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EDITORIAL
Welcome to the fourth issue of the Culture and
Health Programme’s Newsletter – focusing on
work with San peoples.
There is an ongoing debate about the correct
term to use when referring to the direct
descendents of the original inhabitants of
Southern Africa. They are widely referred to as
‘Bushmen’ but it is argued that the term San is
more appropriate because ‘bushmen’ came from
the Dutch term, ‘bossiesman’, meaning ‘bandit’ or
‘outlaw’. On the other hand, ‘bushmen’ is proudly
accepted by some and seen as a reference to
their heritage, culture, and ﬁght for freedom from
colonisation and domination.
The term San was historically used by the
Khoikhoi people to describe those who were not
considered Khoikhoi or ﬁrst people; san means
outsider in the Nama language, and hence was
derogatory. Western anthropologists adopted the
term San extensively in the 1970s, and it remains
preferred in ofﬁcial and academic circles.
The Culture and Health Programme uses the
term San to refer collectively to the ﬁrst peoples
in Southern Africa. However, we refer to the
three speciﬁc groups with whom the programme
works by the names they give themselves – that
is, the ‡Khomani, !Xun and Khwe. South Africa’s
ﬁrst people have been the subject of much
anthropological and other academic research,
particularly into their rock art, cultural values,
languages and communal lifestyle.
The genetic origins of San communities date
back more than a million years, making them
‘the oldest genetic stock of contemporary
humanity’ (WIMSA). Far from being cherished
and protected as a result, the San, like most
indigenous peoples globally, have been
marginalised under both colonial and independent
rule, resulting in their cultural way of life being
destroyed and their languages facing extinction.
This is especially true when it comes to the family
of San languages.
Across Southern Africa, San communities
have been forced off their land, have lost the

natural resources on which their livelihoods
depended and have been excluded from or
adversely afected by mainstream socio-economic
and political systems. The marginalisation of
San peoples has contributed to high levels of
unemployment, poor education outcomes and
the emergence of domestic and gender-based
violence, alcohol and substance abuse, as well
as increasing vulnerability to TB and HIV and
AIDS. The South African San Institute (SASI)
has been working with San commnities in the
Northern Cape since the mid-1990s, to support
their efforts to take back control over their lives,
resources and destiny. The AIDS Foundation
recognises San peoples as among the most
excluded groups in South Africa and for this
reason decided to work in partnership with SASI,
to implement interventions and inﬂuence policy
to improve San health and well-being.
This edition of the CHP newsletter focuses on
the situation of the San. In it we hear directly
from San people through their responses to the
baseline survey conducted at the start of the
programme (with SASI and Prof Keyan Tomaselli,
of Culture, Communication and Media Studies at
the University of KwaZulu-Natal) and through an
interview with a traditional healer. An academic,
a linguist and a playwright tell us about their
work with the San and we share highlights from
programmes targeting the ‡Khomani San from
the Kalahari and the !Xun and the Khwe San
from Platfontein, as implemented by AFSA in
collaboration with SASI. The book review is on
the recently released Writing in the San/d.
Letters to the Editor are welcome and these can be
directed to Precious Greehy – precious@aids.org.za

Precious Greehy
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RESTORING A CULTURE OF HEALTH:
THE S AN B ASELINE S TUDY

The purpose of the study (conducted in January/February 2010) was to identify trends
regarding sexual and reproductive health perceptions, practices and challenges among
the San people as a baseline for the Culture and Health programme with the South
African San Institute (SASI).

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE
A total of 295 of the 297 administered questionnaires were included in the analysis, with 107 and 180
respondents respectively coming from the ‡Khomani settlement in the Kalahari and the !Xun and
Khwe settlements in Platfontein. The youngest respondent was 18 years of age and the eldest was 80
years of age. Platfontein respondents indicated having greater access to electricity, broadcast media
and generally better standards of housing compared to the Kalahari settlements located approximately
200km from the nearest town (Upington). While a higher proportion of respondents from the
Kalahari had primary and secondary education, Platfontein respondents reported signiﬁcantly higher
levels of high school and tertiary education.

LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY
Knowledge of San indigenous languages among the Kalahari and Platfontein San was very low. None
of the survey respondents indicated the ability to communicate in ‡Khomani despite this being the
indigenous language of the Kalahari. Less
Khwedam
!Xuntali
Khomani (N/u)
None
than half of all respondents and just over a
tenth indicated proﬁciency in !Xuntali and
90.8
Khwedam respectively. The study reafﬁrms
ﬁndings from other studies that highlight
55.9
the displacement of San people from the
38.7
35.4
35.6
historical perspective of the hunter-gatherer
22.9
and shows how it cannot always be assumed
8.3
8.5
that members of the population will self3
0
0.9
0
identify as San.
Kalahari (n=101)

Platfontein (n=185)

Overall (n=286)

CONSULTATIONS WITH HEALTH PRACTITIONERS

In spite of references in Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) to there being a negative relationship
between the local clinic in Platfontein and the community in general, the majority of respondents
were found to have consulted with the clinic or other biomedical practitioners in the year preceding
the study. As to be expected on the basis of location Platfontein respondents were found to be
more likely to have consulted medical practitioners. Although the proportion of reports were low
it is important to value the selfreported cases of consultation
‘Saying that I am a Bushman, that my people were at the
with Traditional Health
cradle
of humankind or whatever, this doesn’t give us schools,
Practitioners (THPs) among the
it doesn’t give us jobs so what use is it to be proud to be a
San, as this could present an
Bushman yet we do not beneﬁt from such heritage,
avenue for health interventions
history and discoveries?’’
given the current situation of
access and levels of health services
Young female FGD participant, Platfontein
among the San.
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SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH
Findings from questions about sexual and reproductive health among the San pointed to a range
of risk factors for HIV. The majority of respondents report their ﬁrst experience of sex as being
unplanned, with low condom use at ﬁrst and last sex, a history of teen pregnancy and relatively low
use of contraceptive methods. The signiﬁcance of THPs is once again highlighted through reports by
some respondents of having used traditional herbs for contraception. Although almost two-thirds of
respondents indicated having multiple-sex partnerships, the study ﬁnds that the vast majority perceive
multiple partnering as unacceptable. A few respondents reported having engaged in transactional sex.

KNOWLEDGE ON HIV AND AIDS

‘Parents give old fashioned advice. Teachers’
advice is just ‘education is the key’ to resolve all
problems and situations and priests focus too
much on the Bible. None of them understand us,
and none of them see that life has
changed so much. . .’

Findings suggest that levels of knowledge on
HIV and AIDS are relatively low among respondents with most survey participants believing their knowledge to be either good or
average. Only a quarter of respondents identiﬁed abstinence as a measure to prevent transmission of HIV.

Young female FGD participant, Kalahari

SOURCE OF HIV AND AIDS INFORMATION
The media and street campaigns were said in focus group discussions in Platfontein and the
Kalahari to be the major sources for HIV and AIDS information. For survey respondents, clinics ranked
as the major source for information for most, followed by the media and schools.
Self perceived level of knowledge on HIV and AIDS by sample site and overall
Kalahari (No.=106)

Platfontein (No.=181)

Total (No.=287)

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

Very good

9

8.5

24

13.3

33

11.5

Good

20

18.9

77

42.5

97

33.8

Average

57

53.8

40

22.1

97

33.8

Poor

10

9.4

20

11.0

30

10.5

Very poor

10

9.4

20

11.0

30

10.5
ρ≤0.001

SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED INFECTIONS & HIV COUNSELLING AND TESTING (HCT)
While the majority of respondents reported having undergone HCT within a year of the study, and
knowing their HIV status, key informants in Platfontein and the Kalahari working in the health sector
revealed that HIV prevalence data was not available as in many cases the majority of those that tested
opted to do so in the towns of Platfontein and Upington as opposed to at testing sites and/or during
testing campaigns within their communities.
Respondents’ awareness of their HIV status and participation in HCT
within a year prior to the study (By settlement and overall)
Do not know HIV status (Kalahari n=104; Platfontein=181)
Did not have HCT within a year prior to study (Kalahari n=104; Platfontein=173)
46.4
30.8

52

31.7

Kalahari

Platfontein

40.7

44.4

Overall
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ALCOHOL AND DRUG ABUSE
Substance abuse has been reported for several years by the media as a problem among the San
peoples. This study found that the majority of respondents reported consumption of alcohol within 3
months prior to the study and further that a ﬁfth reported consumption on a daily basis. Focus group
discussions also revealed alcohol and drug abuse to be on the rise more especially among the youth.

‘Smoking and drinking is part of San culture. Wecannot deny this
as elders. But people must remember that the ingredients of our
traditional beers in the past, and the leaves we smoked were natural
and healthy. They were not intoxicating and harmful like what
(young) people drinking today... This is why in those days violence
or illnesses because of being under the inﬂuence were unheard of...’
Elderly Male FGD participant; Kalahari

GENDER-BASED ATTITUDES AND VIOLENCE
The San have long been accredited with being a people of egalitarian practices that demonstrated
respect for all people. This study however ﬁnds that a number of negative gender-based attitudes and
perceptions are evident among the San communities of Platfontein and the Kalahari. There are a higher
proportion of respondents from Platfontein than the Kalahari who hold negative perceptions such as
men’s only responsibility to the family being to provide ﬁnancial support, and men being responsible
for all decisions within the home.
Attitudes reinforcing gender-based violence were observed to be high in Platfontein, with several
variables; well over half the respondents hold perceptions such as a man having good reason to beat
his wife if she disobeys him or fails to complete domestic chores, it being important for men to exert
their authority over a wife through violence. However, this study also found a number of positive
attitudes among respondents that can be reinforced for HIV prevention messaging.
Perception of women’s tolerance of violence and abuse (by settlement and overall)
Responses by settlement to the statement ‘Women should tolerate violence and abuse for the sake of keeping
the family together’
Kalahari (No.=107)

Platfontein (No.=181)

Total (No.=288)

Agree

13

12.1

83

45.9

96

33.3

Unsure

3

2.8

26

14.4

29

10.1

Disagree

91

85.0

72

39.8

163

56.6
ρ≤0.001

If you would like a copy of the full summary of the baseline research ﬁndings, please email
Snegugu@aids.org.za
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TALKING WITH OOM JAN,
THE ‘B USHMAN P ROTECTOR ’
In this interview, we talk to Jantjie Koe, ‘the Bushman protector’, who is a respected ‡Khomani elder and
traditional healer from the Kalahari – he is affectionately known as Oom Jan amongst his people. Here
he shares his views on traditional healing practices and talks about his fears regarding the preservation
and protection of the San’s indigenous knowledge.
On practising as a healer
‘I’m not a medical doctor but use my own knowledge to treat people. I don’t just use my knowledge,
but I also receive instructions from the Holy Spirit above. I don’t do this work to gain for myself, but I
do it for my children, my grandchildren, and for the community as a whole. If one gets healed through
my services, he or she must not thank me, just thank God.
At times I feel I’m kind of stupid because I left school after only three years of education, but there
are things I do very well. For example, I do body massages and treat blood pressure and other ailments
- men should not worry about my massage services; I’ve got my wife so I won’t take somebody’s wife
(chuckles). I don’t just give medication to a patient, but I must ﬁrst make sure the person’s body is strong
enough for medication by giving a massage. I also have the ability to look at the inner-self of an individual
before I prescribe treatment because you might ﬁnd that herbs will not be suitable for the body. I can
even test the body’s spirit by giving the individual a medicinal herb. I also use traditional herbs to clean
the inner-spirit and outside the body as well. I use animal blood to take out an evil spirit from the person.
I must stress that the only thing I use from the animal is their blood because it is important to look after
animals.
My wife is also gifted with knowledge of medicinal plants and healing. She’s the one who does massages
for women. She is able to see if one’s liver, heart, or kidney is strong or weak. As a team, me and my wife
also provide spiritual counseling, especially for those who just discovered they are HIV positive. >
CHP Newsletter Issue 4, 2011
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The Hoodia plant and the San
peoples
In 2001 the San discovered that their
knowledge of the appetite-suppressing effect of
the Kalahari Hoodia plant had been patented
by the South African Council for Scientiﬁc
and Industrial Research (CSIR) without their
knowledge (Protimos website: http://www.
protimos.org/Protimos/San_background.html).
This exploitation, through the patenting
and subsequent use of the San’s traditional
knowledge in order to develop a product for
the slimming industry, has been widely cited
as an example of ‘bioprospecting’ and has
featured in many research articles on the
subject. The case has also been cited as an
example indicating why indigenous peoples
such as the San communities have tended to
withhold much of their indigenous knowledge
from ‘outsiders’. While a number of legal
“beneﬁt sharing agreements” have since
been reached between the San and the CSIR,
plus other institutions utilising the Hoodia for
commercial purposes, providing a 6% share in
future royalty income from the proceeds of the
patents, the beneﬁts are yet to ﬂow.
Although the Hoodia Trust was set up to
collect and distribute this revenue amongst
all the San, to date only $60 000 has been
collected. This is a consequence inter alia of
the illegal production of Hoodia products by
international companies, as well as the fact
that the Hoodia industry has experienced
certain problems securing compliance with
safety and efﬁcacy requirements in the
markets of the West The Hoodia remains an
important potential source of income for the
San in the future.
For more information on how sharing of
resources and knowledge can be negotiated
fairly, please visit:
Natural Justice
http://naturaljustice.org.za/index.
php?option=com_content&task=view&id=71
&Itemid=85
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On HIV and AIDS and collaboration with
biomedical professionals
‘I have a plant that I use to treat Sexually
Transmitted Diseases (STDs) but I would not
say there is a cure for HIV or AIDS, though I can
relieve the symptoms and make it less painful. For
example, I used to have patients from medical
doctors and they’ve been told that they have only
three months to live, but when they come to me,
I treated them and now they are working for
themselves.
Traditional doctors can’t be taught by medical
doctors what to do. However, we have a very good
relationship with the local clinic in terms of referrals
– If I don’t understand a patient’s illness, I send
him/her to the clinic… I believe traditional healers
need to work together with medical doctors and
clinics, so that we can build each other’s capacity.’
On sharing
researchers:

indigenous

knowledge

with

‘I must apologise for treating researchers badly
sometimes because researchers do help us a
lot. For instance, I requested CSIR to research
a certain plant and make headache tablets.
However, I feel that business operators are making
more money than us (traditional healers). Their
medicines are more expensive than ours. For
instance, you can buy herbs for R15.00 from us,
but at the shop or chemist, you ﬁnd that you have
to pay about R75.00. The problem is that you give
away knowledge and people abuse that knowledge
to make money. For example, in Namibia we once
gave some researchers information on medicinal
plants. Those researchers are rich now, but people
who gave the knowledge remain poor!
The majority of traditional healers are
unemployed and researchers should bear that in
mind. We need to look after our families. If we
share our indigenous knowledge, people must
know that it’s a unique knowledge that should be
protected. I therefore feel that traditional healers
should not give away all the traditional knowledge
we have - people don’t recognise us as individuals
who gave the information. Look what happened in
the case of Hoodia - the pharmaceutical company
took our knowledge rights and gave it to someone
else. People took it from us, and they replanted
it. As a result, we don’t want people on our land
inside the park because we are scared that they
will do the same as was done with Hoodia plants’.

On promoting and preserving San languages,
traditions and indigenous knowledge systems:
‘I can say our languages are dying out…that’s
why most of our people can’t speak our languages.
Now we introduced schools that will teach
our language. We also wrote a Bible in the N/u
language. In terms of our indigenous plants, most
of them are dying out.
Nowadays people are afraid to share knowledge
of indigenous plants with us (traditional healers).
It’s not that we as traditional healers can’t deal
with illnesses, but it’s just that
plants are not the same as
before - because of this global
warming.
When it comes to preserving
our traditional practices, we are
currently busy with leadership
schools where we teach young
men in the bush not to get
frightened. We also teach them
how to protect animals, what
do animals eat, etc. We are
also very glad that government
gave us land inside the Kalahari
- people can now go and hunt.
I feel that we, the San people,
must not give all the knowledge
we have about our culture and
heritage because people come
and do research on us but they
do nothing with that knowledge
but beneﬁt themselves’.

The Hoodia plant (Sceletium tortuosum)
has recently been licensed to be sold by HGH
Pharmaceuticals. From SAPA Press, 2 Oct 2010:
“Ben-Erik Van Wyk, a professor of botany
and plant biotechnology at the University of
Johannesburg, said he’s extensively researched
the plant and found no ill effects or evidence of
dependency.
Van Wyk said he hopes the plant -- known by
locals as kanna, channa or kougoed -- may
draw attention to the ancient wisdom of the
San people.

Photo:The Hoodia plant; Source: www.rebirth.co.za/hoodia

Precious Greehy, Research Support Ofﬁcer
and Celiwe Mpungose, Research Assistant,
Culture and Health Programme

The plant has been used to reduce hunger,
thirst and fatigue and is said to have sedative,
hypnotic and mood-elevating effects. It is
commonly chewed, but also can be made into
tea or smoked.
“So often traditional remedies are looked down
upon as old-fashioned and outdated,” Van Wyk
said. “If this product becomes a huge success,
the culture will become more respected and
better known.”
HGH has an agreement with Morristown, New Jerseybased PL Thomas & Co, which plans to launch the
product in 2011, said spokesperson Paula Nurnberger. It
may be some time before consumers get a chance to try
a pill containing plant extracts, which will be marketed
over-the-counter as Zembrin. Nurnberger said she does
not know whether the product has been approved by the
US Food and Drug Administration.” - Sapa-AP
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SAN COMMUNITIES IN SOUTH AFRICA

San refers collectively
language. The majority of
to the ﬁrst peoples of
San community members
Southern Africa. According
use Afrikaans as a ﬁrst or
to the Working Group of
primary language. Loss
Indigenous Minorities in
of language and cultural
Southern Africa (WIMSA),
identity has had a major
the San are the living
impact on the self-esteem
descendants of the ﬁrst
of San people.
populations that inhabited
The !Xun and Khwe are
southern Africa 20, 000
the largest San groups in
years ago. Famous for their
South Africa today. They are
distinctive ‘click’ languages,
immigrants from Angola
their culture, historic
who arrived via Namibia
hunter-gatherer lifestyle
and were settled in 2004 at
and knowledge of the
Platfontein, approximately
land, today’s San are under
15 kilometres outside the
extreme threat.
Northern Cape provincial
The expansion of
capital, Kimberley.
other African groups and
Both the !Xun and
Europeans in southern
Khwe groups claim an
Africa resulted in the San
indigenous identity on the
being dispossessed of large
basis of their languages
tracts of land. They were
and cultures. It is currently
Young men of the ‡Khomani San set out to
either pushed towards the
estimated that the !Xun
hunt
in
the
Southern
Kalahari
desert.
Photo
by
margins of their ancestral
number at about 3 500, and
Dan Kitwood/Getty Images, October 2009.
lands, or incorporated into
the Khwe at about 1 100
the new social order as impoverished landless
adults and children.
labourers. Many San communities have since lost
The San of the Southern Kalahari of the
their languages, cultural practices and indigenous
Northern Cape comprise the third largest
knowledge and face many social problems.
San population in the country. Many of these
There are at least 13 San language groups in
describe themselves as being ‡Khomani and
the southern African region today represented by are descended from several original San groups,
approximately 100 000 San people. Botswana and including the Ng!u (close relatives of the !Xam),
Namibia boast the highest population of San with ‡Khomani who spoke the same language as the
numbers reaching 46 000 and 38 000 respectively. Ng!u but had distinct lineage, the ’Auni, Khatea
About 7 000 San can be found in Angola and
and Njamani. There are approximately 1 500
6 000 in South Africa. A small number of San,
‡Khomani adults inhabiting an area of more than
comprising of a few hundred, can also be found in 1 500 square kilometres.
communities in Zambia and Zimbabwe.
Although many traditional and cultural
Under apartheid San people were forced
practices and beliefs still exist among San groups,
to be registered as other racial groups, with
colonialism and ongoing marginalisation have
most being classiﬁed as ‘Coloured’ or mixed
caused a great deal to be lost. Although San
race. Having been forced to assimilate (which
people have some hunting rights, there is minimal
included speaking Afrikaans instead of using
hunting and gathering in the bush. Hence, few
their indigenous languages), they faced a crisis
young people learn the discipline and technical
of identity. Most of the languages that were
skills of their elders and yet they are not
originally spoken by the ancient San people
integrated into the formal economy or gaining
rapidly died out. Today only seven elders still
livelihood skills.
speak N|u, South Africa’s oldest surviving
(Additional information courtesy of SASI, www.sasi.org.za).
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SOUTH AFRICAN SAN INSTITUTE

The degradation of protective cultural practices of the San communities, and their exclusion from
mainstream health-promoting and HIV prevention interventions, has made San people increasingly
vulnerable to social, mental and physical health problems, including HIV infection. Interventions
are needed that afﬁrm the heritage and indigenous knowledge of San people and strengthen social
cohesion, as well as improving access to appropriate health, education and welfare services.

The South African San Institute is an independent, non-government organisation that mobilises
resources for the beneﬁt of the San peoples of Southern Africa. The organisation implements
training programmes, income generation activities, cultural heritage and development initiatives,
and also advocates for the rights of the San peoples. SASI is being supported by CHP to
investigate access to, and quality of, both traditional and biomedical health services for the three
San communities in the Northern Cape, and to undertake a range of interventions to address
community health concerns, in relation to HIV.
SASI’s CHP project includes activities to:
• Facilitate and conduct life skills training, targeting adults and the youth to address social
problems, risk behaviours and domestic and gender based violence
• Promote community health through supportive health services and safer traditional healing
practices
• Address community health priority issues such as substance abuse, family & community
violence
• Establish and manage ECD sites and support them to establish and maintain food
and medicinal plant gardens
• Promote the conservation of indigenous knowledge systems and conduct
biodiversity training for sustainable livelihoods and the cultivation of indigenous
medicinal plants.
Location: Platfontein, Kimberley and Upington, Kalahari, Northern Cape
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PRESERVATION OF
KHOISAN LANGUAGES
IN SOUTHERN AFRICA

Kerry Jones

Kerry Jones, a lecturer and PhD student in the
Linguistics programme at the University of KwaZuluNatal, is investigating the status of Southern Africa’s
Khoisan languages. Khoisan languages form an
African language family of which some members
are in dire need of documentation and maintenance
before they fall entirely to extinction.
‘I am so proud of my mother’s language, my
grandmother and grandfather’s language.’
Goex’ae Ogam (Dada), D’Kar, Botswana

The plight of the world’s languages is one which
has come to the forefront of research in linguistics
in recent years. Africa is no exception to this, as we
witness shrinking numbers of speakers of minority
languages throughout the continent.
It is a myth that the Bushmen of Africa are
extinct, these people are very much alive
however in the next ten years many of their
language varieties may not be.
There are a number of Khoisan languages and
dialects ranging from extinct such as Kwadi,
severely endangered such as Korana with only
6 speakers, to thriving such as Khoekhoegowab
(Nama) which has 251 100 speakers.
Unfortunately HIV/AIDS is yet another factor
which adds to the strife of the Khoisan speaking
population, further accelerating not only the loss
of the language but of the people themselves.

‘Our biggest and most important need is
education. We want to learn in our mother
tongue, to give power to our children and to let
our grandchildren still remember our language
and identity with our traditions.’
Petrus Vaalbooi, Rietfontein, South Africa.
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“They gave us these books in our language but
we don’t know how to read them.” - SASI (South
African San Institute) employee, Northern Cape.
Despite the adversities that have plagued these
communities over many years, there is a strong
sense of unity and pride among the people as
well as a desire for further development. This
is especially evident when people are given the
opportunity to speak about the protection of
their languages.

‘I want my children to be able to read and write
in our language. I want them to be proud of it
and use it, so they don’t have to use Afrikaans’
Khwedam speaker, Platfontein, Northern Cape

The pilot study that I am currently conducting
aims at assessing the current state of Khoisan
languages by assessing various criteria according
to UNESCO’s Major Evaluative Factors for
Language Vitality Assessment. It is through this
study that she aims to provide a Language
Maintenance and Preservation Plan for Khoisan
languages as an attempt to preserve indigenous
knowledge through one of the most ancient
cultures in the world.

To hear what these extraordinary languages
sound like via streaming audio, visit the online
link http://encryptant.antfarm.co.za/ﬁfa/default.
aspx?id=13 to XK-fm where you can hear
speakers of !Xuntali and Khwedam from the small
town of Platfontein in the Northern Cape.
For further information on Khoisan languages,
language preservation, or the pilot project please
contact Ms Kerry Jones at jonesleekerry@gmail.com
or 031 2607541.

‘We know that there are some books
and dictionaries that have been written in
our language but we don’t know
where to get them from. They are also
very expensive.’
!Xuntali speaker, Platfontein, Northern Cape

One of several priorities to protect and strengthen the heritage of San communities is education
and training in indigenous languages. SASI has helped develop and disseminate some !Xuntali and
Khwedam materials for pre-school and primary learners. However, there is a need for the training
of native speakers of these languages as teachers, and for the development of teaching resources, if
Platfontein residents are to beneﬁt from formal education in their (grand)mother tongue.
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LIAISON PERSON PROFILE:
MODIKOE PATJANE
Modikoe was the Culture and Health Project
Ofﬁcer and liaison person for the San target
group. He joined the AIDS Foundation of South
Africa in July 2009 after spending more than
eight years working with
national and international
organisations.
He started his career with the
International Foundation for
Education (IFESH), followed by
CIVICUS World Alliance for
Citizen Participation, then the
Nelson Mandela Children’s
Fund and the Cape Town
based Equal Opportunity
Foundation.
Modikoe began his tertiary
education at the University
of Limpopo, were he
completed a Bachelor
of Science degree. Major
courses included Economics,
Business Management and
Agricultural Economics. After joining the AIDS
Foundation, he started studying towards a Master
of Management in Public and Development
Management at the University of Witwatersrand.
The development sector has long been Modikoe’s
preferred ﬁeld and working with the San
communities of Platfontein and the Kalahari
was a welcome opportunity for him to support
advocacy for the empowerment and restoration
of the rights of some of the most marginalised
communities in South Africa.
Learning about the situation of the San
communities in the Northern Cape led Modikoe
12
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to see how, despite the availability of modern
health facilities and information about prevention
of diseases, sexually transmitted infections and
particularly HIV pose an increasing threat to the
communities. It is rare
to ﬁnd men visiting the
local clinic in Platfontein,
as most men prefer to
consult a traditional
healer.
Understanding why
people make the health
choices they do is
critical to ensuring that
appropriate services are
made available. Modikoe
gained insights into this
by working closely with
the South African San
Institute (SASI) to mobilise
traditional healers in the
ﬁght against HIV/AIDS
through training and
information exchange, collaborate with youth
and elders to retain and promote indigenous
knowledge and languages, and continue with
a health promotion strategy to reduce drug
and alcohol consumption, disseminate life skills
education and gender equality messages.

Modikoe has since left the AIDS Foundation and we
wish him all the best in his position at the Finnish
Embassy. Andrew Miti is now the liaison person for
the San target group - contact andrew@aids.org.za

A KALAHARI STORY:
WORKING WITH THE SAN

Prof Keyan Tomaselli

‘You can leave the Kalahari but the Kalahari never
leaves you’.
This prophetic statement was uttered by
Belinda Kruiper on the Blinkwater sand dune in
April 2000. Her small alcohol-free community
was hosting our research team at their
settlement which overlooked a long sandy valley
deep in the desert. This isolated group had taken
the initiative to address directly
many of the political, livelihood
and health issues facing the larger
group who had constituted
themselves around the name,
‡Khomani, to enable the land
claim of 1999.
Researchers in the Centre
had been working with different
Kalahari clans since 1995. Our
project, now called Rethinking
Indigeneity, started with the
Ju/’hoansi in Namibia and the
!Xoo in the south central Kalahari.
We had wanted to learn about their
experiences of ﬁlms and documentaries in which
they had acted and had viewed. The most (in)
famous of these, of course, was The Gods Must
be Crazy (1980). The CCMS researchers started
working with the ‡Khomani (in the Western and
Northern Cape) in the late 1990s and the !Xun
and Khwe (outside Kimberley), in 2005.
‘You will be changed’, wrote PhD student
Lauren Dyll. Yes, once visited, the Kalahari
never leaves you, but the communities with
which we work also change us, the researchers.
Lauren writes about how her encounters with
the San changed the way she sees the world.
Another writes about her ‘journey’ and how
CCMS’s work makes a difference to people’s
lives. Shanade Barnabas is one of more than
150 graduate students and many international
research afﬁliates who have contributed to

aspects of this project since 1995, on topics
such as: media imaging, cultural tourism and
identity, livelihoods, art, identity and development,
community radio, development and health
communication, land and human rights, marketing
of community-owned lodges, preschool imitation
behaviour and so on. Much of this work has been
popularised in the student research magazine, in
my books such as Writing in the
San/d (2007) and Where Global
Contradictions are Sharpest (2005),
and some are in press like Mary
Lange’s Women Reading the Gariep
River.
Belinda co-wrote Kalahari
RainSong (2004) and Lange’s Water
Stories (2007) recorded myths
about the water snake told by
women in Upington. Members of
the Khwe helped script and acted
in Voice of our Forefathers (Thomas
Hart, 2009).
This participatory approach thus
not only explains the nature of the researcherresearched relationship but via the derivation and
application of critical indigenous methodologies,
we learn about each other. We move on together.
The work that I have been doing for AFSA
occurs within this framework. ‘Bushmen’,
imaged often as our primordial ancestors, have
become commodiﬁed subjects of the global gaze.
Research encounters are often commodiﬁed by
them in response, sometimes for good reason.
Researchers come, they take, and then they tend
to disappear. They sometimes leave behind them
alienation, frustration and false expectations.
What use are researchers if there is no beneﬁt
to those who are the researched? This is the
question we sought to address from the start of
our project. We developed practices that it is
hoped ensured mutual beneﬁt. The publication
CHP Newsletter Issue 4, 2011
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of books and journals occurred in which
our sources tell their stories in their idioms.
Videos have been made that both document
and challenge, creating digital records
lodged with communities. Studies of how
the communities interpret these videos,
analysis of XKfm, the Platfontein community
radio station, and how it can be used to
disseminate messages about development,
health and life skills, have been done.
A really successful project has been
the development of a lodge-community
partnership model using !Xaus Lodge in
the Transfrontier Park as a case study. The
intervention that drew on many strategic
partners revitalised a developmental dead
duck into a net income generator for
community stakeholders. These studies are
conducted by students, sometimes at their
own expense. They are intended to engage
communities, enable subject-generated
solutions to pressing problems, and to link
communities into wider research networks
and research partnerships. Thereby we
are able to increase capacity, build critical
mass, and offer far more intensive and
sophisticated research than would otherwise
be the case.
A Masters project currently under
discussion involves the XKfm radio station
at Platfontein, outside Kimberley, where
the !Xun and Khwe reside. Previous studies
by Tom Hart and Brilliant Mhlanga have
already examined governance, audience
reception and how development messages
interact between the station and its listeners.
Building on these, and linked to AFSA’s San
Baseline Research Study, the thesis will
focus on public health messaging, building on
what was learned from the previous studies.
This kind of partnership can only beneﬁt
the host communities, and bring additional
perspectives to bear as far as AFSA’s
facilitation is concerned. We work with the
community and the community works with

14
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us and we agree as far as is possible on what
is research, how it should be done, and how
to make it useful to all.
As Brigitte Logie, an Honours student
observed on her ﬁrst visit to the Kalahari,
the communities we visit also get to ask us
questions and learn more about how we
work. This is where AFSA is unique in its
modus operandi. It engages intensively with
its stakeholders. AFSA understands the
need for critical indigenous methodologies;
it promotes dialogue and eliminates
dependency.
This strategy is the subject of a chapter
in a forthcoming book, Development and
Public Health Communication. The work of
the Foundation is analysed as an exemplar
of how things should be done in managing
community-NGO relations, while the book
as a whole offers theories, methods and
case studies on health and development
interventions.
Ultimately, health, development and the kind
of strategic partnerships offered by AFSA are
all interrelated.
Keyan G Tomaselli is Senior Professor and
Director of The Centre for Communication,
Media and Society, University of KwaZulu-Natal,
Durban. He is Chair of the board of Drama in
AIDS Education, and served in the 1990s on the
Minister of Health’s Advisory Committee on HIV/
AIDS and STDs.
For further Information visit:
http://ccms.ukzn.ac.za/index.php?option=com_c
ontent&task=category&sectionid=24&id=96&It
emid=142
Communication for Participatory
Development:
http://ccms.ukzn.ac.za/index.php?option=com_nt
ent&task=section&id=12&Itemid=70
Photo:The Blinkwater - Courtesy of Prof Keyan
Tomaselli

SON OF THE WIND
Son of the Wind, produced by SASI, is a multi-lingual, multimedia stage drama that combines
the modern art of ﬁlm with the ancient San tradition of storytelling.

S

on of the Wind, written and directed by
Misty Brodiaea, is a unique telling of an
inspiring true story. Members of the
tribes perform it themselves, ﬁnally giving
an authentic voice to their role in South
African history.
The play is an original work, based upon
historical facts and the personal accounts
of members of the !Xun and Khwe
communities living at Platfontein.
Twelve San cast members received acting
and voice training over a period of several
months and two San youth joined the crew
in the roles of assistant sound operator and
assistant stage manager. Together with the
production team they worked tirelessly to
create a modern, professional production
instilling self-conﬁdence in the individuals
and pride within the community at large.

‘Our San cultural identity has
been through many external
inﬂuences, including that of our
own government. This resulted
in our youth’s ignorance about
their heritage and adopting
foreign values over those of
their ancestors. Son of the Wind
is a good illustration of how
elders and community leaders
can play a role in re-enforcing
those lost values. Government
and other role players also need
to support such initiatives to
both educate and preserve our
cultural heritage. ’
Wentzel Katjara – Khwe royal and
community leader
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The primary language of the play is English,
but !Xuntali is used widely throughout and
exposes the audience to an endangered
language, often for the very ﬁrst time. The
script utilises voice overs that intertwine
English and !Xuntali as a narrative to propel
the story along its course. Conversations
between characters often swing back and
forth between !Xuntali, Khwe, English,
Afrikaans and even Portuguese. The audience
is able to follow because a question may
be asked in an unfamiliar language but the
answer is delivered in English.
‘When we die the wind makes dust, because it
intends to blow every trace of us away, taking
away our footprints, the tracks we made when
we walked about in this life. If the wind did not
blow away our footprints then we would see the
tracks of everyone who ever lived. It would be
as if we were all still alive. Therefore the wind
blows; it must blow away the footprints.’
Excerpt from Son of the Wind. Misty Brodiaea

It was SASI’s goal to use the production as a
vehicle to share the living heritage of the San
with as wide an audience as possible, allowing
them to share in the recent tragedies of the
wars in Angola and Namibia through the eyes
of the San and to witness some of the ancient
cultural practices and mythologies of this
venerable people.
In 2009 SASI received seed money from
the Northern Cape Department of Sport,
Arts and Culture to develop the production,
and in 2010 the National Lotteries Trust
Fund gave a generous grant allocation which
allowed the show to tour through four cities
in South Africa. It is the sincerest hope of the
cast, crew, producers and !Xun and Khwe
community, that SASI receive funding to take
Son of the Wind abroad and share a beautiful
production by a beautiful people with the
world at large.

‘As a young San who grew up in the modern
society, I became more aware of my culture
and traditions, as well as the struggles and
challenges my ancestors faced in the past
through my character as Dala in the Son of the
Wind play. Though most of my peers are proud
of their San heritage, they take a passive or
limited role in promoting our culture. More
productions aimed at youth are needed to
encourage youth to take the lead in promoting
and preserving our cultural heritage.’
Riekert Moyo, 22 yrs old
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BOOK REVIEW: WRITING IN THE SAN/D

Thirst is a constant problem: Review of Writing in the San/d: Autoethnography among indigenous
southern Africans, edited by Keyan G. Tomaselli, Lanham, Altamira press, 2007.
By Dr. Nyasha Mboti
One statement that, for me, aptly describes the dynamic content of Writing in the San/d is taken from
the book’s prequel, Where Global Contradictions are Sharpest: Research Stories from the Kalahari (2005).
Musing about constant water shortages in the Kalahari – a reality for CCMS researchers who visit
each year - Tomaselli says, pithily and wryly: Thirst is a constant problem (p.23). Writing in the San/d is
about thirst. There are three thirsts there.

T

hirst One: Self-knowledge.
This book is about self-knowledge. The only time one can claim to have ‘known’ the ‡Khomani,
!Xoo and the Ju/’hoansi is when that person has known himself or herself. This is why Sonja NarunskyLaden and Nate Kohn title their essay ‘Representing Representation’. Talking about Others comes at
the cost of talking about yourself: the burden of self-reﬂexivity. This is why visiting the ‘Bushmen’, quite
literally, is no walk in the (Transfrontier) park. The book tells us that self-identity is that simple – and
that hard. The researchers from CCMS want to know themselves through knowing Others – and how
the Others reciprocate that knowing. The researchers are transformed into students - they want to
know if there are really Voices in the Kalahari, voices like theirs. This is the basis of Mary Lange’s essay
‘Voices from the Kalahari’. By reading this book, also, it can be expected that readers read themselves.
It is, I must say, an immensely readable book.

T

hirst Two:The Other
This book is partly about ‘writing in’ the Bushman where he/she has been written out of sanitised
‘First World’ texts. Tomaselli and his crew of CCMS students are in a quest to ‘romance’ the Kalahari
(p.19), a metaphor for the picturesque settings that, however, trap the seeker of the Other. Quite simply, the Other might be found, intact with bows and arrows, somewhere in Jamie Uys’ imagined Kalahari. But the Other is not easy to ﬁnd, in spite of the romance. The modern-day Ju/’hoansi, ‡Khomani and
!Xoo are not romantic. Their world is riven with poverty, dispossession and abuse. Finding the Other,
who is also inside each researcher, is bound up with questions such as ‘What am I doing here?’ and
‘How did I get here’? These questions are answered in this book. Sometimes the researchers appear
to have found the Other, at other times he/she/it disappears, just as would letters written in the San/d.
Finding the San means writing them back in – writing them into texts and into history.

T

hirst for theory
Writing in the San/d is, to the best of my knowledge, the ﬁrst book in African cultural studies to
found its own theory based on san/d. The act of Writing on San/d is not only difﬁcult, it is impossible.
Writing on san/d is writing reality. The realities of Ngwatle, for instance, are impossible to textualise.
They have to be lived. Going to the Kalahari to study is a way of leaving air-conditioned, sterile theory
behind. It is a way of arriving on the sand dunes of context – the world as lived. But the quest for a
theory of the ‘messy’, crafted in situ, on the move, is a thirst Tomaselli and his CCMS researchers do
not quench in Writing in the San/d. The more they immerse themselves in the subject, the more they
discover how inadequate traditional cultural studies scholarship is and has been. This drives them to
plan the next Kalahari trip, and on and on…Indeed, they are writing in the San/d.

Dr. Nyasha Mboti is a post-doctoral fellow at the Center for Communication and Media in Society
(CCMS), KwaZulu-Natal.
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A page from the !Xuntali lesson book, Nov 2010
Learn more about the San peoples target group:
http://www.aids.org.za/page/san-people
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