Symposium: Commemoration of the Khoisan-Dutch confrontation of 1659 

Report by Helvi Elago, UWC
Thousands of years before the Europeans ever showed up on Africa’s shores, most of southern Africa was inhabited by small groups of hunter-gatherers known as khoisan who adapted their way of living to survive. Khoisan is the name by which the lighter skinned indigenous peoples of southern Africa, the Khoi (Hottentots) and the San (Bushmen) became known in recent times. The Khoisan people were/[are] proclaimed to be the first indigenous people of South Africa. These people “dominated the sub-continent for millennia before the appearance of the Nguni and other black peoples”
. Sadly the introduction of European colonization impacted these people in different ways. It was here, in the sand dunes of the Cape, that the indigenous people resisted the inevitable colonial expansion that later changed the destiny of every black African child, man and woman born on the continent, many of them lost control over their lands, many were killed in wars and the survivors were drawn in to colonial society as servants, laborers, and industrial workers.
On the 26 September 2009 an interesting symposium took place at Iziko Rock Art Gallery, Cape Town as a commemoration of the 350 years since the Khoisan-Dutch confrontation of 1659 in the Cape. The programme was divided in sub-themes such as building towards stronger relations: Bilateral relations between the Netherland and South Africa, Engaging the Historic Meanings of the Khoisan-Dutch Confrontation of 1659, Addressing the land question: Restoring the dignity of the Khoisan community, Indigenous Consciousness Resurgence and the role of Mass Media and lastly Reclaiming our Heroes and heroines: Icons of our First Struggle. The issues raised included beliefs that the Khoisan community are not recognised when comparing to the san people, and that the South Africa government is currently using the apartheid legacy to represent the present. Land claims were also among the issues raised, because after the European settler arrived in the Cape in 1600s as traders they took the land close to water and fertile, as a result the Khoisan people lost their land. The question that they posed was ‘how do you claim a land if by law you do not exist?’  
One of the Chief mentioned that many museums in South Africa have collections of objects that belong to the Khoisan people, even though the Khoisans are not empowered. It is believed that the khoisan people are not represented in media such SABC, and they need space and respect from mass media. There is no recognition of Khoi language and there is limited access to archives so that Khoisan people can learn about their past, for instance South African people know about Shakazulu and king Moshoeshoe but what do they know about the Khoisan chiefs who are the first habitant at the Cape shore. There is lack of khoisan constitution that protect or give them rights like other ethnic groups in South Africa.  In conclusion they recommended that a memorial is needed to teach the young generation about the khoisan. 
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