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When and where did the !Kung San hunters talk
the “severe joke” ?

Tadashi TANNO

ABSTRACT

It is pointed out that the hunter-gatherers’ society is thorough Egalitarian Society in general.
As an example that shows this fact clearly, many anthropologists refers to the “severe joke”
which is talked among the !Kung San hunters researched by Lee (1979) . And they also refers
to the episode about Lee’s Christmas present of a large and meaty ox to the !Kung. The giant
ox he had chosen became the subject of ridicule and derision, not happiness and gratitude.
Among the Mbuti and Aka I had not heard such a severe joke made about a fellow’s kill. Then,
I wondered why the !Kung dare to talk the “severe joke” with each other. Further, which did
Lee experience before, the severe joke among themselves or the episode about the ox?

In this paper I make clear what Lee learned and understood from the affair of the ox, and
when, where and in what situation he could actually hear the “severe joke”, being based upon
his description. Because these are directly concerned in the goal of his book as follows, “ - - -
and traces the mutual impact of researchers on the lives of the IKung and of the Kung on the
lives of the researchers. The goal is to convey the experience of fieldwork.” (Lee,1979,pp.8-9)
Key word . Hunter-gatherers, !Kun San’s Severe Joke, Egalitarian Society, Experience of

Fieldwork
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