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The Dobe Ju/’hoansi

The !Kung of the Kalahari Desert, known to each other as the Ju/’hoansi, were virtually unknown until the 1950s and are now known as one of the most documented and studied foraging societies.  The book titled the Dobe Ju/’hoansi: Third Edition, written by Richard E. Lee, is an in-depth account of his various visits and emergence in the !Kung culture.  In the early 1960s, initially interested in the peoples’ hunter-gather techniques (although in the end conducting research on various elements of their culture), Lee conducted a long study of the !Kung San in 1963 located in Dobe, an area in Botswana and Namibia, Africa.  In addition to his research in Africa, Richard has also observed other foraging societies in Alaska, Tanzania, and Russia.  Lee is also cofounder of the Kalahari Research Group and has worked with many other scientists/anthropologists in the study of the !Kung.  

The !Kung live on a foraging subsistence strategy, which includes hunting and gathering.  Foragers do not harvest crops, keep livestock, or otherwise produce food.  Their diets consist of all available edible food sources found naturally in the environment.  Contrary to popular belief, the !Kung maintain both a sufficient diet and a healthy balance between work and play, with adequate time for leisure.  In fact, Lee has observed that only 20 hours a week is dedicated to subsistence gathering.  Lee also recognizes the nutritional value of many of the foods, about 30% of which comes from meat, 30% from mongongo nuts, and about 40% from overall plant life.  It is a diet full of calories, proteins and minerals, with fewer carbohydrates than found in industrialized societies.    
Plant life is various and abundant and the !Kung recognize 105 edible plants, 14 fruits and nuts, 15 berries, 18 species of gum, 41 roots and bulbs, 17 leafy greens, beans and melons.  To further classify plant life, the !Kung recognize foods based on their availability, ease of collecting, tastiness, dietary value, and side effects.  Like most foraging societies, climate variability plays a large role is availability and the season in large parts determines what will or will not be eaten.  For example, after the rainy season in April and May vegetative life is abundant and animal life is thriving.  During the dry season from late August to October, which is by far the worst time of the year, the !Kung depend on often less desirous and less nutritious plant life.  Although the !Kung may have to travel further to gather food or depend on less desirous plant life during the less advantageous seasons, they are still able to produce an adequate diet.  An important piece of the !Kung diet, the mongongo nut, is available virtually all year round.  Availability reflects the !Kung nomadic way of life and low population density of groups, because there are less mouths to feed and there is movement once plant life has been exhausted in an area.

Although some men help, women are primarily responsible for gathering.  And since the food from gathering constitutes 70% of the diet of the Ju/’hoansi, this is reflective of women’s importance and points out that their society is rather egalitarian.  Women are highly skilled in identification and differentiated of ripeness, growth, location, and edibility of plant life.  And because the language is reflective of the culture in which it is spoken, the !Kung have both a number of words for carrying devices and carrying positions because of the amount of time spent on the activity.

Unlike gathering, hunting is done entirely by males.  Although meat constitutes only 30% of the diet, the !Kung revere the job of the hunter.  Although it is customary for the hunter and the peoples to show modesty regarding a kill often through humor and mockery, meat is a highly valued food.  Success rates are low and like plant life, the climate and seasonality determines many of the animals hunted.  The !Kung  recognize over 50 mammals, some of the more frequent include the wildebeest, warthog, and the scrub hare while animals such as the buffalo and zebra are rare.


Just as members of the Ju/’hoansi can size up plants accurately, hunters can ascertain a number of things just by looking at animal tracks.  Not only can they determine when the animal made the tracks, but also where it was going, its sex, weight and path taken.  Hunters also have a number of hunting strategies at their disposal, some of which include the hunt with a bow and arrow, use of spears, trained dogs, and snaring.

All the food gathered is shared between all members and everyone receives their fair share.  This is reflective of the sharing nature and lack of bureaucracy between the !Kung.  To further example, when a hunt has been successful, the !Kung participate in “insulting the meat” which encourages modesty by underplaying the size and success of the hunt through mockery.  This prevents the hunter from being boisterous and again reiterates the theme of sharing.


The area of the Northern Kalahari surrounding Dobe is a semi desert and water is provided from a limited number of places. The Ju/’hoansi have access to permanent waterholes which are found in river bottoms.  Secondly, the rains from about October to March provide water.  And lastly, there is water found in the center of mongongo nuts and other trees.  Depending on the season, the !Kung depend on different sources of water.  Rainfall also varies from year to year, sometimes creating a drought or sometimes  raining too much.  The Ju/’hoansi are constantly adapting to their environment for survival.


Just as all other societies are ever changing and influenced by outside sources, the foraging of the 1960s is no longer as prevalent for the Ju/’hoansi now.  People of the !Kung now cultivate crops, keep livestock and define wealth by materials rather than by the quality of their social relationships.  


As we have seen, the !Kung subsistence strategy is radically different from that of industrialized nations.  In America, there are few if any that could relate to obtaining food entirely from their environment.  Searching for food in the bush is replaced by a drive to the supermarket and meat is no harder to get than any other food sources.  What a day it would to go to the butcher to find that absolutely no meat is available!   
Despite the obvious differences between the Ju/’hoansi and the more technology savvy societies, there are also differences between foraging societies.  One common theme, however, is that foraging societies are constantly adapting to their environment.  In the textbook, the Inuit of the Arctic Circle at one time practiced a slightly different foraging schema.  Due to the extreme climatic elements, little or virtually no plant life exists for consumption.  Rather than the Ju/’hoansi, where 70% of subsistence is derived from plant life, the Inuit depend more on hunting seals and caribou.  Also, because the Inuit are geographically close to water, there is also a large dependence on fishing.  The !Kung obviously do not depend on food from fishing as the Dobe is located in central Africa (148-9).     
At first glance, it may appear to some that foraging is a “primitive” way of living.  However, it is important to realize that no subsistence strategy is no better or worse than any others.  Although an American may cringe at the thought of not being able to sit down at a restaurant for a meal, the fact that Americans need to work for money to buy food may be just as alien to the Ju/’hoansi.  It is also important to realize that there is not just one way of doing things.
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