
Role of kinship and friendship among hunter-gatherers 
 Hunter-gatherers, also known as foragers, are nomadic societies who subsist on food derived from animals, fishing, 
and wild plants. Unlike agricultural societies, hunter-gatherers do not domesticate any other animal except the dog. 
Peters-Golden (2009) described the basic social organization unit of most foragers as the band which can be defined 
as a nomadic small scale group comprising 15 to 30 individuals related by kinship. Due to diminishing natural resou
rces and encroachment of agrarian societies on forest habitats, life as a forager is increasingly becoming more precar
ious. The survival of many hunter-gatherer societies across the world largely depends on the role kinship and friends
hip bonds play in a band. This paper explores the traditional lifestyle of the Ju/’hoansi hunter gathering society with 
special focus on the role kinship and friendship ties plays in the band’s social organization and in ensuring food secu
rity to all members of the society. 
 The social, political, and economic organization of the Ju/’hoansi revolve around the band or camp formation. The 
bands are made of 10 to 30 members who live, forage, and migrate together as a singular unit. Band membership ma
y be flexible but never random since each individual in the group is a kin to the other (Peters-Golden, 2009). The ba
nd is a relatively egalitarian unit under the leadership of related elders.  
Kinship relationships among the Ju/’hoansi fall into two categories namely the playful or “joking” relationships and 
the “avoidance” relationships (Peters-Golden, 2009). Joking relatives are those that one can relate to with a great deg
ree of familiarity and comfort such as grandparents and peers, especially those of opposite gender. Avoidance relativ
es are treated with a higher degree of “fear’ or utter respect such as parents and parents-in-law. The most constrained
 “avoidance” relationships are between a son-in-law and his mother-in-law or between a daughter-in-law and her fat
her-in-law (Lee, 1984). There also exists a kinship system forged by the society’s naming system. Individuals sharin
g the same name are automatically related. The Ju/’hoansi have very few names primarily because every child is na
med after an ancestor creating a situation where many individuals in a band share the same name and are thus relate
d (Peters-Golden, 2009). It is important to note that all members of the Ju/’hoansi community have a single name. K
inship by name poses a major challenge on marriage since one cannot marry a person with the same name as his or h
er parents or siblings. 
The band’s social organization is an important factor in every hunting and gathering society. Lee 1984 described the 
band as a “unit of sharing” where cooperation is a major obligation of each member (61). Social interaction among 
members of a band is guided by rules of sharing food and other essential items. Generalized reciprocity in which one
 gives without expecting immediate returns is the dominant form of interpersonal and inter-band relationships. Frien
dship is measured by sharing of resources. Sharing acts as a “safety net” which ensures every member of the commu
nity participates in the production and consumption of resources equally (Peters-Golden, 2009). The concept of pool
ing together and sharing resources ensures the entire band’s survival. The number of members in a band is naturally 
governed by economic factors such as the ratio of productive adults who can forage for food to the number of depen
dent members who include young children and the elderly. The group composition will often change when some me
mbers move out due to a strain in resources. 
In conclusion, many hunter-gatherer communities such as the Ju/’hoansi have an extremely complex kinship system 
which in one way or another works to ensure survival of the entire society. Kinship and friendship ties regulate the f
ormation of a band where members pool and share resources equally. 
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