In 500 words compare and contrast the San with the Mbuti
“Hunter-gatherer” is a term that we use to describe an array of different groups of people. Some would argue that it isn’t a valid way to distinguish these groups as it only shows how they subsist.  Even though they are recognized as humans, because they get their food from “wild” resources “they are somehow comparable in their mode of life to non-human animals in a way that farmers, herdsmen and urban dwellers are not.” (Ingold, T. 2000, P.58) By comparing two of the groups (the San of the Kalahari and the Mbuti of the Ituri rainforest) held under this umbrella term, I hope to show that there are other aspects to consider when describing a group of people.

Firstly, even in the ways they hunt and gather these groups are different. For the San, it is the men who do the hunting and the women who do the gathering. Whereas, for the Mbuti, everyone is a part of the hunting party, the Mbuti children play a vital part in this by smudging the hunters for success. However, both groups have an egalitarian system where they share out their food and do not celebrate the hunter who caught it. The San even go as far as to insult the meat that is brought back so that the hunters remain modest. The Mbuti believe that eating meat makes them impure so they believe that children, who have eaten less of it, know best how to live with purity (Turnbull,1993). On the other hand, the San believe it to be an important part of their lives, killing their first buck is an important male rite of passage.

These groups live in extremely different environments but both the Mbuti and the San live in circular camps and make circular shelters for themselves. They live in small groups circulating large areas. They also both live in environments that they see as animated. To the Mbuti the forest is a parent and they live with it as well as within it; a child is “a joyful mingling of … Mother, Father and Forest.” (Mosko,1987, P.899) And for the San the components of their environment are animate for example: clouds which have genders depending on the rain that falls from them. (Marshall Thomas, E. 1959, P.147) Whilst both groups believe that the environment will provide for them, what is called the “original affluent society” by Sahlins (1968) the San have some rituals to protect themselves from its dangers such as the ceremony called choa. (Marshall Thomas, E. 1959) The environment evidently has some bearing on the behaviours of these groups but, from learning about them, I would say the way they interpret it is important too.

There are many other similarities and differences between these two groups: rituals, their traditional stories and the way they look at gender, which show that their cultures are different and shouldn’t be classified under one term. I would say that this applies to most groups we label “hunter-gatherers.” 
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