Comparing and contrasting the exchange systems of the San and the Mbuti

In order to compare and contrast these two peoples, I think it is important to note that both would be classed as Egalitarian Gather Hunters. This is particularly prominent with regards to how both share any meat out between all of the people in their group, regardless of age or gender. The San people, however, do have a “rigid system of rules” (Thomas, 1959, P55) where meat is not kept as a communal supply, rather shared out between each person. The hunter gains a large supply of meat, but often shares it out firstly to closest relatives, and “no person eats more than any other” (Thomas, 1959, P56).
One of the most prominent differences that appear blatant to me are the ways in which the San and the Mbuti deal with their meat. Starting with the San, when a hunter returns with a kill, they do something called “cooling of the pride” or “Insulting the meat”. This involves ridiculing the meat and treating it with distain, no thanks is given for the meat, it is almost ignored. The hunters are also expected to be modest, and certainly not to brag about their kill. This is in order to keep a sense of equality within the people, as no one person is seen as better than another. The Mbuti however, have something called the “Meat Myth”. This stems from an ancient story pertaining to a time where people were immortal. A member of the people accidently killed an animal, he was then so ashamed of himself that he ate the body to hide the evidence. This then caused him to lose his immortality, thus forging the belief that hunting created death. As such, meat is seen as the reason that people are no longer immortal, and it is seen as almost a crime to eat it. It is however, a good food source and is still eaten, though they believe that if meat is no longer eaten, immortality can be restored.
The San have a custom whereas the Groom will go out and hunt, and whatever meat he brings back is then divided and the majority given to the Bride’s parents. This then proves that he is able to provide for both them and their daughter (Thomas, 1960), this then confirms the engagement. The Mbuti don’t appear to have a similar custom, which I would attribute to the fact that they view meat as less important in such a circumstance.
The Mbuti are known to exchange bush meat with nearby Bantu people, as it is said that they tell the Bantu stories of how monsters inhabit the forest, making the Bantu people too scared to enter and hunt for themselves. The San however, do not make trades with other people.
The San have a strong belief that the world provides for them, giving them the sustenance that they need, when they need it. The Mbuti have a similar belief revolving around the Forest, calling it “mother” in reference to it being seen as “the great provider” (Mosko,1987 ,898).
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