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Women and Men in !Kung Society
MARJORIE SHOSTAK

This selection on gender roles among the !Kung of Botswana is taken from Shostak’s Nisa:
The Life and Words of a 'Kung Woman, an interesting collaboration between
ethnographer and informant. Each of the 15 chapters in the book begins with an ethno-
graphic description of a particular aspect of !Kung culture written by Shostak. The second
part of each chapter is a monologue on the subject by Shostak’s main informant, Nisa, in her
own words. A particularly rich source of cultural information, Nisa was a gifted storyteller
willing to describe her own life in great detail and on a variety of topics. She was first married
at age 12, was separated, divorced, remarried, widowed, and gave birth to four children. The
result of this collaboration between ethnographer and informant is a vivid account of !Kung

life told from a personal perspective.

Residing in the Kalahari Desert, Nisa belongs to one of the last hunting and gathering
societies in the world, although within the last several decades many have taken to horti-
culture and the keeping of small herds of goats. Known for hundreds of years as the-!Kung ot
the |Kung Bushmen, they are today referred to as Ju/’hoansi. As a people they have
distinguishing physical features, including light skin, high cheekbones, and an average height

of approximately five feet.

frer Besa and I had lived together for a long

time, he went to visit some people in the East.
While there, he found work with a Tswana cattle
herder. When he came back, he told me to pack;
he wanted me to go and live with him there. So we
left and took the long trip to Old Debe’s village, a
Zhun/twa village near a Tswana and European set-
tlement. We lived there together for a long time.

While we were there, my father died. My
older brother, my younger brother, and my mother
were with him when he died, but I wasn’t; I was
living where Besa had taken me. Others carried the
news to me. They said that Dau had tried to cure

my father, laying on hands and working hard to
make him better. But God refused and Dau
wasn’t able to see what was causing the illness so
he could heal him, Dau said, “God is refusing to
give up my father.”

I heard and said, “Eh, then today I'm going to
see where he died.” Besa and I and my children,
along with a few others, left to take the long jour-
ney west. We walked the first day and slept that
night. The next morning we started out and slept
again that night; we slept another night on the road,
as well. As we walked, I cried and thought, “Why
couldn’t I have been with him when he died?”

1. This chapter covers about five years, beginning when Nisa was in her early thirties (c. the mid 1950s).

SOURCE: Reprinted by permission of the publisher of “Women and Men” in Nisa: The Life and Words of a IKung Woman by
Marjorie Shostak, pp. 237-246. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. Copyright © 1981 by Marjorie Shostak.
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I cried as we walked, one day and the next and the

next.
The sun was so hot, it was burning; it was

killing us. One day we rested such a long time,
I thought, “Is the sun going to stop me from seeing
where my father died?” When it was cooler, we
started walking again and slept on the road again
that night.

We arrived at the village late in the afternoon.

My younger brother, Kumsa, was the first to see us.
When he saw me, he came and hugged me. We
started to cry and cried together for 2 long time.
Finally, our older brother stopped us, “That’s
enough for now. Your teais won’t make our father
alive again.”
We stopped crying and we all sat down. My
5. Although my father never

mother was also with u
took her back again after the time she ran away

with her lover, she returned and lived near him
until he died. And even though she slept alone,

she still loved him.
Later, my mother and 1 sat to

gether and cried

together.
We stayed there for a while, then Besa and I

went back again to live in the East where he had
been working for the Europeans. A very long time
passed. Then, my brother sent word that my
mother was dying. Once again we made the jour-
ney to my family and when we arrived 1 saw her:

she was still alive.

group of people were going to

and can help me with
that day and slept that ni
day and slept another nigh
sickness that ha
and this time, held on.
with my father. The next
blood. I thought, “O
like that? Is this what is going t
way she’s going t0 die? What i
to do? She’s coughing blood ..
Then [ thought, “If only Dau were here,

2. In fact, her husband and children were with her.

We stayed there and lived there. One day, 2
the bush to live.

said, “Mother, come with us. T'1l take care of you
my children.” We traveled
ght; we traveled another
¢. But the next night, the
d been inside her grabbed her again
Tt was just as it had been
day, she coughed up
h, why is blood coming out
o kill her? Is this the
is this sickness going
_she’s already dead!”
he would

be able to cure her. He would trance for her every

day.” But he and my younger brother had stayed

behind. Besa was with us, but he didn’t have the

power to cure people. There were others with us as

well, but they didn’t help.
We slept again that night. The next morning,

the others left, as is our custom, and then it was
only me, my children, my husband, and my
mother; we wete the only ones who remained.
But her life was really over by then, even though .
she was still alive.
I went to get her some water and when I came
back, she said, “Nisa ... Nisa ... [am an old person
and today, my heart ... today you and I will stay
together for a while longer; we will continue to sit
beside each other. But later, when the sun stands
over there in the afternoon sky and when the new
Jim moon first strikes, I will leave you. We will
separate then and 1 will go away.”

I asked, “Mother, what are you saying?” She
said, “Yes, that’s what I'm saying. I am an old per-
son. Don’t deceive yourself; I am dying. When the
<un moves to that spot in the sky, that will be our
final separation. We will no longer be together after
that. So, take good care of your children.”

1 said, “Why are you talking like this? if you
die as you say, because that's what you're telling
me, who are you going to leave in your place?”
She said, “Yes, I am leaving you. Your husband
will take care of you now. Besa will be with you

and your children.”

We remained together the rest of the day as the

sun crawled slowly across the sky. When it reached

the spot she had spoken of, she said—ijust like a

person in good health—“Mm, now ... be well,

all of you,” and then she died.
That night I slept alone and cried and cried and

cried. None of my family was with me? and T just
ing came, Besa

cried the entire night. When mor
dug a grave and buried her. I said, “Let’s pull our
things together and go back to the village. I want to
tell Dau and Kumsa that our mother has died.”
We walked that day and slept that night. We
walked the next day and stopped again that night.
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The next morning, we met my brother Kumsa.
Someone had told him that his mother was sick.
When he heard, he took his bow and quiver and
came looking for us. He left when the sun just rose
and started walking toward us, even as we were
walking toward him. We met when the sun was
overhead. He stood and looked at me. Then he
said, “Here you are, Nisa, with your son and your
daughter and your husband. But Mother isn’t with
you....”

I sat down and started to cry. He said. “Mother
must have died because you’re crying like this,” and
he started to cry, too. Besa said, “Yes, your sister
left your mother behind. Two days ago was when
your mother and sister separated. That is where we
are coming from now. Your sister is here and will
tell you about it. You will be together to share your
mourning for your mother. That will be good.”

We stayed there and cried and cried. Later,
Kumsa took my little son and carried him on his
shoulders. I carried my daughter and we walked
until we arrived back at the village. My older
brother came with his wife, and when he saw us
he, too, started to cry.

. After that, we lived together for a while. I lived
and cried, lived and cried. My mother had been so
beautiful ... her face, so lovely. When she died, she
caused me great pain. Only after a long time was I
quiet again.

Before we returned to the East, I went with
Besa to visit his family. While I was there, I became
very sick. It came from having carried my mother.
Because when she was sick, I carried her around on
my back. After she died, my back started to hurt in
the very place I had carried her. One of God’s spir-
itual arrows must have struck me there and found
its way into my chest.

I was sick for.a long time and then blood
started to come out of my mouth. My younger
brother (he really loves me!) was visiting me at
the time. When he saw how I was, he left to tell
his older brother, “Nisa’s dying the same way our
mother died. I've come to tell you to come back
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with me and heal her.” My older brother listened
and the two of them traveled to where I was, They
came when the sun was high in the afternoon sky.
Dau started to trance for me. He laid on hands,
healing me with his touch. He worked on me for
a long time. Soon, I was able to sleep; then, the
blood stopped coming from my chest and later,
even if I coughed, there wasn’t any more blood.

We stayed there for a few more days. Then,
Dau said, “Now I'm going to take Nisa with me
to my village.” Besa agreed and we all left together.
We stayed at my brother’s village until T was
completely better. '

Besa and I eventually moved back East again.
But after we had lived together for a long time, we
no longer were getting along. One day I asked,
“Besa, won’t you take me back to my family’s vil-
lage so I can live there?” He said, “I'm no longer
interested in you.” I said, “What’s wrong? Why do
you feel that way?” But then I said, Eh, if that’s
how it is, it doesn’t matter.”

I was working for a European woman at the
time, and when I told her what Besa was saying to
me, she told him, “Listen to me. You’re going
to chase your wife away. If you continue to speak
to her like this, she’ll be gone. Today, I'm pregnant.
Why don’t you just let her be and have her sit
beside you. When I give birth, she will work for
me and help me with the baby.”

That’s what we did. We continued to live
together until she gave birth. After, I helped wash
the baby’s clothes and helped with other chores. I
worked for her for a long time. '

One day, Besa broke into a little box I had and
stole the money she had paid me with. He took it
and went to drink beer. I went to the European
woman and told her Besa had taken five ‘Rand®
from me and had left with it. I asked her to help
me get it back. We went to the Tswaﬁg but where
everyone was drinking and went to the door. The
European woman walked in, kicked over a bucket
and the beer spilled out. She kicked over another
and another and the beer was spilling everywhere.

3. The rand is a South African currency that was then legal tender in Bechuanaland (pre-independence Botswana), It was worth
between $1.20 and $1.50. Five rand was a very large sum of money to the !Kung at that time-perhaps as much as two months
wages at a typical menial task.
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The Tswanas left. She turned to Besa and said,
“Why are you treating this young Zhun/twa
woman like this? Stop treating her this way.” She
told him to give her the money and when he gave
it to her, she gave it to me. I went and put the
money in the box, then took it and left it in her
kitchen where it stayed.

Later Besa said, “Why did you tell on me? m
going to beat you.” I said, “Go ahead. Hit me.
I don’t care. I won’t stop you.”

Soon after that, I became pregnant with Besa’s
child. But when it was still very tiny, when [ was
still carrying it way inside, he left me. I don’t know
what it was that made him want to leave. Did he
have a lover? I don’t know. He said he was afraid of
a sore 1 had on my face where a bug had bitten me.
It had become swollen, and eventually the Bur-
opeans helped to heal it. Whatever it was, his
heart had changed toward me and although my
heart still liked him, he only liked me a very little
then. That’s why he left.

It happened the day he finished working for
the Buropeans. He came back when the sun was
low in the sky and said, “Tomorrow, I'm going
to visit my younger brother. I have finished my
work and have been paid. 'm going, but youll
stay here. Later, Old Debe and his wife can take
you back to your brothers’ village.” I said, “If you
are leaving, won’t I go with you?” He said, “No,
you won’t go with me.” 1 said, “Why are you say-
ing you’ll go without me? If I go with you and give
birth there, it will be good. Don’t leave me here.
Let me go with you and give birth in your brother’s
village.” But he said, “No, Old Debe will bring you
back to your family.” '

When I saw Old Debe, he asked me what was
wrong. I said, “What is Besa doing to me? If he
doesn’t want me, why doesn’t he just end it
completely? I've seen for a long time that he
doesn’t want me.” I thought, “Besa ... he took
me to this faraway village, got me pregnant, and
now, is he just going to drop me in this foreign
place where none of my people live?”

Later, 1 said to Besa, “Why did you take me
from my people? My brothers are still alive, yet you
won’t take me to them. You say someone else will.

But, why should someone else, a near stranger, take
me to my family after you've given me this stom-
ach. 1 say‘you should take me to them, take me
there and say, ‘Here is your sister. Today I am sep-
arating from her.” Instead, you’re saying you'll just
leave me here, with these strangers? [ followed you
here, to where you were working, because you
wanted me to. Now you're just going to leave
me? Why are you doing this? Can there be any
good in it?”

I continued, “You're the one who came here
to work. Yet, you have no money and have no
blankets. But when you had no more work and
no more money, I worked. I alone, 2 woman.
I entered the work of the European and [ alone
bought us blankets and a trunk. I alone bought all
those things and you covered yourself with my
blankets. When you weren’t working, you asked
people to give you things. How can you leave me
here in this foreign place after all that?” He
answered, “What work could I have done when
there wasn’t any to be had?”

I said, “It doesn’t matter, because | can see that
you will only be here for a few more nights, then
you will go. I know that now. But, if you leave me
like this today, then tomorrow, after you have gone
and have lived with your brother, if you ever
decide to come to where I am living, | will refuse
you and will no longer be your wife. Because you
are leaving me when I am pregnant.”

The next morning, eatly, he tied up his things
and left. He packed everything from inside the hut,
including all our blankets, and went to his brother’s
village to live. I thought, “Eh, it doesn’t matter,
after all. I'll just sit here and let him go.” He left
me with nothing; the people in the village had to
give me blankets to sleep with.

Besa, that man is very bad. He left me hanging
like that.

Once he left, I saw that I would be staying
there for a while. I thought, “Today I'm no longer
going to refuse other men, but will just be with
them. Then, maybe I will miscarry. Because this is
Besa’s child and didn’t he leave it and go? I won’t
refuse other men and will just have them. I will
drop this pregnancy; then I will go home.”
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That’s when Numshe entered the hut with me.
He spoke to me and I agreed. People said, “Yes, she
will enter the hut with him. But when he tastes
her,* the pregnancy will be ruined.” Old Debe’s
wife said, “That won’t be so bad. If her pregnancy
is ruined, it won’t be a bad thing. Because Besa
dropped her. Therefore, I will sit here and take
care of her. Later, I will bring her to her family.”

I lived there for a long time. I lived alone and
worked for the Europeans. Then one day, just as
my heart had said, my body felt like fire and my
stomach was in great pain. I told Old Debe’s wife,
“Eh-hey, today I'm sick.” She asked, “Where does

it hurt? Do you want some water? Where is the :

sickness hurting you?” I said, “My whole body
hurts, it isn’t just my stomach.” I lay there and
felt the pains, rising again and again and again.
I thought, “That man certainly has made me feel
bad; even today, I'm lying here in great pain.”

She looked at my stomach and saw how it was
standing out. She said, “Oh, my child. Are you
going to drop your pregnancy? What is going to
happen? Will you be able to give birth to this
child or will it be a miscarriage? Here, there are
just the two of us; I don’t see anyone who will
bring more help to you. If you miscarry, it will be
only us two.” [ said, “Yes, that’s fine. If [ drop this
pregnancy, it will be good. I want to drop it, then
I can leave. Because my husband certainly doesn’t
want it.”

We stayed together all day. When the sun was
late in the sky, I told her it was time and we went
together to the bush. I sat down and soon the baby
was born. It was already big, with a head and arms
and a little penis; but it was born dead. Perhaps my
heart had ruined my pregnancy. I cried, “This man
almost ruined me, did he not?” Debe’s wife said,
“Yes, he destroyed this baby, this baby which
came from God. But if God hadn’t been here
helping you, you also would have died. Because
when a child dies in a worman’s stomach, it can kill
the woman. But God ... God gave you something
beautiful in giving you this baby and although
it had death in it, you yourself are alive.” We

4. Tastes her: A euphemism for sexual intercourse.

|
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left and walked back to the village. Then I lay
down.

After that, I just continued to live there. One
day I saw people visiting from Besa’s village. I told
them to tell him that our marriage had ended. |
said, “Tell him that he shouldn’t think, even with
a part of his heart, that he still has a wife here or that
when we meet another time in my village that he
might still want me.” That’s what I said and that’s
what I thought,

Because he left me there to die. :

Soon after, a man namied T'wi saw me and said,
“Did your husband leave you?” I said, “Yes, he left
me long ago.” He asked, “Then won’t yow stay
with me?” I refused the first time he asked as well
as the second and the third. But when he asked the
next time, I agreed and we started to live together.,
I continued to work for the European woman until
my work was finished and she told me I could go
home. She gave us food for our trip and then all of
us—OlId Debe, his wife, Twi, and me—traveled
the long distance back to where my family was
living,

Twi and I lived together in my brothers’ village

for a long time. Then, one day, Besa came from

wherever he had been and said, “Nisa, I’'ve come
to take you back with me.” [ said, “What? What
am [ like today? Did I suddenly become beautifiil?
The way I used to be is the way I am now; the way
I used to be is what you left behind when you
dropped me. So what are you saying? First you
drop me in the heart of where the white people
live, then you come back and say I should once
again be with you?” He said, “Yes, we will pick
up our marriage again.”

I was stunned! I said, “What are you talking
about? This man, Twi, helped bring me back.
He’s the man who will marry me. You're the one
who left me.” We talked until he could say nothing
more; he was humbled. Finally he said, “You're
shit! That’s what you are.” I said, “I'm shit you
say? That’s what you thought about me long ago,
and I knew it. That’s why I told you while we were
still living in the East that I wanted you to take me
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back to my family so we could end our marriage
here. But today, I came here myself and you only
came afterward. Now I refuse to have anything
more to do with you.”

That’s when Besa brought us to the Tswana
headman to ask for a tribal hearing. Once it
started, the headman looked at everything. He
asked me, “Among all the women who live
here, among all those you se¢ sitting around, do
you see one who Jives with two men?” I said,
“No, the women who sit here ... not one lives
with two men; not one among them would I be
able to find. I, alone, have two. But it was because
this man, Besa, mistreated and hurt me. That’s
why I took this other man, Twi, who treats me
‘well, who does things for me and gives me things
to eat.” Then I said, “He is also the man I want to
marry; I want to drop the other one. Because Besa
has no sense. He left me while I was pregnant and
the pregnancy almost killed me. This other one is
the one I want to marry.” :

We talked a long time. Finally, the headman
told Besa, “I have questioned Nisa about what hap-
pened and she has tied you up with her talk; her
talk has defeated you, without doubt. Because what
she has said about her pregnancy is serious. There-
fore, today she and Twi will continue to stay
together. After more time passes, I will ask all of
you to come back again.” Later, Twi and 1 left
and went back to my brothers’ village to sleep.

The next day, my older brother saw a honey
cache while walking in the bush. He came to tell us
and take us back there with him; we planned to stay
the night in the bush. We arrived and spent the rest
of the day collecting honey. When we finished, we
walked toward where we were planning to camp.
That's when I saw Besa’s tracks in the sand. I said,
“Everyone! Come here! Besa’s tracks are herel Has
anyone seen them elsewhere?” One of the men
said, “Nonsense! Would you know his tracks.....”
I interrupted, “My husband ... the man who mar-
ried me.... I know his tracks.” The man’s wife came

to look, “Yes, those are Besa’s tracks; his wife really
did see them.”

The next morning, Besa walked into the camp.
Besa and Twi started to fight. My older brother

yelled, “Do you two want to kill Nisa? Today she
is not taking another husband. Today she’s just

“going to lie by herself,” 1 agreed, “Eh, I don’t

want to marry again now.”

Twi and I continued to live together after that.
But later we separated. My older brother caused it,
because he wanted Besa to be with me again. He
liked him and didn’t like Twi. That’s why he
forced Twi to leave. When Twi saw how much
anger both Dau and Besa felt toward hjm, he
became afraid, and finally he left.

I saw what my brother had done and was mis-
erable; I had really liked Twi. I said, “Sao,, this is
what you wanted? Fine, but now that you have
chased Twi away, I'll have nothing at all to do with
Besa.” That's when I began to refuse Besa
completely. Besa went to the headman and said,
“Nisa refuses to be with me.” The headman said,
“Nisa’s been refusing you for a long time. What
legal grounds could I possibly find for you now?”

After more time passed, a man who had been
my lover years before, started with me again. Soon
we were very much in love. He was 0 handsome!
His nose ... his eyes ... everything was so beautiful!
His skin was light and his nose was lovely. I really
loved that man, even when I first saw him.

We lived together for a while, but then he
died. T was miserable, “My lover has died. Where
am 1 going to find another like him—another as
beautiful, another as good, another with a European
nose and with such lovely light skin? Now he’s
dead. Where will I ever find another like him?”

My heart was imiserable and I mourned for
him. I exhausted myself with mourning and only
when it was finished did I feel better again.

After years of living and having everything that
happened to me happen, that’s when I started with
Bo, the next important man in my life and the one
[ am married to today.

Besa and I lived separately, but he still wanted
me and stayed near me. That man, he didn’t hear;
he didn’t understand. He was without ears, because
he still said, “This woman here, Nisa, I won’t be
finished with her.”

People told Bo, “You're going to die. This
man, Besa, he’s going to kill you. Now, leave
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Nisa.” But Bo refused, “Me I won’t go to
another hut. I'll just stay with Nisa and even if
Besa tries to kill me, I'll still be here and won’t
leave.” o

At first, Bo and I sneaked off together, but Besa
suspected us; he was very jealous. He accused me all
the time. Even when I just went to urinate, he’d say
that I had been with Bo. Or when I went for water,
he’d say, “Did you just meet your lover?” But I'd
say, “What makes you think you can talk to me like
that?” He’d say, “Nisa are you not still my wife?
Why aren’t we living together? What are you
doing?” I'd say, “Don’t you have other women or
are they refusing you, too? You have others so why
are you asking me about what I'm doing?”

One night, Bo and I were lying down inside
my hut and as I looked out through the latched-
branch door, I saw someone moving about. It was
Besa; I was able to see his face. He wanted to catch
us, hoping I would feel some remorse and perhaps
return to him. ‘

I said, “What? Besa’s here! Bo ... Bo ... Besa’s
standing out there.” Bo got up; Besa came and
stood by the door. I got up and that’s when Besa
came in and grabbed me. He held onto me and
threatened to throw me into the fire. I cursed
him as he held me, “Besa-Big-Testicles! Long-
Penis! First you left me and drank of women’s gen-
itals elsewhere. Now you come back, see me, and
say I am your wife?”” He pushed me toward the fire,
but I twisted my body so I didn’t land in it. Then
he went after Bo. Bo is weaker and older than Besa,
so Besa was able to grab him, pull him outside the
hut, and throw him down. He bit him on the
shoulder. Bo yelled out in pain.

My younger brother woke and ran to us, yell-
ing, “Curses to your genitals!” He grabbed them
and separated them. Bo cursed Besa. Besa cursed
Bo, “Curses on your penis!” He vyelled, “I'm
going to kill you Bo, then Nisa will suffer! If I
don’t kill you, then maybe I'll kill her so that you
will feel pain! Because what you have that is so full
of pleasure, I also have. So why does her heart want
you and refuse me?”

I yelled at him, “That’s not it! It’s you! It’s who
you are and the way you think! This one, Bo, his
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ways are good and his thoughts are good. But you,
your ways are foul. Look, you just bit Bo; that, too,
is part of your ways. You also left me to die. And
death, that’s something I'm aftraid of. That’s why
you no longer have a hold over me. Today I
have another who will take care of me well. I'm
no longer married to you, Besa. [ want my husband
to be Bo.”

Besa kept bothering me and hanging around
me. He’d ask, “Why won’t you come to me?
Come to me; I'm a man. Why are you afraid of
me?” 1 wouldn’t answer. Once Bo answered. “I
don’t understand why, if you are a man, you keep
pestering this woman? Is what you’re doing going
to do any good? Because I won’t leave her.”And
even though you bit me and your marks are on me,
you're the one who is going to move out of the
way, not me. I intend to marry her.”

Another time I told Bo, “Don’t be afraid. of
Besa. You and I will marry; I'm not going to stay
married to him. Don’t let him frighten you.
Because even if he comes here with arrows, he
won’t do anything with them.” Bo said, “Even if
he did, what good would that do? I am also a man
and am a master of arrows. The two of us would
Just strike each other. That’s why I keep telling him
to let you go; I am the man you are with now.”

The next time, Besa came with his quiver full
of arrows, saying, “I'm going to get Nisa and bring
her back with me.” He left with another man and
came to me at my village. When he arrived, the sun
was high in the sky. I was resting.. He said, “INisa,
come, let’s go.” I said, “What? Is your penis not
well? Is it horny?”

People heard us fighting and soon everyone
was there, my younger and older brothers as well.
Besa and I kept arguing and fighting until, in a rage,
[ screamed, “All right! Today I’'m no longer afraid!”
and I pulled off all the skins that were covering
me—first one, then another, and finally the leather
apron that covered my genitals. I pulled them all
off and laid them down on the ground. I cried,
“There! There’s my vagina! Look, Besa, look at
me! This is what you want!"

The man he had come with said, “This
woman, her heart is truly far from you. Besa,
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Jook. Nisa refuses you totally, with all her heart.
She refuses to have sex with you. Your relationship
with her is finished. See. She took off her clothes,
put them down, and with her genitals is showing
everyone how she feels about you. She doesn’t
want you, Besa. If I were you, I'd finish with her
today.” Besa finally said, “Eh, you’re right. Now I
am finished with her.”

The two of them left. I took my leather apron,
put it on, took the rest of my things and put them on.
Mother! That was just what T did. '

Besa tried one last time. He went to the head-
man again, and when he came back he told me,
“The headman wants to see you.” I thought, “If
he wants to see me, I won't refuse.”

When I arrived, the headman said, “Besa says
he still wants to continue your marriage.” I said,
“Continue our marriage? Why? Am I so stupid
that I don’t know my name? Would I stay in a
marriage with a man who left me hanging in a
foreign place? If Old Debe and his wife hadn’t
been there, 1 would have truly lost my way.
Me, stay married to Besa? I can’t make myself
think of it.”

I turned to Besa, “Isn’t that what I told
you when we were still in the East?” Besa said,
“Mm, that’s what you said.” I said, “And, when
you left, didn’t I tell you that you were leaving
me pregnant with your baby. Didn’t T also tell
you that?” He said, “Yes, that’s what you said.”
I said, “And didn’t I say that I wanted to go with
you, that I wanted you to help make our preg-
nancy grow strong? Didn’t I say that and didn’t
you refuse?” He said, “Yes, you said that.” Then
I said, “Mm. Therefore, that marriage you say
today, in the lap of the head-man, should be con-
tinued, that marriage no longer exists. Because
I am Nisa and today, when I look at you, all
I want to do is to throw up. Vomit is the only
thing left in my heart for you now. As we sit
together here and I see your face, that is all that
rises within and grabs me.” ,

The headman laughed, shook his head and
said, “Nisa is impossible!” Then he said, “Besa,

you had better listen to her. Do you hear what
she is saying? She says that you left her while she
was pregnant, that she miscarried and was misera-
ble. Today she will no longer take you for her
husband.” Besa said, “That’s because she’s with
Bo now and doesn’t want to leave him. But I
still want her and want to continue our
marriage.”

I said, “What? Besa, can’t you see me? Can’t
you see that I have really found another man?
Did you think, perhaps, that I was too old and
wouldn’t find someone else?” The headman
laughed again. “Yes, I am a woman. And that
which you have, a penis, I also have something
of equal worth. Like the penis of a chief ... yes,
something of a chief is what I have. And its
worth is like money. Therefore, the person who
drinks from it ... it’s like he’s getting money
from me. But not you, because when you had
it, you just left it to ruin.”

The headman said, “Nisa is crazy; her talk is
truly crazy now.” Then he said, “The two of you
sleep tonight and give your thoughts over to this.
Nisa, think about all of it again. Tomorrow, [ want
both of you to come back.”

Besa went and lay down. I went and lay down
and thought about everything. In the morning, I
went to the headman. I felt ashamed by my talk
of the night before. I sat there quietly. The head-
man said, “Nisa, Besa says you should stay married
to him.” I answered, “Why should he stay married
to me when yesterday I held his baby in my stom-
ach and he dropped me. Even God doesn’t want
me to marry a man who leaves me, a man who
takes my blankets when I have small children beside
me, a man who forces other people to give me
blankets to cover my children with. Tell him to
find another woman to marry.”

The headman tumed to Besa, “Nisa has
explained herself. There’s nothing more [ can sce
to say. Even you, you can hear that she has defeated
you. So, leave Nisa and as I am headman, today
yoursmarriage to her is ended. She can now marry
Bo.” :

5. The procedure for divorce in traditional 'Kung culture would have been less complicated and would have proceeded more

quickly.
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Besa went to the headman one more time.
‘When he tried to discuss it again, saying, “Please,

“ help me. Give Nisa back to me,” the headman said,

“Haven'’t you already talked to me about this? You
talked and talked, and the words entered my ears.
Are you saying that I have not already decided on
this? That I am not an important person? That I am
a worthless thing that you do not have to listen to?
There is no reason to give Nisa back to you.”

I was so thankful when I heard his words. My
heart filled with happiness.

Bo and I married soon after that.® We lived
together, sat together, and did things together.
Our hearts loved each other very much and our
marriage was very very strong.

Besa also married again not long after—this
time to a woman much younger than me. One
day he came to me and said, “Look how wrong
you were to have refused me! Perhaps you
thought you were the only woman. But you,
Nisa, today you are old and you yourself can see
that I have married a young woman, one who is
beautiful!” \

I said, “Good! I told you that if we separated,
you’d find a young woman to marry and to sleep
with. That is fine with me because there is nothing
[ want from you. But you know, of course, that just
like me, another day she too will be old.”

We lived on, but not long after, Besa came
back. He said that his young wife was troubled
and that he wanted me again. I refused and even
told Bo about it. Bo asked me why I refused. I said,
“Because I don’t want him.” But what he says
about his wife is true. She has a terrible sickness, a
type of madness. God gave it to her. She was such a
beautiful woman, too. But no longer. I wonder
why such a young woman has to have something
like that... .

Even today, whenever Besa sees me, he argues
with me and says he still wants me. I say, “Look,
we've separated. Now leave me alone.” I even
sometimes refuse him food. Bo tells me I shouldn’t
refuse, but I'm afraid he will bother me more if

6. Nisa and Bo married around 1957, when Nisa was about thirty-six years old.

4
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I give anything to him. Because his heart still cries
for me.

Sometimes I do give him things to eat and he
also gives things to me. Once I saw him in my
village. He came over to me and said, “Nisa, give
me some water to drink.” I washed out a cup and
poured him some water. He drank it and said,
“Now, give me some tobacco.” I took out some
tobacco and gave it to him. Then he said, “Nisa,
you really are adult; you know how to work.
Today, I am married to a2 woman but my heart
doesn’t agree to her much. But you ... you are
one who makes me feel pain. Because you left me
and married another man. I also married, but have
made myself weary by having married something
bad. You, you have hands that work and do things.
With you, I could eat: You would get water for me
to wash with. Today, I'm really in pain.”

I said, “Why are you thinking about our dead

marriage? Of course, we were married once, but we -

have gone our different ways. Now, I no longer
want you. After all that happened when you took
me East—living there, working there, my father
dying, my mother dying, and all the misery you
caused me—you say we should live together once
again?” '

He said that I wasn’t telling it as it happened.

One day, he told me he wanted to take me
from Bo. I said, “What? Tell me, Besa, what has
been talking to you that you are saying this again?”
He said, “All right, then have me as your lover.
Won’t you help my heart out?” I said, “Aren’t
there many men who could be my lover? Why
should I agree to you?” He said, “Look here,
Nisa ... I'm a person who helped bring up your
children, the children you and your husband gave
birth to. You became pregnant again with my
child and that was good. You held it inside you
and lived with it until God came and killed it.
That’s why your heart is talking this way and
refusing me.” )

I told him he was wrong. But he was right,
too. Because, after Besa, I never had any more
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I ‘i children. He took that away from me. With That’s because of what he did to me; that’s what
M i Tashay, I had children, but Besa, he ruined me. everyone says.
e \‘\ Even the one time I did conceive, I miscarried.

il ' : DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Hh 1. Based on this account, would you say that 3. Given the obvious cultural differences between
women are an exploited, low-status segment of IKung society and more industrialized, western
'Kung society? societies, how different are the social relation-

ships between men and women?

2. How does Shostak’s account of Kung social
life differ from most other ethnographic
accounts? .




