t r a t ed the a r ea with their
ca t t l e , an d there we r e no European settlers. In s ho r t , Khan//a
seems to have t ried t o take advantage of his good fortune by
not inquiring t oo c l os e l y about t he a r r ow.

lfua t ev e r Khan// a ' s reasons f or kee ping t he har t ebees t e , h i s
dec i s i on prof oundl y disturbed the norma l mea t dis t r i bu t i on .
Eve n if Khan// a had r e cognized N:amsh i ' s claim t o the an imal
as s oon as N:amshi arr ived, t he mea t still coul d not have been
dist r i buted accor ding t o t he rules de scribed ab ove l: the fi r st
and second "aves of di s t r i bution had already pas sed, and s ome
o f the mea t was bei ng cooked f or its f i na l distribution.
Ther e f ore , no rules specified wha t was to be done with the meat
in th is case .

3 . How do the : Kung manage to settle their dispu t es so
peace f ul l y?

The Mea t Figh t shows the remarkable abi l i t y o f the :Kung
to se t t l e dispu tes, without violence and withou t any f orma l
poli t ica l organiza tion . Several social, economic, t e chnol ogi ca l,
a nd psychological f eatures of :Kung society help t hem to do this:

a. Disputes are settled f l e xi b l y .

Disputes be t ween :Kung a r e handl ed in a much more ad hoc
way t han disputes between , say, Americans . In America, and
i n t he more highly organized African societies 2 , disputes
be tween people a re r e f e r r ed t o courts, which try to fi t t hem
i n t o fixed categories of r i gh t a nd wro ng provided by t he law .
I n order f or courts to se t t l e disputes this way , their judgments
mus t be enforceable; so courts a re only effect ive i n socie t i es
whe r e a poli t ical hierarchy p l a ces one person's de cis i on
above ano ther's .

: Kung s oci e ty i s a lmos t compl e t e l y egalitarian: no :Kung
per s on has direct power over any o th er3. At the same t ime ,
there are s t r ong unwr i tten laws which guide :Kung behavior:
l aws, for examp l e, about sharing meat4 , about giving an d

1. page 16 2. See, for examples, Gluckman 1940, Schapera 1940 .
3. This i ncludes parents and ch i l dr en . Children ca n f latly
r efuse t o do as t hei r parents ask them, and they us ually ge t
their way (Harpending 1972:79) . See t he films by J . Marshall,
Debe's Tan trum ( 1972b) and The Wasp Nes t f1973) .
4 . See above, pages 15-16 .
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rece~v~ng obj ect s 1 , and about serving one' s pa r en ts- i n-Iaw2 .
In th i s system, violations of unwritten law canno t be
correc t ed by appealing to .higher au t hor i t ies ; they have t o
be set tled among equals.

Ultimately, a con s ensus i s required t o s e t t le a dis pute
between :Kung . The raw material of consensus is publi c opinion ,
and the r oot of public opinion is the unwritten law. A good
leader, like #Toma Wor d , i s a man who can mani pul a te publ i c
opinion on an issue i n s uc h a way that a co nsensus is reached .

Public opinion abou t an i ssue depends l argely on the unwr itten
laws: it turns against a man like Khan / /a , who vio l a t es t hem. 3
But publ i c op i n i on als o depends on s elf- i n ter es t . : Kung peo ple
do not like to fee l chea t ed , and wil l prot est i f t hey f eel t hey
are ge t ting lesS t han their fair share4. I t f ol l ows tha t a
political leader like #Toma Word can pu t together a consens us
in two mai n ways: (1) he can bring public opinion t o bea r
against an offender by appea l i ng to the unwritten law; and
(2) he can offer compromises which ap pease the interests of bo th
sides in a dispute.

He can also t ry to balance public ap~n~on based on law
against public opinion based on self-interest. This how
#Toma liard approached the s e t t l emen t of the "meat f i ght" .
His s t r a t egy was to invoke public opinion a gainst Kh an / / a,
by establishing that it was indeed N:amshi 's arrow t hat ki lled
the hartebeeste. Khan//a did nat deny this, s o #Toma s ucceeded
in showi ng that Khan//a ha d violated t he r ules. The advers e
op i nion that #Toma . genera t ed made it poss ible for N:amshi t o
take his part of the animal. #Toma's next pr obl em was t o
decide wha t to do with t he rest of t he mea t. He could not
compel Khan//a to give it all to N:amshi' s people ; this would
have been highly unpopular among Khan/ /a' s relatives , as his
cousins suggested strongly5. Besides, to deny Khan / / a meat
would violate t he rule that men who help in the hunt are given
a major share of the meat. #Toma Word's solution was a compro
mise: by having Demi distribute the meat, Khan//a and his cousins
were sure to get a large piece of it . Thus #Toma Word
succeeded in building a compr omi s e which recognized bot h N: ams hi ' s
legal rights to the meat, and the political interests of
Khan//a's group .

Because public op~n~on gene r a l ly runs against a pers on who
violates the unwritten l aws, the consens us sol ut i on to a dis pute
will gene r a l l y tend t o run against the vio l a t or . There is ,

•

1 . See below , page 19.
3. L. Mars ha l l 1961: 232
5. See their comments in Sho t s 9

2 . L. Marshall 1959, pass im
4 . ibid. :231 ; 1960 : 351
and 12 (above, page 3) .



4. L. Marshall 1961:238
6 . L. Marshall 1961:241
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therefore, a strong incentive for a :Kung person to follow
t he unwritten laws. In summary, disputes among the :Kung
are s e t t l ed by public opinion rather than law; but law is
a ma j or input to public opinion.

fToma Word' s solution to the "meat fi gh t " was rather like
Henry Kissinger's solut ion to the fi ghting between Syria and
Israel . In neither case was there a higher authority to
enfor ce a settlement. s o that bo th settlements were diplomatic
rathe r than legal 1• fToma Word and Henry Kissinger seem to
be e f f ec tive precisely because they are not bound by the rules:
t hey c an use their considerable diplomatic talent to invent
new and creative solutions to conflicts.

b. Deterrents to violence

By i t s elf , the lack of laws and government does not explain
why t he :Kung settle their disputes so peacefully . The opposite
i s usually true : societ i es which "lack central authority often
rely heavi l y on violence to settle disputes between people2.
l<hat i s it , then, that de t er s the ~Kung from violence?

i . TI,e network of favor s and obligations

The : Kun g of Nyae Nyae are caught up in a tight network of
f avors and obligations . We have already seen that meat must
be s hared by ev eryone3. Objects, too, pass f r om person to person.
The re i s much giving and lending of hunt ing arrows4; musical
instruments circulate f ree l y5 ; and ornaments given to one band
quickl y make their way to people in all other bands 6 •
Accor din g to L. Marshall, " ever y t h i ng a person has may have
been gi ven to hi m, and may be passed on to others in time"7 .
Gifts are never refused, and must always be reciprocated8.
Thus a ~Kung per s on a lways owes things to others. and is owed
t hings in return. These mutual obligations may help to deter
con f l i c t s between people9 • -

1 . For a discussion o f t he difference between legal and diplomatic
solu t i ons , see S Hof fmann, The State of War (1965).
2. A number of case studies have made-rhis point; see Chagnon 1968,
Koch 1974, Fortes 1940 : 242 , and Evans-Pritchard 1940:278.
Van Velsen and Van Wetering (19 60) reached similar conclusions
in a cross-cultural survey.
3. See above, page
5 . Engl and 1968
7 . ibid .
8 . Accor di ng to Demi, quoted by L. MarshaLl 1961:244. The classic
book on th e social function of gift-giving is Marcel Mauss'
The Gi f t (1967).
~Murphy (1957) an d Van Velsen and Van Wetering (1960) .suggest
t hat reciprocal obligations like these can reduce violence .
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A :Kung pers on ' s most impo r tan t r i ghts and ob l i ga t ions involve
food and wa t e r . :Kung country i s divided into t e r r i t or i es , each
of whi ch includes a waterhole and t he plant foods within reach
of i t 1 . Acce ss t o these terri tories is based on kinship.
Anyone may exploi t the resources of a t erritory if he or she is
related by blood or marriage t o a r es i de nt of that terri t or y2.
Because t~ere is e xtensive intermarriage among the bands in
Nyae Nyae 3, t he people in one terri t ory usually have relatives
in several other t er r i t or i e s 4 . This means that one person can
usually exploi t t he r es ource s of a number of dif ferent territories.

Every territory has enough foo d and water to s uppor t some
people throughout the year , bu t the number varies f rom territory
to terr i tory and f rom year to year wi t hin a territory . If one
ter r itory is having a poor s eason , people exercise their rights
t o the f ood and -wa t er in other terr itories by making long visits
t o their r ela t i ves 5. Because people generally have relatives

. i n many other territo ries , this visiting has the effect of
dist ributing people more or less evenly with respect to f ood an d
wat er; or, looking at i t the o t her way, distribut ing fo od and
water more or less evenly to all people6 . Were it not for
this ne t wor k of r i ghts to food and water, the residents of
a terri tory migh t die of thirst if their waterhole dried up in
a bad year? There is t hus a very str ong incentive for a
:Kung person t o keep on good t e rms with hi s r e l a t i ves in other
t err i t or i es : he might have to depend on them for survival some
day. Realizing this fact may help explain why the :Kung resort
to violence so rarely.

ii . Weaponry

Modern nuc l ear diplomacy relies heavi l y on the s t rategy of
de terrence. "If we can des troy Russia even after they launch
a pre-empt ive nuclea r strike against us , " the classic l i ne of
reasoning goes, " then the Russians wi l l be effectively deterred
f r om launching t hat pre-emp t ive s t rike ."S By a quirk of
technology , the :Kung find t hemselves pl aying an analogous game.
The most powerful weap on of :Kung hunters is t he ar row, coated

1. L . Marshall 1960:330 2 . i b i d. :345
3. L. Marshall 1959:335 4. L. Mar s ha l l 1960:353
5 . Lee 1965 :137 6. ibid.: 139; L. Marshal l 1960 :345
7 . The r e are only t hree permanen t waterholes i n Nyae Nyae ;
t he res t go dry occasionally (L. Marshall 1960 :336) .
8 . The best s t atemen t of t his theory is by Thomas Schelling
i n his book , Stra t egy of Conflic t ( 1960) . Schelling's analysis
i s s till cent r al to Pentagon planni ng.
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with a nerve ·poison for which no antidote is known 1• : Kung
men are a ls o ext r aor dina r y t rackers: they ne ed to be in order
to r ea ch a wounded anima l ah ead of the vultures and j ackal s 2•
The : Kung are a de p t a t tracking humans as well: in Nya e Nya e,
a man's f ootprints a re as familiar as his face 3 •

So, l i ke ourselves, the : Kung are ne ver r eally sa f e. A
bomb can alway s be dro pped on us; an d a :Kung person c an always
be tracked by a n enemy and s ho t fatally with a poisoned ar row.
The :Kun g themselves a re aware o f this possibility; as one
man sa i d during an a rgument: "Jus t one little ar row; that's
a l l i t will take t o se ttl e thi s:"4 So , like us, the [Kung
know that fighting can lea d t o ce r ta i n death. Kn owing this
may hel p deter them f r om using the ultimate weapon to settle
dis putes.

c . Peace ful values

The : Kun g do not se t t l e di s putes as s e l f-consc ious ly as the
fo r e goi ng dis cus sion s ugg es ts . To a large extent t he y have
in ter na l ized t he value of pe a ce, so fi gh t i ng appears t o t hem
mor a l l y r epugnant, not j us t politically inexpedient. Wrongdoing,
s ai d one man , means "making c ro oked arrows and fight ing"S .

:Kung parents rais e their
t hem to be pe aceful ad ul t s .
o t he r in game s 6 , and paren ts
be t we e n them7. "Achievemen t

childr en in ways that may help
Ch i ld r en do not compete with each
are qui ck to stop aggres s ive play
behavior wh ich enta ils r ivalry

1 . See L. Ma rsha l l a nd Cal vi n 1966 for more in formation about this
poi s on.
2 . See J. Marshall 19 57, 1958 3. L. Marshall 1961: 246
4 . / Ti : kay , in An Argument Abo u t ~ Ma r ri a ge (J. Marshall 1969a)
5 . / Ti :kay , quo t ed by L. Marshal l ( 196 1: 245)
6 . Harpending 1972: 90-9 3 . Konne r ( i n pr ess) a r gues that the l a ck
o f compe ti t ion in chi ld ren 's games has an ecol ogi cal basis. ~Kung

b ands a re smal l (about 2 1 pe opl e each (L . Ma rsha ll 1960 :328»,
s o there i s l ittle chan ce th~t a child will hav e man y age-mates
to play with. As a r esult, :Kung children usu ally playing in
widely mix ed gr oups ( a s in the film Bao bab Pl ay ( J. Ma rsha l l 1974a».
Me ani ngf ul compe t i t ion require s that the player s i n a game be of
r oughly equa l abi l i ty , so i t wou ld make no s ens e fo r : Kung chi l dr en
to compe t e wi th t heir playmates . For mo r e on c hi l d ' s play, see
t he f ilm , Chil dren Throw Toy ~ss egais ( J. ~~rshall 19 7411 ), and the
a c companyi ng s t udy guide (Re ich l i n 197411) .
7. Harpending 1972:79
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is actively discouraged by the :Kung. They have strong cultural
values against boasting, self-aggrandizement, and setting oneself
above others. Children a re not encouraged to eva luate their
performan ce against that of other ch i l dr en" 1. :Kung parents
are very permissive with their children2• They ne ver punish
them, and do not expect them" to work until they a r e marr ied3•
Children, for their pa r t , are gener a l l y we l l - beh aved , respectful,
and obedient4•

3. Are the :Kung usually s o successful in settling disputes?

Yes, accor di ng to L. Marshall . She writes:

During seventeen and a half months when I lived
with the Nyae Nyae :Kung ••• I personally saw
four flare-ups of discord and heard of three others
which occurred in neighboring bands • • • • All
were resolved before they became serious quarrels.
Of the seven, four were flare-ups of sexual jealous y •
•• , Two were very minor disagreements about going
somewhere; ••• none were about f ood . We considere d,
judging f r om that sample, that the !Kung managed
very well to ke ep tens ions from turning into hostility5 .

L. Marshall heard of only two homicides. A man once shot and
killed another for stealing honey6 . The other homicide
i nvol ved IToma Wor d ' s f a t he r . He and another man got into
a fight. The young son of the other man, trying to protect
his father, shot and killed IToma Word's father with a poisoned
arrow7•

Richard Lee, however, reports that incidents like these are
not rare. He saw 33 fights during his six year s of field work,
and informants told him about 22 homicides that occurred
between 1920 and 19558• There are several pos s ible expl ana t i ons
of the difference between Lee's and L. Marshall's accounts.
First, disputes anlong the !Kung that Lee studied have been
under the jurisdiction of the Tswana headman since 1948 .
There have been almost no homicides under this system, but we do
not know what other changes in :Kung law may have occurred as well .
Second, Lee studied a group of :Kung who were cons i de r ab l y more

1. Harpending 1972:90 2. L. Marshall 1960:341
3. Lee 1968:36 4. L. Marshall 1960:340-1
5. L. Marshall 1961:246 6. L. Marshall 1960:336
7. L. Marshall 1960 :351. No doubt this incident helped to
make IToma Word the peace-loving leader he is.
8. Lee 1969b. Lee discusses these findings in de t ai l , but
his pap er has not ye t been published.

•
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accul t ura t ed than those studied by Marshall: s ome of them
r ais e livestock, and others have begun to drink 1• Al so , t he
: Kung Lee s tud i ed compete for water with the Bantu and their
cat t l e ; water rights a r e no t disputed in Nya e Nyae 2• One
co ul d argue t hat serious disputes t end t o a rise more often under
r apidly changi ng social and economic condi tions3.

Fi na l l y , f Toma Word may be r es pons i b l e for pa rt of t he
di ffe r enc e between Lee 's and ~~rsha l l ' s de s criptions of :Kung
violence . Marsha l l 's conclusions are based on what she saw
at /Gauts cha , where fT oma Word' s band lived . fToma Word could
se t t l e di sputes far more s e r i ous than the "meat fight"; so the
l ack of vio l ence at /Gautscha may have been due ma inly to his
excellent l eadership.

* * *

1 . J. Marshall, pe r s . comm . 2 . L. Marshall 1960:337
3 . For a good example of this, see the film by J . Marshall ,
~~ Ar gumen t about ~ Mar r i a ge (19 69a) . fToma Wor d ' s and
/Ti : kay ' s ba nds wer e r e cr u i t ed to work on farms in Sou th West
Afri ca . When the fa rmers refused t o let t hem leave, /Ti :kay
and his son-in-law Tsamgao escaped , but t hey l e ft Tsamgao 's
wife Bau behind. Bau moved in with ano ther man, /Qui , and
ha d a ch ild by him . Bau fina lly retur ned t o Nyae Nyae , and
in the film, /Qui, Tsamgao, and /Ti :kay argue bitterly ab out
whom she shoul d live wi th. fToma Word manages to defuse the
a rgumen t before t he principals begin to fight.

This dispute would never have occurred if the farmers had
not he l d f Toma Wor d 's and /Ti:kay ' s ban ds cap t i ve. -
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PART II I : PRONUNC IATI ON GU I DE AND REFERENCES

Pronunciation Guide

' N: amshi NAHM-shee

har t ebeeste HAR-te-beast

FToma TO-rna

Khan/ /a KHAHN- tlah

Demi - DEM-ee

:0 OH

: Kung KOONG

Gao GOW

/Qui KWEE

/ Gaishay GUY-shay

/Ti :kay TEE- kay •

Bo BO

Tsamgao TSAHM-ko

:U 00

Nyae Nyae NI NI

Tsumkwe CHOOM-kW'ay

/Gautscha GOUT-sha

N/am Choa nahm-CHO-ah

mange t ti man- GET- ti

Dobe DOH-bay
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The exac t pronunc ia tion of th e four : Kung c l i cks is as fol lows: 1

I The denta l c l i ck , pr odu ced by pu l ling the t i p of the
t ongue away from t he back of t he upper t ee th. This i s
same sound as the "rch , t ch" which Englis h s pe ak ers
us e t o expres s disappr oval .

The a l veolar-pala tal c l ick , produced by wi t hd r awi ng the
t ip of the t ongue from the roof o f the mouth. A hollow
popping sound i s prod uced .

II The l a t e r a l cl i ck , produced by pulling t he sides of the
t ongue away f r om the t eeth wh i le holding t he tip
against the a l veol a r ridge . Speakers of Eng l ish make
t his sound when c l ucki n g t o a hors e .

The a l veol ar click, produced by pulling the tip of t he
t on gue away f r om the alveolar ridge .

1. The des cription of the clicks is f rom Lee 1965 :7-8 .
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