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Lockdown-2: The San and the Khoikhoi – Summary 1  

IMPORTANT READING 

Their way of life 

Similarities between the San and the Khoikhoi 

 Both the San and the Khoikhoi could not read or write. They passed information by telling stories. 
 Children did not go to school: they learned from stories told and by watching the adults. 
 They made tools out of stones and animal bones. This period of time was called the Stone Age. 
 They hunted wild animals for meat and gathered wild plants for food. 
 They were nomadic. That is, they moved from place to place in search of food and water. 
 They respected the environment / nature: they did not waste anything.  

- They took from nature only as much as they needed. If one animal was enough to feed the 
whole group, they only killed one, not more. 

- For example, when they had killed an animal, they used everything from it: they ate the 
meat, made clothes out of the skin, made tools out of the bones and used its blood to make 
paint. If they killed a large animal, they also shared with other San groups / families. 

- They moved to another area when they saw that the plants or animals were becoming too 
few so that the animals or plants could reproduce. They did not want them to become 
extinct. Extinct means a type of animal or plant does not exist anymore.  

 They used their knowledge of plants to make medicine when they were sick. 
 They stored water underground in ostrich egg shells for drinking later.  

- They first made sure that the eggs did not have baby ostriches inside before they ate them – 
they did not want to kill the chicks otherwise the ostriches would become extinct. 

Difference between the San and the Khoikhoi 

The San (Hunter-gatherers) The Khoikhoi (Herders) 

 first people to ever live in southern Africa (from 
around 20 000 years ago)  

 lived in small groups of about 15 to 20 people 

 lived in caves and rock shelters 
 

 all adults in the San community were equal: 
each person had a say in decision making 

 they did not keep animals or grow crops: they 
completely relied on wild animals and wild 
plants for food 

 men hunted wild animals while women 
gathered wild plants 

 they moved around in search of food and 
water 

 had very few belongings so that they could 
move easily without having to carry a lot 

 arrived in southern Africa long after the San 
(from around 2 000 years ago) 

 lived in bigger groups of up to 200 people 

 lived in huts made of poles and reeds or animal 
skins 

 they had clan leaders and chiefs, and these 
made decisions for the community 

 they kept their own animals (livestock: cattle, 
sheep, goats), but they did not grow crops 
 

 they hunted wild animals and gathered wild 
plants. They kept animals for special occasions 

 they moved around in search of better grazing 
for their livestock 

 had more belongings than the San, and they 
transported their goods on their cattle 

 

Carefully and slowly read all the text before attempting the questions. 



 

The hunt – the bow and arrow 

San men used bows and arrows to hunt. San women used digging sticks to collect plant roots.  

The bow and arrow 

 

 The bow was made from a straight, tough elastic branch of a tree 

 The bow string was made from rolled strips from the muscles of a 
gemsbok 

 The arrow was made from stone or animal bone 

 When hunting, the San carefully put poison behind the tip of the 
arrow to poison the animal and slow it down. 

- they would then follow the poisoned animal until it fell 
- then quickly remove a piece of the meat where the arrow 

went in and throw it away 

 They used a spear to kill the animal and stone tools to remove the 
skin and cut the meat 

 The San were very skilled hunters. They tracked animals and could 
tell the direction from the animals’ scent, poo, sounds etc  

 

Medicine from plants 

 The San had a very good knowledge of all the plants in their environment. They knew which plants 
to use to cure illnesses or treat wounds. Below are some examples. 

 Hoodia – the San hunters chewed the stem of the Hoodia plant when they went hunting to 
stop themselves from feeling hunger. Today this plant is added in slimming medicines for 
people who want to lose weight. Herbex is an example of a modern day medicine that 
contains Hoodia. It makes people eat less and therefore lose weight. 

 Buchu – The San used this plant to cure stomach aches. 
 Sickle bush – the bark of the sickle bush was used to cure headaches and toothaches. The 

roots of this plant were chewed and smeared on a snake bite wound to heal it. 
 Bushman’s poison – the juice of this plant was used to poison the arrow during hunting. 
 Camphor bush – they inhaled smoke from burning leaves to cure headaches and blocked 

noses. 

 

San beliefs and religion 

 The San believed in a god called /Kaggen, who was the creator of all things. /Kaggen was a spirit 
that could be with a person without being seen. 

 They believed that they could communicate with /Kaggen through song and dance.  

 A special San person who could enter the spirit world and communicate with /Kaggen was called a 
shaman. A shaman could be a man or woman. 

 To enter the spirit world, the San would do a special dance (trance dance): the women sat around a 
fire and sang and clapped while the men danced around them in a circle. The singing would go on 
and on through the night until the shaman got into a trance (a special state of awareness of the 
spirit world).  
 

 In the trance state, the shaman would be given the power of 
/Kaggen to heal the sick, make rain or attract animals for 
hunting.  

 /Kaggen was believed to sometimes take the form of an 
eland (a large antelope). 



 

 The experience that the shaman had in the spirit world during the trance would be painted onto 
rocks.   

Activity RL 2: The San and the Khoikhoi 

2.1 State whether the following are True or False. If False, correct the statements. 

 2.1.1 The San always took lots of natural resources from nature even if they did not need it. 

   FALSE – The San did not waste anything from the environment. / The San took from the  
  environment only as much as they needed.  

 2.1.2 The San had a special leader or chief to sort out disagreements. 

   FALSE – All adults in the San community were equal: each person had a say in decision 
  making. 

 2.1.3 The San stored water deep underground, in buckets. 

   FALSE – The San stored water underground in ostrich egg shells. 

 2.1.4 The San went to the pharmacy to get medicine when they were sick. 

  FALSE – The San new which plants to use to cure different diseases. 

 2.1.5 The Khoikhoi’s god /Kaggen sometimes appeared in the form of an eland. 

  FALSE – The San’s god /Kaggen sometimes appeared in the form of an eland.  
             [5] 

2.2 What did the San use the following plants for? Answer in short phrases. 

 2.2.1 Buchu: __to cure stomach pains____________________________________________ [1]
 2.2.2 Bushman’s poison:  they put it on the arrow head to poison animals when hunting___ [1] 

 2.2.3 Sickle bush roots: __to heal snake bites______________________________________ [1] 

 2.2.4 Hoodia: ____to suppress hunger when hunting________________________________ [1] 

 2.2.5 Which of the above plants is used today in weight-loss (slimming) products?   
  ____________Hoodia____________________________________________________ [1] 

2.3 Answer the following questions about the San and the Khoikhoi. 

 2.3.1 What did the San men do to provide food? 

  __They hunted wild animals_______________________________________________ [1] 

 2.3.2 What is a shaman? 

  _A San man or woman who had power to communicate with /Kaggen (the San god)_ [1] 

 2.3.3 Why did the San live in small groups? 

  It was easier to feed smaller groups and also to move them around.______________ [1] 

 2.3.4 In what age did the San live? 

  __They lived in the Stone Age_____________________________________________ [1] 

 2.3.5 Give a name for people who look after livestock. __herders / pastoralists__________ [1] 

           Total marks: [15] 


