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SOUTHERN AFRICA - The Peoples 

 

South Africa is the name of the nation, but "southern Africa" is the larger area at the south of the continent, where 

power over the land was controlled by white people during the 19th and 20th centuries, extending from the Cape 

of Good Hope to the Zambezi river. The modern history of southern Africa has been dominated by the 

communication and conflict between several diverse ethnic groups. While the San people have lived in the region 

for millennia, most of the rest of the southern African population traces its history to more recent immigration, 

principally indigenous Africans in southern Africa who are descendants of Bantu immigrants from further north in 

Africa, and European immigrants from Europe. "Coloureds" are descended at least in part from all of these groups, 

as well as from slaves from Madagascar, East Africa and the East Indies. There are also many South Africans of 

Indian and Chinese origin, descendants of labourers who arrived in the 19th and early 20th centuries.  

 

San, Khoikhoi 

Around 500 BC, some San groups acquired livestock from further north, so hunting and gathering gradually gave 

way to herding as the dominant economic activity. These pastoralist San people became known as Khoikhoi (men 

of men),  as opposed to the still hunter-gatherer San people, whom the white European colonialist settlers referred 

to as Bushmen. At the point where the two groups became intermarried, mixed and hard to tell apart, the 

term Khoi-san arose. Over time, the Khoikhoi established themselves along the coast, while small groups of San 

continued to inhabit the interior, where the few modern hunter-forager Khoisan linguistic descendants today 

occupy the arid regions around the Kalahari desert.  

 

Griqua 

Many more Khoikhoi and San descendants have a "coloured" identity in South Africa and Namibia, speaking 

Afrikaans and English.  These included the Griqua mixed-race people (San, white, coloured and black), who had 

originally lived on the western coast. In the late 18th century, they managed to acquire guns and horses and 

began moving north-east. En route, other groups of Khoisan, coloureds, blacks and even white adventurers joined 

them, and they rapidly gained a reputation as a formidable military force. The Griquas were great hunters and 

became excellent shots, they excelled at guerrilla warfare and won many wars. Ultimately, the Griquas reached 

the high veld around present-day Kimberley, where they created their own country that came to be known 

as Griqualand.  

 

Bantu 

The word Bantu, and its variations, means "people" or "humans". Bantu people is used as a general name for up 

to 600 ethnic groups in Africa who speak Bantu languages, inhabiting a geographical area stretching east and 

southward from central Africa across the Great Lakes region down to southern Africa. Bantu is a major branch of 

the Niger-Congo language family spoken by most populations in sub-Saharan Africa. There are about 650 Bantu 

languages by the criterion of mutual intelligibility, although the distinction between language and dialect is often 

unclear. Major Bantu languages include Swahili, Kikuyu, Zulu, Shona, Xhosa, Swazi, Sesotho and the Ibo 

language of south eastern Nigeria. 

 

Between 2500-3000 years ago, speakers of the original early Bantu language began a millennia-long series of 

migrations eastward from their original homeland of eastern Nigeria and Cameroon. This expansion first 

introduced Bantu peoples to central, southern and south-eastern Africa, displacing or assimilating with many of 

the earlier inhabitants they encountered, including Khoisan populations in the south and Afro-Asiatic groups in 

the south-east. Individual Bantu groups today often include millions of people. Among these are the Luba of 

the Congo, with over 13 million people; the Zulu of South Africa, with over 10 million people; and the Kikuyu of 

Kenya, with over 6 million people. Although only around 5 million individuals speak the Bantu Swahili language as 

their mother tongue, it is used as a lingua franca by over 140 million people throughout south-eastern Africa. 

Swahili also serves as one of the official languages of the African Union. 

 

While one stream of Bantu migration moved south through the Central African rainforest and Congo towards 

Angola and modern Zambia, another stream was creating a major new population centre near the Great Lakes of 

East Africa, where a rich environment supported a dense population. Movements by small groups towards the 

south-east from the Great Lakes region were more rapid, with initial settlements widely dispersed near the coast 

and rivers. Pioneering groups had reached modern KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa by 300 AD along the coast, 

and settled in the modern Limpopo province (formerly northern Transvaal) by 500 AD.  
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Bantu-speakers arrived in what is now South Africa in small waves rather than in one cohesive migration. Some 

groups, the ancestors of today's Nguni peoples (Zulu, Xhosa, Swazi and Ndebele), preferred to live near the 

coast. Others, now known as the Sotho-Tswana peoples (Tswana, Pedi and Basotho), settled in the uplands of 

the "high veld", while today's Venda, Lemba and Shangaan-Tsonga peoples made their homes in the north-

eastern areas of South Africa. Southern Bantu languages (notably Xhosa and Zulu) incorporate many click 

consonants of earlier Khoisan languages.  

 

Between the 13th-15th centuries, relatively powerful Bantu-speaking states on a scale larger than local chiefdoms 

began to emerge in the savannah to the south of the Central African rainforest, the Swahili trading empire in the 

Great Lakes region and the east coast, and on the Zambezi river. Here the Shona kings built Great Zimbabwe, 

the capital of a large trading empire, producing gold and ivory, which was traded with Arabs and Persians for glass 

and porcelain from as far away as India and China. The formation of nations occurred with increasing frequency 

from the 16th century onward, probably due to denser population, which allowed more specialised divisions of 

labour, including military power. Other factors were increased trade among African communities and with 

European and Arab traders on the coasts, technological developments in economic activity, and new techniques 

in the political and spiritual ritualisation of royalty as the source of national strength and health.  

 

Zulu 

In the early 19th century, northern Nguni tribes in modern KwaZulu-Natal began to shift from a loosely organised 

collection of small kingdoms into a centralised, militaristic state. From his accession in 1816, Shaka Zulu, son of 

the chief of the small Zulu clan, became the driving force behind this change. At first something of an outcast, 

Shaka proved himself in battle and gradually succeeded in consolidating power in his own hands. He built 

large armies, breaking from clan tradition by placing the military under the control of his own officers rather than 

the hereditary chiefs. He then set out on a massive programme of expansion, killing or enslaving those who 

resisted in the territories he conquered. His "impis"  (warrior regiments) were rigorously disciplined and failure in 

battle was punished with death. Shaka also initiated many social, cultural and political reforms, including the 

integration of defeated clans into the Zulu, on a basis of full equality, with promotions in the army being a matter 

of merit rather than circumstance of birth. Peoples in the path of Shaka's armies moved out of his way, becoming 

in their turn aggressors against their neighbours. This wave of displacement spread throughout Southern Africa 

and beyond. It also accelerated the formation of several other nations, notably those of the Sotho (present-

day Lesotho) and of the Swazi (now Swaziland). 

 

Xhosa 

The Xhosa southern Nguni peoples occupied much of eastern South Africa, from the Fish River as far as the land 

inhabited by Zulu-speakers living south of present day Durban, and were well established by the time of the Dutch 

arrival in the mid-17th century, where they came into contact with Trekboers colonising new areas by moving 

north and east from the Cape Colony in the late 18th and early 19th century. 

 

Ndebele 

The Ndebele southern Nguni peoples are thought to have lived in the region of present day Pretoria from around 

the 1600s, expanding their settlements there after the arrival of the Dutch settlers. In 1882, following friction with 

the South African Republic (ZAR), that country led a campaign against the Ndebele leader who was tried and 

imprisoned, with many of his people indentured (a legal form of slavery) to settle costs. 

 

Bechuanaland (modern Botswana) 

Tswana make up about 80% of the population of Botswana. In the 19th century, a common spelling and 

pronunciation of Botswana was Bechuana and Europeans therefore referred to the area inhabited by the Tswana 

as Bechuanaland. Many Tswana people settled in the ZAR from the last decades of the 19th century, where they 

were forced to live in ghetto areas by the ZAR government. Later during apartheid, Tswana people were forcibly 

relocated en masse to Bophuthatswana. 

 

Basotho (modern Lesotho) 

The ancestors of the Sotho people (Basotho or Basuto) settled in southern Africa sometime around the 5th 

century. The Sotho nation emerged from accomplished diplomacy which gathered together disparate clans of 

Sotho-Tswana origin that had dispersed across southern Africa in the early 19th century. Most Sotho today live 

in South Africa, as the area of the Orange Free State was originally part of the much larger nation that has been 

reduced to modern-day Lesotho. By the 19th century, stable patterns of settlement had emerged and Nguni 
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speaking tribes (primarily Zulu and Xhosa) occupied the east and southern coastal regions, while a series of Sotho 

kingdoms covered the southern portion of the plateau (present day Free State province and western parts of 

Gauteng).  

 

Portuguese 

Bartolomeu Dias led the first Europeans to arrive in this region in 1488. Although the Portuguese held the nautical 

achievement of successfully navigating the Cape, they showed little interest in colonisation. The coast's fierce 

weather and rocky shoreline posed a threat to their ships and many of their attempts to trade with the 

local Khoikhoi ended in conflict. They found the coast of what became Mozambique more attractive, with 

appealing bays to use as way-stations, for prawning, and for access to gold ore from the interior. The Portuguese 

had little European competition until the late 16th century, when the English and Dutch began to challenge the 

them along their trade routes. Stops at the continent's southern tip increased, and the Cape became a regular 

calling place for crews seeking fresh produce, to combat scurvy.  

 

Dutch 

In 1647, a Dutch vessel was wrecked in Table Bay at modern Cape Town. The marooned crew built a fort and 

stayed for a year until they were rescued, the first European settlement in the area. The Dutch East India 

Company (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie, or VOC) decided to establish a permanent settlement at the 

Cape. The VOC, one of the major European trading houses sailing the spice route to the East, had no intention 

of colonising the area, instead wanting only to establish a secure base camp where passing ships could shelter, 

and where hungry sailors could stock up on fresh supplies of meat, fruit and vegetables. To this end, a small VOC 

expedition under the command of Jan van Riebeeck arrived at Table Bay in 1652, settling at the Cape in order to 

supply VOC trading ships. As the Khoikhoi were not agricultural farmers, there was no food to trade at the Cape 

and the VOC had to import Dutch farmers to establish farms to supply the passing ships as well as the growing 

VOC settlement.  

 

The small initial group of free "burghers", as these farmers were known, had Dutch ancestry and were Calvinists, 

but there were also numerous Germans as well as some Scandinavians. In 1688 the Dutch and the Germans 

were joined by French Huguenots, also Calvinists, fleeing religious persecution in France. As there were very few 

native people in the Cape, van Riebeeck and the VOC also began to import large numbers of slaves, primarily 

from Madagascar and Indonesia (including Malaya), whose descendants became known as "Cape Malay". 

Intermarriage between Dutch settlers and women of Khoisan, Xhosa or slave origin produced mixed-race offspring 

now known as "Cape Coloureds", significant numbers of which were absorbed into the local white population, 

where the Dutch language developed into Afrikaans.  

 

British  

In the late 18th century, Dutch mercantile power began to fade and the British moved in to fill the vacuum. They 

seized the Cape of Good Hope in 1795 to prevent it from falling into French hands, then relinquished it back to 

the Dutch in 1803. In 1806, during the Napoleonic Wars, the British again seized the Cape from the French 

controlled Kingdom of Holland. British sovereignty over the area was recognised at the Congress of Vienna in 

1815, the Dutch accepting a payment of 6 million pounds for the colony.  

 

At the tip of the continent the British found an established colony with roughly 25,000 slaves, 20,000 white 

colonists, 15,000 Khoisan and 1000 freed black slaves. Power resided solely with a European elite in Cape Town, 

and differentiation on the basis of race was deeply entrenched. Outside Cape Town and the immediate hinterland, 

isolated black and white pastoralists populated the country. Like the Dutch before them, the British initially had 

little interest in the Cape Colony, other than as a strategically located port, but in 1820 the British authorities 

persuaded some 5000 middle-class British immigrants (most of them "in trade") to leave Great Britain, many of 

whom eventually settled in Grahamstown and Port Elizabeth, to the east.  

 

(See also separate pieces entitled Southern Africa - the Nations, and Colonisation of Africa) 
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