
THE SAN HISTORY, CULTURE &

CONNECTION TO
MOKUTI ETOSHA



The San are the indigenous hunter-gatherers of Southern Africa, 
including Namibia, with a presence dating back an astonishing 
30,000-60,000 years. 

This makes them one of the oldest surviving cultures not just in 
Africa, but globally. Genetic research suggests the San may even be 
considered ancestral to modern humans, representing a direct link to 
our collective human heritage.

Archaeological evidence of SAN presence includes:

• Rock paintings and engravings dating back 27,000-28,000 years, 
such as those in Apollo 11 Cave in the Huns Mountains and at 
Twyfelfontein and the Brandberg

• Ancient tools and artifacts scattered throughout the region
• Distinctive settlement patterns shaped by seasonal movement 

and resource availability

It’s estimated that around 300,000-400,000 San inhabited Southern 
Africa 2,000 years ago. 

Today, their population has declined dramatically to approximately 
100,000 across Southern Africa, with 35,000-40,000 residing in 
Namibia.

O R I G I N S  A N D  H I S T O R Y

I N T R O D U C T I O N

The San people represent one of humanity’s oldest continuous 
cultures, with a profound connection to the lands of Southern Africa.
 
At Mokuti Etosha, guests have the unique opportunity to explore 
the wilderness with San guides during our immersive Bush Walk 
experiences. 

This guide provides insight into the rich heritage, traditional 
knowledge and cultural significance of the San people, enhancing 
your appreciation of this remarkable cultural encounter.



The term “San” derives from the Nama word “Saan” (plural) or “saa” 
(singular), meaning “bush dweller(s).” They are also commonly known 
as Bushmen, though this terminology carries colonial connotations 
that some find problematic.

It’s important to understand that the San are not a homogeneous group 
but rather encompass diverse subgroups with distinct languages, 
traditions and cultural practices. 

In Namibia, the San people are traditionally grouped into five main 
subgroups: the Khwe, Hai||om, Ju|\’hoansi (and related ‡Kao||\’aesi), 
!Xun and Naro. 

These groups each have distinct languages, cultures, and histories. 
Additionally, the !Xóõ and related N|oha are also recognised as part of 
the San population.

C U LT U R A L  I D E N T I T Y  A N D  G R O U P S 

The San traditionally lived as nomadic hunter-gatherers, moving in 
small, flexible groups across the landscape according to seasonal 
changes and resource availability. 

Their intimate knowledge of their environment allowed them to thrive in 
conditions many would find challenging.

T R A D I T I O N A L  L I F E S T Y L E  A N D  C U LT U R E

SUBSISTENCE PRACTICES

• Women gathered edible plants, located food and water sources 
and managed domestic activities

• Men primarily hunted, using remarkable tracking abilities and 
specialised weapons

• Hunting equipment included bows with poisoned arrows, snares, 
throwing sticks and, occasionally, spears

• Tools were crafted from wood, stones and bones with exceptional 
resourcefulness

• Evidence suggests that for at least 2,000 years, the San practiced 
a mixed economy of hunting-gathering interspersed with periods 
of pastoralism

LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION

The San languages are distinguished by their unique click consonants, 
representing some of the world’s oldest known linguistic structures. 

These languages beautifully reflect their deep connection to the natural 
world through rich vocabulary describing animal behaviour, plant 
properties and environmental conditions.

SOCIAL STRUCTURE

• San lived in lightweight, semicircular structures made of branches 
covered with thatched grass

• Group size typically ranged from family units (fewer than 10 people) 
during drought periods to over 100 people during abundant times

• They practiced a remarkably egalitarian social structure with no 
formal chiefs or leaders

• Personal decisions were made individually, while group decisions 
were reached collectively through discussion and consensus



ART AND EXPRESSION 

San rock art, found throughout Southern Africa, represents one of the 
world’s oldest continuous artistic traditions. 

Namibia is home to remarkable examples, including:

• Twyfelfontein (Namibia’s first World Heritage Site)
• The Brandberg - these sites contain some of the largest 

concentrations of San rock art in Africa

These paintings and engravings are not merely decorative but serve 
as spiritual repositories and records of San experiences, beliefs and 
knowledge.

SPIRITUALITY AND RITUAL

The San’s spiritual worldview centres on a profound connection 
between the physical and spiritual realms. 

Their belief system incorporates:

• Reverence for natural forces and celestial bodies
• Respect for ancestral spirits who continue to influence daily life
• Trance dances as mechanisms for healing, spiritual 

communication and community bonding
• Ritual practices that maintain harmony between people, animals 

and the environment

C U LT U R A L  P R A C T I C E S 

A N D  B E L I E F S



TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND WISDOM

San culture encompasses a vast repository of environmental 
knowledge, including:

• Medicinal uses of hundreds of plant species
• Sophisticated tracking techniques that can interpret the slightest 

disturbances in soil or vegetation
• Sustainable resource management practices developed over 

millennia
• Weather prediction through observation of animal behaviour and 

natural phenomena

Their traditional sayings and observations reflect this deep connection 
to nature:

• When termites strengthen the points of termite mounds, early and 
heavy rains will come

• Seeing a meteorite means the Mother Moon is shedding a tear, 
foretelling hardship

• Always leave some young bee honeycomb for the Honey Guide Bird 
or it will not show you the way again

The Hai//om San have a special historical connection to the Etosha 
region. Their name literally translates to “tree sleeper,” reflecting 
their practice of sleeping in trees during hunting expeditions. 
They would make fires underneath to protect themselves from 
mosquitoes and predators while gaining a better vantage point to 
spot potential food sources.

The area south of Etosha Pan was traditionally the dominion of the 
Hai//om, who hunted and gathered around the pan for countless 
generations. When the German colonial administration established 
Etosha as a protected area in 1907, they initially tolerated and even 
welcomed the presence of the Hai//om, particularly as much of 
their traditional territory had already been colonised by settlers.

The Hai//om remained in the park until 1954, when they were 
eventually forced from their ancestral home following the area’s 
declaration as a game reserve in 1927. This displacement 
represents one chapter in the broader history of San dispossession 
across Southern Africa.

When Werner List purchased Farm Kleinbegin (now Mokuti 
Etosha), he welcomed the Hai//om who had been part of the 
area before his arrival. He integrated them into the workings of 
the lodge from its inception. Today, their traditions and cultures 
remain an integral part of the 30+ year legacy of Mokuti.

C O N N E C T I O N  T O  M O K U T I  E T O S H A 



R E C E N T  H I S T O R Y  A N D 

C U R R E N T  C H A L L E N G E S

T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  C U LT U R A L 

P R E S E R V A T I O N

The San have faced systematic displacement from their traditional 
territories over the past several centuries. First with the arrival of 
Bantu-speaking people approximately 500 years ago, later by 
European colonisers and settlers and then early Boer settlers. 
Many San became farm workers, while others joined the South 
African Defence Force during Namibia’s independence war.

Today, the San face numerous challenges including difficulty in 
maintaining their traditional lifestyle. They also have no recognised 
traditional area they can call home in Namibia and the San people 
constitute just under 2% of Namibia’s national population. Many 
communities struggle with poverty, limited education access and 
cultural marginalisation. 

Despite these challenges, San communities display remarkable 
resilience and determination to preserve their heritage. Various 
organisations and initiatives support San communities, protect 
their rights and promote their cultural heritage.

The San Bushmen’s culture represents an invaluable part of 
Namibia’s heritage and humanity’s shared story. 

Their intimate knowledge of sustainable living in harmony with 
nature offers important lessons for our contemporary world 
facing environmental challenges.

Supporting initiatives that respect San rights, promote their 
cultural heritage and create economic opportunities aligned with 
their values is essential for ensuring that this ancient wisdom 
continues to thrive for future generations.

The bush walk experience at Mokuti  offers guests an unparalleled 
opportunity to connect with living San traditions. 

Led by San guides, this immersive activity provides insight into:

• Traditional tracking techniques that reveal the stories written in 
the landscape

• Identification and uses of indigenous plants for food, medicine 
and tools

• Ancient hunting methods and survival strategies
• Cultural practices and ecological knowledge refined over 

thousands of years

As you walk alongside San guides, you participate in a knowledge 
tradition that has been passed down through countless generations. 

This experience not only enhances your understanding of the natural 
environment but also contributes to the preservation and celebration 
of San heritage while gaining insights into one of humanity’s most 
enduring and remarkable ways of life.

T H E  B U S H  W A L K  E X P E R I E N C E 

A T  M O K U T I



For more information, please contact us on:
+ 264 67 229 084  | ol-leisure.com


