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Botswana – Physical Features

Kalahari Sands: Shrub savanna

Surface, near surface bedrock, bush, forest

Marshland, swamp
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Botswana – Districts and Parks

A Chobe National Park

B Moremi Wildlife Reserve

C Nxai Pan National Park

D Makgadikgadi Pans Game Reserve

E Central Kalahari Game Reserve

F Khutse Game Reserve

G Gemsbok National Park

H Mabuasehube Game Reserve
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Distribution of Main Khoesan Languages and Dialects

Adapted from Andersson and Janson 1997

Ju/’hoan

=Kx’au//’ein

Naro

G/wi

G//ana

Kxoe

Shua

Tshwa

!Xóõ
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The  distinction between languages and dialects is not easy to draw, particularly
between the many related language varieties of the Khoe language family, spo-
ken in the eastern parts of Botswana where very little linguistic research has
been done so far.  For further information, see Dickens 1994, Traill 1994, 1995,
Visser 1994, Andersson and Janson 1997, Batibo and Tsonope (eds) 2000. The
list below shows the main languages and some variations, some of which may at
a later stage be identified as distinct languages.

Ju Family (Northern Khoesan)

Ju/’hoan
!Kung (Botswana), !Xun (Angola and RSA)
=Kx’au//ei
=Hua

Khoe Family (Central Khoesan)

Naro  (Ts’aokhoe, =Haba, Khute )
G/wi, G//ana
Tshwa, Kua Cua, Tsua, Hietchware
Shua, Cara, Danisi, Deti, /Xaise
Ts’ixa
Khwe
//Anikhwe
Buga (Bugakhwe)
/Anda
Nama (Khoekhoe), Damara
Hai//om

Southern Khoesan

!Xóo
/’Auni
=Khomani
/Xam (extinct)

Main Khoesan Languages and Dialects
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Notes on Terminology and Spelling

The use of local terms in the present text follows the conventions for including
such terms in the English spoken in Botswana.

The term Batswana is used  adjectively to denote customs and  characteris-
tics, or opinions and positions, held by the people of Botswana. Batswana is also
the plural form of the singular Motswana, a citizen of Botswana, but also a
member of the Tswana tribe.

Setswana means the language spoken by the Tswana people and is the na-
tional language of Botswana. The text has to a large degree followed local usage
by adding the prefix Ba to tribal names: Batswana, Bakgalagadi, Bayei, Basarwa,
etc. However, in some contexts where reference is made to many tribes, the
‘English’ convention of using only the stem of the word is followed, for better
clarity: Tswana, Kgalagadi, Yei.

The problem of using the term Sesarwa, or Sarwa, to denote the languages
spoken by the Basarwa is discussed in many places in the book. Sarwa is a term
on the same level of abstraction as Bantu, denoting one of the two original fami-
lies of languages of central and southern Africa: Khoesan and Bantu. In the same
way as there is no language called Bantu, but several hundreds, there is not one
Sarwa language, but at least a dozen spoken (and probably several times that
number that are extinct).

As for Khoesan languages, the spelling chosen follows the most recent re-
search in these languages, reflecting proposals for standardisation that hopefully
will come.

Readers unfamiliar with the notations for click sounds, may use the follow-
ing advice for pronunciation:

– The dental click (/) sounds like ‘tsk, tsk’, an English expression of mild re-
proach. It is made by putting the tongue just behind the front teeth.

– The alveolar click (=) is a soft pop made by putting the tongue just behind the
ridge located behind the front teeth.

– The alveo-palatal click (!) is a sharp pop made by drawing the tongue down
quickly from the roof of the mouth.

– The lateral click (//) is a clucking sound made in English to urge on a horse.

For the non-linguist, Khoesan words may be pronounced by simply dropping
the click, and starting on the first Latin letter after the click.
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THE PROBLEM

Part 1
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CHAPTER 1.

Introduction

In April 1992, a fragile elderly man looked down on the chequered carpet of the
Gaborone Sun Hotel conference hall and compared it to the land of his native
Ghanzi, now partitioned into squares by fences separating people from the land
they used to live on. His name was Komtsha Komtsha, distinguished Naro elder
and Chairman of the Kuru Development Trust, and the venue was the Botswana
Society’s workshop on Sustainable Rural Development.

Komtsha communicated a sense of injustice and grief well known to those
familiar with the situation of the Basarwa in Botswana, but this was probably
the first time such sentiments were expressed in the Naro language on a public
occasion, with prominent civil servants and politicians present. In his compan-
ion John Hardbattle’s eloquent English translation, the words of Komtsha intro-
duced a new phase in the relationship between the Basarwa and the Botswana
nation.

Nation-State — Minority Relations

I use this event as a point of departure, and regard Komtsha’s few condensed
sentences as a metaphor for the present inter-ethnic situation in Botswana. This
study will trace some of the history leading up to the situation described, and
will establish the broader context in which the workshop took place.

The focus for the analysis is the relationship between a minority group and
the nation state. The minority, variously called Bushmen, San, Basarwa, and
more recently N/oakwe or Kwe, has over the years been featured in the literature
in various capacities: as a beautiful and photogenic people, as archetypical hunter-
gatherers, as a linguistic group, as a biological race, as poor and marginal bene-
ficiaries of a government development programme in Botswana, and most re-
cently as an indigenous people on the national and international scene.

Most of the anthropological literature so far has focused on aspects of cul-
ture or social organisation among the Bushmen. By contrast, the focus of the
present work is on the relationship between San/Bushmen groups and the en-
compassing society. This relationship can be studied in sequences of daily en-
counters and interaction, and in the ways national policies and regulations cir-
cumscribe their lives.

This study will apply anthropological theories of social and cultural differen-
tiation, and more specifically theories of ethnic/indigenous differentiation, to
the analysis of a context where such perspectives have so far been implicitly and
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explicitly rejected. In doing this, the main challenge is not to demonstrate the
existence of social and cultural distinctions between Bantu-speaking and Khoesan-
speaking groups in Botswana. From an anthropological perspective, this is a
rather trivial observation. The challenge has been more to understand why the
national policy has been intent on, and for a long time quite successful in, ignor-
ing and under-communicating these cultural differences. How can we explain a
widespread acceptance of a dominant monocultural ideology?

The intention of this analysis is not to provide a description of Bushman
culture or to give a detailed presentation of their values, hopes and objectives. I
do not speak for the Bushmen (Sanders 1995). Rather, within an overall perspec-
tive on communication and discourse analysis, my analysis tries to direct some
much-needed attention to the constraints in the political environment on their
opportunities to present their own views. I will record some expression of what
they desire, and some statements on how they view development, but basically
the Bushmen must – and gradually do – speak for themselves. However, for this
to happen, we need to understand the constraints they are living under. What are
the consequences of the Government of Botswana’s refusal to recognise and ac-
cept a minority perspective? What are the limitations that follow from different
conventions for communication? How do they manage a dialogue about their
shared problems among themselves, over long distances and in diverse locali-
ties?

A focus on a relationship implies that there are different parties to be consid-
ered: first, the encompassing Botswana state, represented by its government.
The government is seen here both in its constitutional role of defining the poli-
cies of a sovereign state, and more loosely as representing the majority views.
The second party is the encompassed San/Basarwa minority. They do not consti-
tute an easily identifiable homogenous group, but form a category sharing some
important common characteristics. In addition, I will consider a third category
of actors in a somewhat intermediate capacity: the intervention of the interna-
tional community with a stated concern for the plight of the Bushmen. I take the
Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation, NORAD, to be the prime
representative of this category during the period studied.

In the analysis, each of these three parties will be seen as a category of actors
having different contextual perceptions, backgrounds and values, and requiring
different contextual interpretations. I will try to trace their agendas through a
study of the historical and their contemporary contexts. Through an interpreta-
tion of their respective positions and performances, I hope to demonstrate to
what extent the different agendas converge and where they conflict. The follow-
ing is a brief presentation of how I believe the three parties may be classified, and
some initial hypotheses.

Botswana and the challenge of nation-building

Botswana has earned a certain reputation as a ‘shining example of democracy’
and is often described as an ethnically homogenous country. The Constitution
adopted at Independence in 1966 guarantees the ‘Protection of Fundamental
Rights and Freedoms of the Individual ... whatever his race, place of origin,
political opinions, colour, creed or sex’. In the 1960s, as a neighbouring state to
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apartheid South Africa, this was a courageous and visionary statement. Bot-
swana has a good human rights record, and there is no discrimination in any
formal laws or regulations. Still, as Komtsha’s words conveyed, the Basarwa
consider their position to be problematic indeed.

I have chosen the word ‘inconvenient’ as a key concept, to characterise a
prevalent Batswana attitude to the nation’s Basarwa minority. The concept indi-
cates an attitude that is rather dismissive, often condescending, ambivalent, but
not overtly hostile. The term is not a description of the group, it conveys an
attitude to the group. Underlying this ambivalence are some internal challenges
that Botswana, like most other African nations, has had to address in the pro-
cess of nation-building. A main project has been to create a unified and unitary
nation-state out of the diversified Bechuanaland Protectorate, trying to apply an
old western concept of nationalism to the context of new African states with
mostly arbitrary boundaries. In this process, ‘ethnicity’ has been linked to ‘trib-
alism’ and has been seen as anathema to unified national development. Ethnicity
and nationalism have been understood as different, and often conflicting, forms
of social classification, representing a choice between unity or diversity (Gellner
1983, Anderson 1983, Davidson 1992, Eriksen 1993).

The challenge, however, for many new nations has been that in order to
establish a new political entity and invest it with commonly shared meaning, the
state has had to build on those cultural symbols and traditions that are most
readily available, and that convey a specific signification to people. A guiding
assumption is that in an effort to create new national symbols, and at the same
time to avoid such cultural symbols or emblems becoming associated with par-
ticular tribes, or with ethnic diversity in general, Botswana has chosen to elevate
the culture and language of the numerically dominant Tswana people to a new
national, neutral standard. In effect, this ‘Tswanadom’ has become the domi-
nant symbol for the whole Botswana nation, and has been presented as the im-
age of a non-racial, culturally homogeneous state.

Bushmen, San, Basarwa or N/oakwe

The presence of the Bushmen disrupts this homogeneous picture of Botswana.
Once the indigenous people of all southern Africa, they remain a distinct social
category. They are in a curious way both visible – in the beautiful Anthony
Bannister-type glossy photographs – and invisible, as a dispersed economic un-
derclass, squatting at the margins of Botswana society.

They are, as they themselves note with some resentment, a people known by
many names. The names range from Elisabeth Marshall Thomas’ famous ‘harm-
less people’ to the Setswana translation of Remote Area Dweller, Ba Teng-
nyanateng, which translates as ‘those who live deep inside the deep’. The latter
term was introduced in the 1970s and was intended as a neutral term, but has
always been deeply resented by those to whom the term has been applied. In
Botswana the official term is Basarwa, but this is not used at all in Namibia,
where a more common term is San. In October 1996 a meeting of San repre-
sentatives in Namibia adopted San as the preferred term. San is also favoured in
anthropological literature. Bushmen (or the gender-neutral Bushpeople) is also
widely used. There has been much debate over which of these terms has the most
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derogatory connotations, but this debate has to a large extent focused on the
etymological and historical origin of the different ethnic labels, and not on their
use (Lee and DeVore (eds), 1976, Introduction; Jenkins and Tobias 1977; Guenther
1986a; Wilmsen 1989 Chapters 1, 2, 7; Barnard 1992a Chapter 2; Gordon 1992a
Chapters 1–5). The position taken in this book is that any term used to express
negative attitudes about a group of people will eventually assume a derogatory
connotation, and in this respect none of the above terms is better or worse than
the others.

As no single term of self-reference is shared by all Khoesan languages, it is
difficult to follow the preferred convention of using a group’s own terminology.
The best suggestion so far is probably the Naro/Central Khoesan word N/oakwe
(meaning ‘red people’, in contrast to Bantu-speaking people, the ‘black people’),
which is a term introduced by the organisation The First People of the Kalahari.
The term N/oakwe may take over as a generic term in the future, but is not yet
widely known, not even among different Khoesan-speaking groups.1 This book
will use all the above terms, depending on context: I use Basarwa when discuss-
ing official policy in contemporary Botswana, but find this term (coined only a
few decades back) less useful when discussing historical material. So I use San
when citing anthropological research, or Khoesan to denote linguistic aspects.
N/oakwe, or simply Kwe, is used when referring to the ethnopolitical activities
of the N/oakwe. In between I use Bushmen, which is more or less used as a
synonym in all the above contexts (cf. Biesele 1993).

The problem of terminology reflects the fact that there are many groups with
individual names, and some ten mutually unintelligible languages (Traill 1994a,
1995, Andersson and Janson 1997). For most people, the localised group, not
the language category, is the primary point of reference and source of identity,
which means that the terms of self-reference may vary even within the same
language group.

Being indigenous

The 1992 meeting at the Gaborone Sun Hotel mentioned above was the first
‘public’ appearance of a small group of people who were forming a new organi-
sation called The First People of the Kalahari. The appearance of an organisa-
tion with the ambition to represent all ‘first people’ was an innovation in Bot-
swana, where a prevalent feature so far has been their lack of visible leadership
and organisational visibility.

The development of such an organisation, however, is very much in line with
global trends. Organisations representing indigenous/first peoples have emerged
in countries across the globe, and international organisations such as the United
Nations and the International Labour Organisation are increasingly recognising
the needs and aspirations of indigenous peoples. In this process there is a dialec-
tical relationship between national and international movements. As national
organisations have established international umbrella organisations (Canadian
and American Indians, Inuit, Saami, Maori and Aboriginals taking the lead),
international codifications of the rights of indigenous peoples have in turn in-

 1 My personal preference would simply be for Kwe (or Khwe, Khoe) meaning ‘person’ in many of
the languages.  Only time will show which term gains most acceptance.
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formed and assisted fledgling national movements. Involvement in this global
process provides new opportunities for giving expression to indigenous or eth-
nic identity in international fora, and inspires the development and display of
cultural forms on the home front (Brøsted, Dahl and Gray (eds), 1985; Paine
1985; Dyck (ed.), 1985; Burger 1987; Wilmsen (ed.), 1989; Eidheim 1992;
Stavenhagen 1994; Barsh 1994; Brantenberg, Hansen and Minde (eds), 1995;
Saugestad 1996b; ILO 1999; IWGIA 2000).

Using the term ‘indigenous’ to describe the Basarwa of Botswana is contro-
versial. On the one hand, there is only a vague correspondence between the term
‘indigenous’ as used internationally, and the notions different San people may
have of fitting into such a category. On the other hand, many who perceive the
potential significance of the term give it negative connotations. The most com-
monly used criteria – first come, non-dominance, and cultural distinctiveness,
linked with self-identification – underscore precisely the kind of uniqueness that
the authorities find to be in conflict with an ideal of national unity. Moreover, it
is expected that the term will be no less controversial if and when the member
states of the United Nations eventually agree upon the civil and political rights
linked to the indigenous status.

However, in order to understand the events that pivot on the status of the
San/Basarwa in Botswana, the recent debates on the status of indigenous peoples
in democratic states provide an essential context. The processes recorded in this
book herald the emergence of an indigenous movement, similar to a process that
has taken place in other parts of the world, although in Botswana still very much
in the making.

The Remote Area Development Programme and donor involvement

In line with Botswana’s non-racial policy, there is no official recognition of the
Basarwa as a distinct ethnic group. There is, however, a de facto recognition of
special problems encountered by members of this group. This is what the Re-
mote Area Development Programme (RADP) was designed to remedy. The pro-
gramme was started in the early 1970s, and defines as its target group the poor
people of the remote areas of Botswana. This is the part of government policy
that most directly addresses the situation of the Basarwa, and is therefore a
major arena where the relationship between Basarwa and the government is
acted out – or avoided. Hence it is also the arena where this relationship is best
studied.

From 1989 to 1996, the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation
(NORAD) was the main foreign donor to the Remote Area Development Pro-
gramme. Support to the RAD Programme is based on a state-to-state agreement,
and it follows, as a matter of principle, that the programme and its implementa-
tion are guided by the official policy of the Government of Botswana (GOB).
Consequently, the ambiguous attitude that the Government of Botswana shows
towards its Basarwa minority also affects NORAD’s involvement. On the one
hand, NORAD support reflects a concern for the plight of indigenous peoples
which is a priority of Norwegian foreign policy in general, and which was among
the main justifications for becoming involved in the first place. On the other
hand, NORAD has accepted Botswana’s definition of the target group accord-
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ing to socio-economic criteria, and the subsequent character of the programme
as a welfare programme.

This study will explore and try to explain the approach taken in government
policies generally, and specifically in the design of the Remote Area Develop-
ment Programme, for the Basarwa minority. In my analysis I make a distinction
between two different understandings of what we provisionally may call ‘the
problem’ of the Basarwa, which we can infer i.a. from the Norwegian positions
indicated above.

On the one hand, the Basarwa may be defined, as in the stated policy, as a
group characterised by absolute and relative poverty. Poverty is a state of depri-
vation, identified by scarcity of resources, and may be alleviated by a programme
or policy providing some or all of the resources lacking. This is the main justifi-
cation for the NORAD-supported RAD Programme. On the other hand, a dif-
ferent, but equally relevant approach would be to stress the fact that the people
in question belong to a marginalised ethnic minority, making up the indigenous
people of Botswana. Being indigenous denotes a structural position for a group
of people whose main characteristic is a lack of influence over the workings of
the state, and therefore also over their own situation, and it is often accompa-
nied by discriminatory attitudes from the majority population.

Both approaches provide a reasonable understanding of a social situation.
Moreover, both approaches identify roughly the same group of people, on the
ground. The two approaches may be seen as alternative, and in some sense com-
plementary, interpretations of a complex reality. But as interpretations, they also
direct the attention towards alternative strategies for changing that reality. The
potentially beneficial impact and effect that is the objective of a given develop-
ment programme, will depend on the definition chosen. Belonging to a margin-
alised, often stigmatised, indigenous minority almost invariably includes a state
of abject poverty. However, changing the situation calls for remedies of a more
fundamental and radical nature than what can be expected from a welfare pro-
gramme. Welfare programmes directed towards indigenous minorities often in-
crease dependency, instead of reducing it, since aid is directed to symptoms rather
than to the underlying causes of poverty.

The two approaches outlined above reflect different political platforms. Wel-
fare policies are established components of Botswana and Norwegian adminis-
trative systems, and are relatively easily integrated in existing management struc-
tures. A concern for the indigenous dimension calls for some changes in govern-
ment structures, a task which is much more likely to be met with opposition.
Last, but not least, recognising a group as indigenous implies a commitment to
let the views, values and aspirations of the group in question guide their own
development.

 The structure of the argument

In 1992 and 1993 a series of events and encounters took place where (a) repre-
sentatives of the San expressed a profound and heartfelt dissatisfaction with
their situation, and (b) these statements were interpreted in official quarters as
unfounded and illegitimate.
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Taking Komtsha Komtsha’s elegy as my point of departure, my presentation
reflects the procedures that I followed myself in my efforts to understand and
analyse the situation as it unfolded. In this sense the analysis may be said to be
performed post hoc. I have used a holistic framework for the analysis, combin-
ing data of disparate types, on very different levels of abstraction. This is how I
have proceeded in my discovery and interpretation:

In order to place the events in Botswana within a more global perspective,
the introductory chapter is followed by an overview of some of the most rel-
evant discussions that have taken place in international fora on the concept of
indigenous peoples.2 I introduce some conceptual tools I have found useful for
my analysis, mostly taken from ethnic group theory, and analyses of power rela-
tions using notions of hegemony and discourse. In chapter four, these concepts
are used to analyse nation-building in Botswana after Independence, showing
how and why the actual ethnic diversity of the country was under-communi-
cated in the name of national unity. The analysis notes the need in the national
policy to demonstrate a contrast to apartheid South Africa, but the (unintended)
effect of this policy has been that a very marginal minority was denied the op-
portunity to define its own place within the new state.

Subsequent parts are to some extent chronological, but they introduce em-
pirical material that reflects very different levels of activities and of social or-
ganisation. This is also a didactic point. Part two outlines what I call ‘the indig-
enous world’, using historical and anthropological sources to identify some ba-
sic characteristics of the foraging mode of production. I trace the history of the
relationship between Khoesan-speaking and Bantu-speaking people, as the lat-
ter moved into Botswana, and note some of the most commonly held stereotypes
about the Bushmen, indicating a difference between attitudes developed during
colonial time and the way the new independent post-colonial states (Botswana,
Namibia and a new South Africa) interpret the history in their agendas for na-
tion-building.

The third part deals with government policy and planning, and traces the
history of the Remote Area Development Programme: its forerunner, the Bush-
man Development Programme, rural development policies, the background for
NORAD’s involvement, and the activities and achievements of the programme.
There is a discontinuity between parts two and three which is significant. In the
annals of the RAD Programme we find no indication or recognition of the San
cultural heritage and the variety of adaptations, organisation and language, that
are outlined in part two. According to the official ideology, particularities of
culture are not seen as relevant parameters in the planning of social and eco-
nomic development. Thus, in my presentation, parts two and three not only deal
with different types of empirical data, but reflect fundamentally different ap-
proaches to the same reality. This conceptual break, from the kind of under-
standing we glean from the section outlining aspects of cultural, to the problem-
description evident in official statements about a professedly culture-neutral de-
velopment programme, is in itself an important part of the analysis. It leads to

 2 The justification for chapters two and  three, which are more theoretical,  will probably become
more clear when the narrative reaches the time of NORAD’s involvement and the events from 1992
onwards are being recorded. Readers with less interest in theoretical discussions may skip both
chapters two and three.
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the main conclusion in chapter ten: the definition of ‘the problem’ as mainly one
of poverty, has resulted – whether intended or not – in a ‘clientification’ of the
target group. The inherent limitations to a client approach lead to a further
conclusion, that empowerment for the San people can more likely be achieved
through avenues outside the confines of the RAD Programme.

In part three, there is also a story-within-the-story. In the Norwegian debate
leading to engagement in the RAD Programme, the experiences from the Nor-
wegian-Saami relationship were frequently mentioned as relevant, and this in-
ternal debate is part of the larger history of the RAD Programme. However, I
also elaborate in my own analysis on the ‘Saami parallels’. Through some se-
lected lengthy quotes I try to illustrate the similarities in issues beneath the fact
that the Saami and the San are at different stages in their respective ethno-politi-
cal developments.3

The fourth and final part brings the parties together in an analysis of some
public encounters where the San or N/oakwe dimension is introduced. This con-
vergence is not an analytical construction. The events of 1992 and 1993 mark
the beginning of a recodification of the relationship between the state and the
San minority. The most significant new trend is that vocal representatives of the
San are emerging. There are some attempts at dialogue, but no new policy from
the government. In the composition of this study, it takes a long time before the
N/oakwe are presented as agents, speaking their own mind. However, the ab-
sence of their voice in the earlier parts of this book, reflects the reality that is
being described. In the corridors of power in Gaborone, their presence is neither
seen nor heard, there are no regular channels for communication nor yet any
institutionalised fora for meeting. Even ethnographic documentation is consid-
ered irrelevant.

The application of anthropology

The present study should be read as a contribution to development studies and
an exercise in applied anthropology. The analysis builds on an anthropological
understanding of the kind of innovative social movements through which indig-
enous groups in many parts of the globe identify themselves as distinct groups,
and seek to assert themselves in a national context with a claim for recognition
and respect. I believe this framework for analysis may contribute to a fuller
understanding of the complex relationship between the Botswana nation-state
and its San minority.

In my study, I contrast and compare social acts along two dimensions: I con-
trast my anthropological understanding with what one might call a bureaucratic

 3 The Saami constitute an indigenous minority in the northern part of Norway, Sweden, Finland
and the Kola peninsula in Russia. It is estimated that the total Saami population numbers some
80,000, more than half of these live in Norway.  The Saami have traditionally made a living from
fishing, farming and reindeer-herding, the latter adaptation being particularly well suited to utilizing
the lichen of the inland tundra. Today, Saami engage in the full range of agriculture, fishing, industry,
professions and management positions in their countries of abode. The Saami exercise limited self-
determination within matters of special concern, delegated to representative assemblies in Norway,
Sweden and Finland. National organisations are also joined in the Saami Council, an umbrella
organisation representing the Saami of all four countries.  The Saami languages belong to the Finno-
Ugric linguistic group and comprise three major dialects with some degree of mutual intelligibility.
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understanding of the same social phenomena, and I use a contemporary under-
standing of the mechanisms behind indigenous movements in an analysis of a
historical trajectory. I try not to ignore the restriction inherent in any adminis-
trative system in response to innovation, and that the need of bureaucracies for
clear and unambiguous rules for management makes innovation difficult. While
I try to avoid simplistic ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ type conclusions, I nevertheless argue
that within a set of given development objectives, some strategies appear to be
more effective than others.

There is also a time dimension involved. The perspective on ethnic groups
and indigenous peoples introduced in this book is a recent phenomenon, so in a
sense my analysis is written with the benefit of hindsight. This applies particu-
larly to my discussion of the nation-building strategies of the 1960s in Botswana,
which must be understood in a specific historical context. However, the new
geo-political situation in southern Africa in the 1990s could be reasonably ex-
pected to lead to revision of those strategies, and I try to understand why this has
not been the case.

I describe this study as an exercise in the application of anthropology for a
number of reasons: the first is simply that I worked ‘within the system,’ as it
were, for two years as a NORAD expert. My arguments and explanations ad-
dress prevailing interpretations of the situation as I encountered them during
those years, and I have tried to modify my normal anthropological jargon to
make the study more accessible for non-anthropological readers. Another rea-
son is that I believe my analysis to be applicable, in the sense of being potentially
useful. Some strategies that may be followed and some measures that may be
taken by those in positions of power are indicated. The analysis also places the
emerging indigenous organisations in a wider context, demonstrating how re-
cent events in Botswana may be seen as part of a much wider global trend. It is
my hope that the present analysis might contribute to expanding the terminol-
ogy, or the semantic field of the discourse that is topic of this book. Our concep-
tual models always inform the way we observe and interpret the world, and
extending the range of concepts available for the articulation of cultural diver-
sity, may contribute to a greater acceptance of the legitimacy of this diversity.
And, paradoxically, I see the framework introduced here as more radical than
the arguments of many of those who are presently most critical to government
policies towards their minorities, but who present their criticism within purely
economic and class parameters. This is easily interpreted as a tacit acceptance of
the government view that the problem is one of poverty only.

Contested realities and partial truths

An empirical focus on social relations leads to a theoretical emphasis on dis-
course and an interpretative perspective in the analysis. A primary task in dis-
course analysis is to account for the sociocultural knowledge presumed by the
speakers and to deduce the rules of inference and interaction that govern their
communication. Discourse analysis may thus open up for more general under-
standing of how social forms are created and reproduced.

Any description of culture contains only ‘partial truths’ (Clifford, 1986). The
Bushmen have been subject to many and varied descriptions. There have been
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intense debates within academia as to the relative truth of different representa-
tions, and it is hard to disassociate the history of the Bushmen from this history
of research on the Bushmen. This is not a purely academic point, but has a direct
bearing on our understanding of the relationship between state and minority in
Botswana, which is tinted by the concepts used to describe this relationship.
This is where my writing tries to make a contribution. I use Bateson’s (1972:453)
well-known phrase – ‘a difference which makes a difference’ – to suggest that
the difference between the Bantu-speaking majority and the San minority who
are or have been Khoesan-speaking, is a categorical difference with considerable
repercussions in social life. This might in some sense seem to contradict more
recent trends in anthropology that stress deconstruction in analysis and the
situational and fluid nature of cultural categories (and particularly ethnic cat-
egories, e.g. Bentley 1987, Eriksen 1991). However, while influenced by Geertz’
(1973:5) metaphor of culture as a ‘web of significance’, and his assertion that
the task of anthropology is an ‘interpretive one in search of meaning’, I also
accept Keesing’s (1987:161) point that cultural meanings are always situated
and that a view of culture as collective phenomena need to be qualified by a view
of knowledge as distributed and controlled. Who creates and who defines cul-
tural meanings is a subject of anthropological inquiry. If cultures are to be seen
as texts, Keesing argues, they are differently read and differently construed, by
men and women, young and old, experts and non-experts.

Applied to a Botswana context, this perspective reveals a majority that has
been able, in the guise of a culturally neutral ideology, to establish a cultural
hegemony that curbs the possibilities to exert influence for those who do not
share the same cultural premises. In broad terms, the system is organised in such
a way that interaction between members of the different groups ‘takes place
within the framework of the dominant majority groups’ statuses and institu-
tions where identity as a minority member gives no basis for action’ (Barth
1969:31). An ‘ethnic group’ perspective allows us to identify the different posi-
tions and the changing, often contested, perceptions that actors may have in a
relationship. The perspective also shows how efforts to challenge a dominant
structure, which is what San organisations do when they demand recognition,
can be understood analytically as a counterhegemonic endeavour.

Our understanding of such asymmetries in communication is aided by re-
search in other areas of social differentiation. Ardener (1975) coined the term
‘muted groups’, and argued that the dominant groups in society generate and
control the dominant modes of expression. Muted groups are silenced by these
structures of dominance and if they wish to express themselves, they must do so
through the dominant code for expression, the dominant ideologies. Any group
that is silenced or rendered inarticulate in this way may be considered a ‘muted
group’. (Ardener used women as his main example, but also mentions other
marginal groups.) The theory does not mean that muted groups are silent in a
literary meaning. Women talk, and are observed talking. But they are muted if
and when their models of reality, their worldview, are excluded from the termi-
nology that dominates public discourse. Male dominant structures limit the free
development of alternative models for communication, and sub-cultures must
structure their communication accordingly.
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The concept of muted groups supplements a perspective on discourse. While
a general approach to discourse analysis begins by specifying ‘the linguistic and
socio-cultural knowledge that needs to be shared if conversational involvement
is to be maintained’ (Gumperz 1982:3), the approach of Ardener and others
directs attention to dimensions of asymmetry in a society that curtails such shar-
ing, and thus frustrates communication. As the diametrical opposite to the no-
tion of ‘discourse’ we find Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of ‘doxa’, the undisputed.
His distinction between the universe of the undisputed and taken-for-granted,
and the universe open for discourse and argument, complements the above per-
spective on discourse analysis by identifying, on a more systemic level, constraints
on communication that allow certain groups to control the public fields of dis-
course. I will use this perspective to identify some of the factors that channel
communication between the various local and non-local groups in Botswana.

A sensitive issue

The position of the Basarwa in contemporary Botswana is, as the saying goes, ‘a
very sensitive issue’. In spite of concerted efforts over a long time to cast all
Batswana in the same cultural, social, and linguistic mould, differences persist.
In such situations, the role of applied social science is an uneasy one. Sociology,
as Berger and Kellner (1981:12) argue, is basically subversive: ‘Any collective
order is always legitimated by official definitions, and the demonstration that
the latter tell only a part of the story ... is intrinsically subversive of “good or-
der”’.

The present analysis is based on two years of experiences and observations
made while I held a position as Research Facilitator attached to the Remote
Area Development Programme, and frequent visits to Botswana after that pe-
riod. This programme included a substantial research component, which I was
assigned to. My previous research background influenced my interpretation of
issues in Botswana, and some autobiographical details may provide a useful
background.

An autobiographical note

The main bulk of the material for this book was collected in 1992–1993. The
research component of the RAD Programme (Hitchcock 1988) had produced a
dozen or so research reports, surveys and evaluations between 1989 and 1992.
A position for Research Facilitator was set up to assess these reports, and gener-
ally to advise the officers of the RAD Programme on the contribution that re-
search could make to the programme. A two-year assignment was advertised
locally, but for a variety of reasons the most qualified local candidates withdrew
their applications. Through networks and coincidences I was invited to apply
for the job.

My professional background as an anthropologist at the University of Tromsø
included a general interest in ethnic relations, the relationships between nation-
states and minorities, and a particular interest in problems related to indigenous
peoples. Research on indigenous peoples has been a priority area at the Univer-
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sity of Tromsø since its inception. Initially the focus was on the situation of the
Saami, and on Norwegian-Saami relations, gradually the focus has been expanded
to include research into similar situations in other countries. Since the 1970s I
have followed as participant or observer the search for appropriate organisa-
tional contexts for promoting Saami Studies, and the international debate over
the concept of indigenous peoples. While a visiting scholar at the University of
Auckland, New Zealand, in 1986, I studied Maori-Pakeha relations.

In 1985, I made a short visit to Botswana and was struck by the structural
similarities in the relationship between the majority population and the Basarwa
minority, with the majority-minority situation in Norway. In spite of obvious
differences between the two countries, some common traits could be recognised:
on the level of interaction there was the condescending attitude of many major-
ity representatives to a marginalised, and at times stigmatised, minority; and on
the level of official policy there was governmental insistence (in both countries)
that all citizens are treated as equals, and that accordingly no discrimination is
taking place.

Applying anthropology

The relationship between a state and its minorities can be described in numerous
ways. The cultural representation of this type of relationship is always contin-
gent and contestable. To me it seemed, and still seems, that the problems experi-
enced by the Basarwa were typical ‘indigenous-people-problems’ and, therefore,
a research-based understanding of the dynamics in minority situations and in
ethno-political movements could contribute constructively to an understanding
of the situation in Botswana. Insofar as I can recall, this was my perspective as I
took up my job in April 1992. I saw my main role as mediator between some
fairly well established approaches in research on the one hand, and national
policy-making institutions on the other. I had not planned to write this book. To
do so was an idea that came up along the road as a response to events as they
unfolded in the public arena and as I strove to understand the complexities of
the Remote Area Development Programme. As my views on cultural differentia-
tion seemed sometimes to be as arguable to others as the official ideology of
non-differentiation underlying the RAD policy seemed problematic to me, I saw
the need to explain the basis for my understanding more fully.

In Botswana I held a mixed NORAD, Ministry of Local Government, Lands
and Housing, and University of Botswana position. A tripartite agreement lo-
cated the position at the National Institute of Development Research and Docu-
mentation, at the University, which was responsible for the actual recruitment
and appointment. The position was formally seconded to the RAD Programme,
which was based at the Ministry, and I met irregularly with a Remote Area
Development reference group. Finally, the position was funded by NORAD.
The official position of NORAD is that all experts are employees of the respec-
tive local institutions where they work. At the same time, NORAD rules and
regulations define and circumscribe the actual job situation to such an extent
that others (including the relevant ministries or institutions) perceive the experts
as NORAD employees.
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I should perhaps emphasise that even if I am Norwegian and was paid by
NORAD I did not hold any special position as adviser to NORAD policy. As the
book should make clear, I was in favour of the support, but my personal recom-
mendation would be a diversification of support to include the emerging organi-
sations and more assistance to capacity building among the San, not the with-
drawal which took place after the brief period of involvement. The Ministry of
Local Government, Lands and Housing was not very receptive to my arguments,
either, and I believe the position was very much perceived as ‘an offer they could
not refuse’. I hope that the subsequent analysis will demonstrate that this atti-
tude was directed more to the position I held, than to me as a person. My prag-
matic interpretation of this rather complex job situation was that I defined my
position basically as an academic one, with an applied orientation. Not surpris-
ingly I developed my main reference group at the University of Botswana. As a
point of order I would like to emphasise that my analysis is based solely on an
examination of public documents, public statements and public events. I did not
have access to any confidential material in the Ministry of Local Government,
Lands and Housing, nor did I need such information for the purpose of the
present analysis.

Events and arenas for observation

I arrived in Botswana only a few days before the workshop where Komtsha
Komtsha made the speech opening this chapter. I distinctly remember thinking,
when he and John Hardbattle took the floor ‘ ... but I was told that Bushmen
never speak up on public occasions’. Soon I began to consider this and similar
events as key arenas for observation.

The series of events that started in April 1992 were in many respects dra-
matic. From a situation where the plight of the Basarwa was a non-issue, either
ignored or referred to by way of euphemisms, it caught the headlines of the
national newspapers for several months to follow. As a follow-up to the state-
ments made at the Botswana Society Workshop, the Permanent Secretary of
MLGL&H invited those who had been speaking at the workshop to a meeting
with the Ministry, for a discussion of their grievances. This was a perfectly rea-
sonable response and in line with the cherished Botswana ideal of ‘consultation’.
For a number of reasons the meeting went off rather badly. The arrival of the
delegation as a vocal, self-appointed, interest group, revealed that at that time
the government of Botswana and its administration had no protocol or proce-
dures for dealing directly with the Basarwa.

To add to the drama, the group proceeded to openly seek support from the
international community. Newspaper reports of supportive statements from rep-
resentatives of NORAD and SIDA brought forth accusations of ‘foreign inter-
ference’ and ‘incitement’. Around mid-1992 diplomatic relationships between
Norway and Botswana were at an all-time low, with the annual consultation
meeting postponed twice and questions being raised about the role of Norwe-
gian involvement in Botswana, and more specifically in the Remote Area Devel-
opment Programme. As it turned out, the diplomatic tiff was an interlude of
brief duration, and by 1993 the relationship between the two countries had
resumed its normal cordiality.
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The main events of 1992 and 1993 demonstrate a variety of ways of han-
dling the new and disconcerting ‘indigenous dimension’. (1) The Botswana Soci-
ety workshop in April 1992, and the press coverage that followed a meeting
with MLGL&H brought unprecedented publicly to the complaints of the
Basarwa. (2) A regional conference on Development Programmes for Africa’s
San Populations held in Windhoek in June 1992, was attended by a Botswana
delegation, but criticised by the news media for only including supporters of
their policy in the delegation. (3) A conference in Ghanzi, in August 1992, dis-
cussed a review of the Remote Area Development Programme. (4) A first draft
for a revised RAD policy was presented in 1992, and three subsequent draft
versions moved back and forth between accepting and rejecting an ethnic di-
mension in programme planning. (5) In June 1993, the International Work Group
for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) hosted a conference on Indigenous Peoples in
Africa. Present at the meeting were San representatives, and a representative
from the Government of Botswana. (6) The University of Botswana (UB) took
up the challenge of addressing research towards Basarwa issues, and a first-ever
conference promoting research on Basarwa was held on the UB campus in Sep-
tember 1993. (7) The government of Botswana, jointly with the government of
Namibia, hosted the second conference on Development Programmes for Afri-
ca’s San Populations in October 1993, confirming the central issue to be the
plight of all San people of southern Africa, and not restricted to the RAD Pro-
gramme which is local to Botswana. (8) Before the conference in Gaborone,
there were extensive consultations and mobilisation in the districts, culminating
in a preparatory meeting in Palapye, and a well-prepared cadre of some 40 San
representatives attended the conference. This large event was followed up after-
wards by a few meetings in the districts, facilitated by a local NGO. MLGL&H
did not follow up the resolutions passed at the conference. NORAD withdrew
into an evaluation exercise.

In this process, the official Botswana attitude to the problem area changed
between rejection (events 1 and 2 above), ambivalence (3, 4), neutrality (6, 8), or
cautious acceptance (5, 7). An analysis of this process, the actors involved and
the arguments that were brought forward allows for a contextual understanding
of the different perspectives on the situation, and allows for a discussion of re-
cent developments as well as an assessment of future options. The events of
1992 and 1993 were in many respects interrelated and followed each other closely,
with a significant drop in activities after 1993. In the history of ethno-political
mobilisation in Botswana, the events of 1992 and 1993 mark a distinct ‘begin-
ning’. Paraphrasing Churchill, one can say that the Regional San Conference in
1993 was not ‘the end’ of this process, nor ‘the beginning of the end’, but with
considerable justification it can be seen as ‘the end of the beginning’. The Re-
mote Area Development Programme has continued as a rural development pro-
gramme, but has lost its significance as a main area and instrument for policy
formulation towards the Basarwa.

Additional important sources for this study are the information found in
policy documents, agreed minutes and programme reviews. (Egner 1981,
Gulbrandsen et al. 1986, Kann et al. 1990, CMI 1996), as well as reports and
comments by researchers connected with government (especially Wily 1979,
Hitchcock 1978, 1987, 1988), newspaper reports (Saugestad 1993a, 1994b),
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and other written material, including the numerous anthropological studies of
the Bushmen/San/Basarwa (Saugestad and Hermans 1993). To illustrate one type
of written source used in my analysis, I will end these introductory remarks by
citing from a book that deals with the Basarwa only in a few brief paragraphs.
These paragraphs, however, convey much of the essence of the problem at hand.

An anecdote from not so long ago

Alfred Merriweather is a legendary minister and doctor who, for nearly sixty
years, worked at the Scottish Livingstone Hospital in Molepolole. His popular
standing in Botswana is illustrated by the fact that he was elected the first Speaker
of the National Assembly after Independence. In his book Desert Doctor (1969),
Merriweather describes an encounter with a Mosarwa boy on one of his medical
expeditions:

When all the Makgalagadi patients had been seen, we began to pack up for the return
journey. Then I saw him: a little Mosarwa boy being dragged through the deep sand
by a wealthy Makgalagadi man. When he reached the church I could see the child’s
heart flapping wildly between his ribs. His breath came in short gasps, almost too
rapid to count. It was the deep sand on the gentle slope up to the church that had
tested his puny strength to the limit. The last hundred yards had been too much for
the tiny lungs, eaten away with advanced tuberculosis, and for a heart weakened by
toxaemia and anaemia.

Rrapula pulled the small child to the nurse and gave her four shillings. ‘Write this
child’s name in your book, it is my servant’s child, but his father has died and his
mother has run away with the Masarwa. Call him “Modise”.’ He was a thin child of
some six years of age, standing with an expressionless face, gasping for breath. His
body was unwashed, and round his waist was a tiny piece of animal skin, his only
worldly possession. I put the stethoscope gently on the heaving chest and heard dreadful
crackles over both lungs and deeply echoing breath sounds, like wind blowing over
the mouths of great caves, telling of lungs eaten away into great abscesses full of
tubercular pus. Through all the noise of his breathing, I could hear in the background
the rapid galloping sound of his failing heart. Of course I knew he would die. He
would die unloved and uncared for and then buried like an animal under the bush in
the Kalahari.

Merriweather then decides to take the boy back with him to the hospital in
Molepolole. He is given the best care and medical treatment available, but the
boy’s illness is too far advanced for his life to be saved. The story ends like this:

I asked the tribal authorities where he could be buried and tactfully they explained
that as this was a Mosarwa and ‘not a person’ he could not be buried in the tribal
burial ground. They suggested outside the hospital fence. We dug a tiny grave outside
the west gate of the hospital, into which we gently lowered the little body, wrapped in
a white sheet. We prayed over the lonely grave ... then we shovelled in the earth and
piled a heap of stones over the grave. Two days later it was reported that the grave
had been opened and we found that part of the body had been taken away, for medi-
cine, perhaps. We closed in the grave again, and placed large, heavy stones on the top.
(Merriweather 1969:78,80)

I read this story many years ago. It stuck in my memory, and I think of it as
something of an allegory about the way the relationship between Bantu and San
people has evolved. The ingredients are familiar, as in a classic tragedy: the bro-
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ken up family (father died, mother ‘ran away’), the paternalistic care of the em-
ployer (but too little, too late), the abject poverty and desperate illness (tubercu-
losis being an introduced disease), and the powerful symbolism of the burial:
outside the cemetery and outside society. One might even stretch the analogy
further and see the mission hospital as the symbolic forerunner to the RAD
Programme, and the humanitarian helper (forerunner to NORAD benevolence?)
offering medicine, compassion and clean hospital beds, but still unable to save
the child.

What, then, would be the right medicine? As in all complex cases, there is no
single cure for all problems. But, to stay within the medical metaphor, it is essen-
tial to make the right diagnosis first. The next chapter offers some suggestions. It
has been asserted by many people that the main problem for the Basarwa is that
they remain ‘outside’ society, with too little influence on the decisions made by
the society and the state. This is not a situation generated by the laws of the land,
but created by the way interaction has structured the relationship. History left
them as an indigenous minority within the state that was created. A closer look
at the international debate about ways of perceiving and changing such situa-
tions may be a good starting point.
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One of the paradoxes of the modern world is that at the same time as the strug-
gle against apartheid and racial discrimination – at least in their legal manifesta-
tions – seems to be coming to its end, the need for positive discrimination of
groups in disadvantaged situations (with indigenous peoples prominent among
them) is becoming more visible, and is increasingly recognized in international
fora. A driving force here is vocal indigenous organisations, and their interna-
tional networks. One often finds that deliberations in international fora (such as
the UN and ILO) set the pace, committing member states to consider, often
grudgingly, new measures.

Liberal democratic theory has traditionally construed equality and fairness
in terms of erasure of differences. The new trends can be seen as part of a broader
liberal debate about how to handle differences (C. Taylor 1994). This moral
debate does not challenge the ultimate ideal of equality. However, there is a
more realistic recognition of the fact that to ensure equal opportunity in a popu-
lation marked by cultural diversity, rights cannot in all cases be the same for all
segments of the population. The concept of a level playing field is based on the
premise that if people have very different starting points, they need different
incentives to reach the same goals. As noted by Tomasevski (1993) and others,
equal treatment of persons in unequal situations perpetuates rather than chal-
lenges discrimination.

The process may require change on many levels of society, bringing new hope
for many powerless groups, and fear to those in power. To some extent this is a
debate about access to and control of scarce resources – especially land and
water – and may be perceived as a zero-sum game; there is only so much land
and water to share. But indigenous empowerment includes more than that. Au-
tonomy or self-determination is not in itself a scarce resource: delegating to a
minority group the right to make decisions regarding culture, language and reli-
gion does not reduce the same right for the majority.

The call for positive discrimination

This fact is recognised in Article 27 of the UN International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights, which is the key provision for the protection of ethnic mi-
norities in current international law. The Article states:

CHAPTER 2.

Indigenous Peoples and
International Trends
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In those states in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities exist, persons belong-
ing to such minorities shall not be denied the right, in community with the other
members of their group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practice their
own religion, or to use their own language.

A minimalist interpretation of Article 27 implies that the state is obliged to re-
spect the freedom of individuals to use their language, and to practise their reli-
gion and culture. However, to pursue a policy of equality it is not always enough
to refrain from negative discrimination. Therefore a broader interpretation has
become more common. This assumes that in order to achieve equity in cultural
manifestations for the minority, the state has an obligation to protect the exer-
cise of this right, by preventing other members of society from hindering its
exercise. The implication of this principle is that it allows not only for separate
measures, but also for a positive discrimination of a minority, even for seeing
positive discrimination as a fundamental human right.

According to Eide (1985:204) this is also, to an increasing degree, taken to
mean a duty to respect and protect livelihood and economic conditions, or what
is defined as the ‘material basis’ of a culture. The argument is that cultural prac-
tices, if they are to be meaningful and not mere shadows of the past, have to be
intimately related to the contemporary way of life. Many of the cultural prac-
tices of indigenous populations are reflections of ways they use or once used the
natural resources around them. If their cultural rights are to be respected, this
may imply that their rights to land and other natural resources have to be re-
spected and protected so they can continue their way of life.

Towards a working definition

This concept of indigenous peoples as it has been developed through interna-
tional discourse in politics, law, and anthropology, is based on a comparison of
similarities in the structural position of indigenous peoples within modern na-
tion-states. Over the last decade or so, some consensus has been reached regard-
ing a definition of indigenous peoples. The most common criteria are:

– first come: that the people in question are descendants of those inhabiting an
area at the time of the arrival of other groups,1

– non-dominance: that the people in question are placed under a state struc-
ture with social and cultural characteristics alien to theirs, do not control the
national government, and constitute a numerical minority,

– cultural difference: that the people in question have, or have had, a tradi-
tional adaptation using resources and territories in ways that differ from the
social and economic adaptation of the present majority,

– An important fourth criterion is that of self-ascription: that the people in
question perceive themselves as different from the majority, and define them-
selves as indigenous.

1 There are cases where the settlement history is not sufficiently known to tell precisely who came
first, and other cases where a group that arrived later than others now share all the other defining
characteristics. It is therefore argued that ‘first arrival’ should not necessarily be used in a strictly
linear perception of time.
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ILO Convention No.169

So far, the only legally binding definition for its signatories is the ILO Conven-
tion No. 169 (1989) Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent
Countries.2  This convention defines as indigenous

peoples in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous on account of their
descent from the populations which inhabited the country ... at the time of conquest
or colonisation, or the establishment of present state boundaries and who, irrespec-
tive of their legal status, retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and
political institutions. (Article 1 b)

ILO Convention No. 169 goes a long way towards introducing new interna-
tional standards, and replaces the previous, more assimilationist, orientation of
ILO Convention 107 (Barsh 1994). The preamble recognises the aspiration ex-
pressed by indigenous peoples to exercise control over their own institutions,
ways of life and economic development. It also acknowledges the aspiration to
maintain and develop identities, languages and religion within the framework of
the states in which they live. The convention goes on to stress the responsibility
of governments for developing, with the participation of the peoples concerned,
co-ordinated and systematic action to protect the rights of these peoples and to
guarantee and respect their integrity (Article 2). The article on land states:

The rights of ownership and possession of the peoples concerned over the lands which
they traditionally occupy shall be recognised. In addition, measures shall be taken in
appropriate cases to safeguard the right of the peoples concerned to use land not
exclusively occupied by them, but to which they have traditionally had access for
their subsistence and traditional activities. Particular attention shall be paid to the
situation of nomadic peoples and shifting cultivators in this respect. (Article 14)

The UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations

Within the United Nations, the concern for the protection of ethnic minorities,
which was first mentioned briefly in Article 27 of the UN Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, has been taken up more fully by a United Nations Working
Group on Indigenous Populations (WGIP).3  This group was established in 1982,
with a mandate to review developments pertaining to the promotion and protec-
tion of human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous peoples, and to
give special attention to the evolution of standards concerning the rights of in-
digenous peoples throughout the world.

The Working Group meets in Geneva every year in July. The Working Group
proper consists of only five experts, but all sessions are open to observers, which
means that indigenous representatives with or without formal consultative sta-
tus can participate. The sessions of the WGIP have become a major forum for
the exchange of information and ideas, and for global cooperation among a
steadily growing number of indigenous groups.

2 By 2000 this convention had been ratified by 10 Latin-American states, three European and one
Pacific.
3 A subsidiary of the Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minori-
ties, which in turn reports to the Commission on Human Rights, under the Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC).
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The group’s main task so far has been to produce a United Nations Draft
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. A draft was finalised during
the 1993 session and was unanimously approved in 1994 by the expert body.
The document has now started on its laborious way through the system, and by
1997 reached the UN Commission on Human Rights. Here government repre-
sentatives discuss the text of the declaration in the light of their own interests
and national agenda. The draft will then pass though the Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC) to the General Assembly for final approval. The whole process
will take many years, as the matter of indigenous rights is complex and often
controversial (Gray 1996, Pritchard 2000). However, over the years most gov-
ernments have accepted the inevitability of a declaration, as evidenced by the
increase in the number and rank of government observer delegations to Geneva.

As long as the Draft Declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples has not
been formally approved, it has no formal legal status. However, the document
brings forward a view on the position of indigenous people that is commanding
increasing support among nations. In some respects the Draft Declaration goes
further than the ILO Convention. But on most counts, for example on land
rights, the articles in the UN Declaration are identical with those of ILO. This
demonstrates that rights granted by a ratification of the ILO convention by and
large are consistent with the view on indigenous people that is becoming preva-
lent in the international community (NOU 1997 No.5).

The preamble of the Draft Declaration affirms the basic principles of the
equality of rights and prohibition of discrimination; the right to be different; and
the protection of the unique character and attributes of indigenous peoples, in-
cluding culture, religion and social institutions. The Draft Declaration also rec-
ognises that collective or group rights, not only individual rights, are particu-
larly important human rights for indigenous peoples. The Declaration states
that a democratic relationship requires equality and dignity for all, with the
rightful power of government deriving from the consent of the people, and calls
for concrete action to promote and protect indigenous peoples’ rights on the
part of both the United Nations and its member states (Coulter 1994:38).

Indigenous peoples are also increasingly mentioned in general policy docu-
ments: the report from the World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment: Our Common Future (WCED 1987) and Agenda 21, the programme of
action following the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio call for ‘recognizing and strength-
ening the role of indigenous people and their communities’ (chapter 26). The
Convention on Biological Diversity that emerged from this conference includes
a much quoted Article 8(j) calling for each contracting party to ‘respect, preserve
and maintain knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local com-
munities’. The UN General Assembly declared 1993 the International Year of
the World’s Indigenous Peoples and December 1994 to December 2004 as the
International Decade, and this was also recommended in the Vienna Declara-
tion and Programme of Action adopted by the World Conference on Human
Rights in Vienna in 1993. The main achievement of the Decade thus far has been
the decision to establish a Permanent Forum on indigenous questions, which is
expected to meet for the first time in 2002.
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To what extent are such international standards binding?

And how do they bind Botswana, our case in point? Botswana has not ratified
the two UN Covenants on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and on Civil
and Political Rights, nor the ILO Convention No. 169 (no African or Asian
country has so far). Yet it has a good record on human rights issues generally.
The UN Draft Declaration is a declaration of intent still before committees, so in
a formal sense it does not commit Botswana. Botswana, like many other coun-
tries, has its misgivings about the concept ‘indigenous’, which will be discussed
below.

However, the significance of the ILO Convention and the Draft Declaration
cannot be measured solely by their legal status, which, as we can see, is rather
weak. They bring forward a view on the position of indigenous people that (a)
sets new standards in international law, and (b) commands increasing support
among nations. The very existence of these international instruments introduces
a moral standard, and sets a new agenda. More recently, the concept of ‘custom-
ary international law’ has been introduced:

ILO Convention No. 169 is significant to the extent it creates treaty obligations among
ratifying states in line with current trends in thinking prompted by indigenous peo-
ples’ demands. It is now evident that states and other relevant actors have reached a
certain common ground about minimum standards that should govern behaviour
towards indigenous peoples, and it is further evident that the standards are in fact
guiding behaviour. Under modern theory, such a controlling consensus constitutes
customary international law. (Anaya 1997:59)

This new moral standard is not a matter of degree, and cannot be measured
solely in the number of ratifications.4  In other words: even if a core dimension of
the concept is its legal implications, we must also look at ‘indigenous’ as a socio-
logical concept. The growing cooperative network among indigenous peoples,
supported by many NGOs, now looks to declarations made in international
fora, and takes them back as templates for reform in specific national contexts.
In the foreseeable future, this is the significance of the international process for
the southern African scene.

Indigenous organisations and global cooperation

Developments in the main international and supranational arenas of our time
are matched by similar developments in non-government and indigenous or-
ganisations. In fact, the steps taken within UN and ILO can be seen very much as
responses to claims voiced in the first place by indigenous organisations. Many
decisions and documents have been controversial, and have ended up as com-
promises, with wordings far weaker – or more balanced, depending on one’s per-
spective – than the original proposals. This is not to suggest that there is unanimity
on the status of indigenous peoples in international law. Any concept raising the
issue of rights inevitably touches on conflicts of interest. It is now up to the
member states of the United Nations to adopt, reject or change the declaration.

4 A number of human rights instruments provide for special measures of affirmative action from
which indigenous peoples can benefit both as individuals and as groups.  It follows from the instru-
ments and relevant case-law that indigenous peoples can submit claims under all minority-specific
standards (Thornberry 1991, Alfredson 1996).
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In this process, indigenous organisations are significant on many levels. The
expanding traffic in symbols and connections has brought about a new level of
‘global culture’ (Featherstone 1990, Hannerz 1992), creating platforms where
indigenous peoples meet and set their own agendas. Thus, people who only a
generation ago were peripheral not only to global trends, but to much that took
place within their own nation-states, have become involved in inter-cultural and
global exchanges (Eidheim 1992).

Such encounters have deepened the understanding of the considerable simi-
larities in the structural positions that indigenous peoples hold within very dif-
ferent nation-states. A common denominator for indigenous peoples is their asym-
metrical relationship to the nation state, not only in terms of sheer numbers, but
also with regard to political leverage. Paine reminds us of the universal nature of
this history:

Measures of encapsulation and codification inflicted upon Native minorities by First-
World nation-states often happened in conjunction with (and as part of) the making
of those nation-states themselves – Australia, Canada and Norway are examples. As
far as the architects of these new nations were concerned, this legitimated the exten-
sion of tutelage to native minorities, and the process included the replacement of
Native concepts of law and rights with other rights originating in the growing corpus
of statute law of the young nation-state. Thus from the initial meeting between differ-
ent peoples, there soon emerged asymmetrical relationships between majority and
minority – and this change was often presented as mutually contracted. (Paine 1985:60)

The similarities in the asymmetric position of indigenous peoples vis-à-vis their
governments are frequently noted in meetings, and are reflected in networks that
have been formed and in organisations that have developed. Central events in
this process have been the establishment of representative interest organisations
such as the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP) in Vancouver in 1975;
and regional organisations such as the Nordic Saami Council (1956), the Inuit
Circumpolar Conference (1973), the Organization of Central American Indig-
enous Peoples in Panama (1977), the Indian Council of South America (1981),
and Working Group of Indigenous Minorities of Southern Africa (WIMSA, 1996).
A parallel process has brought out advocacy – and support – NGOs such as the
International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA, Scandinavia-based,
1968), Cultural Survival (USA-based, 1972) and Survival International (UK-based,
1972).

North American and Canadian Indians and Scandinavian Saami were the
driving force behind the establishment of the World Council of Indigenous Peo-
ples. Although this organisation has not come to represent all indigenous peo-
ples, it has played an important role in the exchange of information among
national indigenous organisations and in coordinating common initiatives vis-à-
vis the UN. The present international indigenous movement may be understood
against this background of a long process of mobilisation, and as a reflection of
the emphasis on human rights evidenced in the UN Charters.

An inconvenient category for the state

In a volume entitled Minorities and Mother Country Imagery, Paine (1984) notes
how easily a ‘mother country’ may become a ‘step mother’ to its minorities.



48 S i d s e l  S a u g e s t a d

Common to all democratic states with indigenous minorities within their bor-
ders is the need to find a balance between the general ideals of equal rights and
equal treatment, and the special needs of the minority for protection and af-
firmative action. We find similar situations in Norway, Sweden and Finland in
relation to the Saami, in the USA and in Canada in relation to Indians and the
Inuit, in Denmark with regard to the Inuit of Greenland, in New Zealand to-
wards the Maori, and in Australia with regard to the Aborigines, to name some
well-known cases (see Brøsted et al. 1984, Weaver 1985, Sanders 1995, Walker
1990, Brennan 1991, Young 1995, Brantenberg, Hansen and Minde (eds), 1995,
Thuen 1995). A conclusion that can be drawn from these very diverse situations
is that a recognition of special problems, and therefore of special needs, has only
come about reluctantly, after indigenous peoples have mobilised. Few if any of
the significant changes described above were initiated by national governments.
Also on the national level, the changes have come about as reactions to pressure
from social and political movements.

In a comparative perspective, the formation of indigenous representative or-
ganisations, and the recognition by governments of such organisations as legiti-
mate partners in negotiations, are probably among the most successful innova-
tions in the troubled field of relations between nation-states and their indig-
enous minorities. The governments in question have gradually come to recog-
nise that a constructive minority policy can only be developed through consulta-
tion. And consultation requires independent, representative organisations that
can negotiate with the government. Far from being a threat to political stability,
these emerging native associations have become a vital contribution to the demo-
cratic process.

There may be a lesson to learn here. It is a common enough observation that
democratically elected governments are expected to accommodate within a policy
framework reasonable requests put forward by various interest groups. For the
case of Botswana, the implication is that the Basarwa also need to form repre-
sentative associations that can put across their position and enable them to enter
into a dialogue with the government. To argue that such organisations are for-
eign ideas imported from abroad (which is a claim often heard in Botswana) is
entirely missing the point: to the extent that the problems experienced are simi-
lar from one country to another, it follows logically that there will also be some
similarities in the organisations seeking to address these problems.

An example: Norway and the Saami challenge

Part of the background for the analysis of the situation in Botswana, is a famili-
arity with similar relationships in Norway. The following long quote from Trond
Thuen’s analysis of what he calls ‘the Saami Challenge’ may, at first glance,
indicate vast differences between Norway and Botswana. I want to emphasise,
however, the similarities between the present state of affairs in Botswana and
those in Norway only a few decades ago.

In October 1979 a group of young Saami erected a herdsman’s tent outside the parlia-
ment building in Oslo, capital of Norway, and announced their plan to starve until
the Norwegian government promised to cancel its intention to dam the Alta river on
the mountain plateau of Finnmark, Northern Norway – the heartland of the Saami
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people. The hunger strikers claimed that this project was an infringement of their
territorial rights and a threat to their survival as a people. Their action aroused con-
siderable public interest. The media spread their claims and an intense debate started
on the legitimacy of their case. For the first time in Norwegian history the question of
aboriginal rights for the Saami became a political issue.

Almost ten years later, His Majesty King Olav V of Norway inaugurated the Saami
Assembly in the Saami ‘capital’ of Kárásjohka. Several symbols were displayed, signi-
fying an acknowledgement of complementarity: the King opened the Saami Assembly
just as he would the Norwegian. Flagpoles with Saami and Norwegian flags, and the
use of Saami and Norwegian languages testified to the presence of two different na-
tions, although one encapsulated the other.

These two episodes within a ten-year span marked the start and the end of a period of
transformation of the official governmental attitude towards aboriginal status for the
Saami in Norway. Now the herdsman’s tent, once surrounded by the state represented
by uniformed policemen, has been substituted by an assembly or parliament symbol-
izing Saami nationhood as part of the Fourth World, transcending the encapsulating
nation state. Its legitimacy goes beyond the frames of national legislature, and Saami
ethnic identity is gradually liberating itself from its dependency on being acknowl-
edged by others, and rests on self-definition alone. (Thuen 1995:21–22)

This is not to suggest that the new relationship has been unproblematic. On the
contrary, Thuen’s book is an analysis of the many problems both on the level of
individuals and their identity-management, and of the debate that is now taking
place between Norwegian and Saami authorities on rights to land and water. But
a dialogue is taking place.

Sovereignty and the fear of secession

In the principles of international law outlined above, fairness is introduced as a
corrective to a mechanical uniformity in a state’s dealings with its citizens. How-
ever, when moral arguments enter a constitutional context, and become trans-
formed into arguments for affirmative action autonomy, they are easily seen as
challenging the state’s legitimacy as the supreme power-holder (Thuen 1995:3).
The indigenous position is that aboriginal territory was not unoccupied upon
the arrival of colonisers, nor was it surrendered by conquest or ceded by treaty.
Such contentions may be seen as threats to the existing order, and perceived as
threat of secession, partly because the issue of collective rights has not gained the
same standing in national and international law as has that of individual rights,
codified in a number of human rights conventions.

The fine line between claims for self-determination on the one hand, and
claims for independence and secession on the other, deserves serious considera-
tion. Theoretically, one situation may lead to the other; in reality it rarely does.
In an article addressing what he calls ‘the unfounded fear of secession,’ Tullberg
(1995) points out that the objective of the overwhelming majority of indigenous
peoples around the world is self-determination within the framework of existing
states. A careful reading of international law shows, according to Tullberg, that
there is no foundation for the conclusion that self-determination necessarily im-
plies secession. Self-determination means, in essence, that every people has the
right to be in control of its own destiny, and remedial measures are required
when a people is denied this right. The specific legal and political steps needed to
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achieve this end will vary, depending on the particular circumstances of the peo-
ples and the governments involved. The evolving international standards pro-
vide a broad range of remedial options that may enhance devolution of power
and degrees of self-determination, without threatening the territorial integrity of
existing states. Tullberg (1995:13) describes the ‘spectre of indigenous secession-
ism‘ as an imaginary problem that opponents of indigenous self determination
have put forward ‘to foreclose serious discussion and progress on the develop-
ment of important international human rights standards’.5

The main issues

To sum up so far: no country has found the perfect relationship between nation-
state and indigenous minorities. From Australia, Brennan notes:

Often people of goodwill despair as they survey the community of nations and lament
that no nation has got it right; no indigenous people is satisfied with the treatment
and recognition given by the government. (1991:128)

Many issues are still unresolved, especially the difficult questions of land rights
and compensation for land lost. Even in the richest countries of the world, indig-
enous minorities are over-represented among the poorest sections of society, and
among those experiencing problems such as school drop out, alcoholism, and
petty crime.

The concept is highly contentious in international discourse and in many
national negotiations. As a legal concept it is only just beginning to find its form.
When it comes to implementation, the concept stands out as particularly diffi-
cult to handle bureaucratically. Leaving the legal aspect aside (what types of
rights are implied), any procedure for singling out one group for special treat-
ment and/or affirmative action disrupts standard administrative routines for equal
treatment, and goes against administrative preferences for clear-cut and unam-
biguous target groups. And while recognising that Africa is a special case, one
should keep in mind that the concept of indigenous peoples is perceived by bu-
reaucrats all over the world as a concept that is inconvenient, diffuse and diffi-
cult to handle.

Nevertheless, it is possible to sum up some political-philosophical issues that
seem to be gaining acceptance. The old belief that integration will be achieved
by treating all citizens exactly in the same way, has been discredited and dis-
carded by indigenous organisations. The discursive position of the state with
respect to indigenous peoples has in many cases changed, moving away from a

5 Indigenous movements are different from other types of ethnically based social or nationalist
movements, some of which state a claim for full independence. Ethno-nationalist movements (also
called Proto-nations) include well known cases  such as the Kurds, the Sikhs, the Palestinians and the
Tamils in Sri Lanka. These are ‘nations without a state’, who often make a claim for statehood.

Immigrant ethnic minorities, for example non-European immigrants in European cities, Hispanics
in the United States and migrants to industrial towns in Africa, frequently find the main unifying
factor to be that  they are discriminated against, and their struggle is for citizenship and full political
rights.

Ethnic or tribal groups in states with culturally heterogenous populations, (such as Indonesia, Ja-
maica and most states in Africa) may hold or seek a share in state power.  They are different from
ethno-nationalists in that they do not seek to secede; but they seek to enhance their own position in
competition with other groups. (See Eriksen 1993:13–14, Eide 1994: 62–63.)
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negation of the cultural and linguistic uniqueness of indigenous cultures, to a
perspective more appreciative of differences. This shift is being demonstrated
through new laws, programmes, and a readiness to describe the state as ‘multi-
ethnic’. The issue of collective human rights, complementing established provi-
sions for individual rights, has been tabled, if not exactly resolved.

Indigenous, like ethnic, is a relational term; a group is only indigenous in
relation to another, encompassing group, which controls the state structure. Be-
cause of their encapsulated, marginal, minority position, indigenous peoples are
not in a position to register their will directly though the ballot box, let alone by
physical force or economic sanctions. The alternative strategy is moral, through
an appeal to values that are widely recognized as intrinsic and universal. Formu-
lating political objectives as moral claims inevitably leaves the claimant in a
position of dependency, as noted by George Manual, the driving force behind
the World Council of Indigenous Peoples ‘The Aboriginal world is almost wholly
dependent upon the good faith and morality of the nations within which it finds
itself’.

In this process, representativity becomes a political resource. By questioning
their ‘representativity’ governments are able to ignore or obstruct the demands
for recognition by indigenous organisations and their leaders. The issue of
representativity is particularly difficult for many organisations because the groups
they represent are officially invisible, they do not constitute categories in official
records such as censuses, electoral rolls, etc., and even their actual number is
unknown. It follows that any emergent organisation may have problems stating
a claim to representativity. Even in cases where self-ascription is clear and unam-
biguous, the degree of commitment to an indigenous identity, and the numbers
involved, may easily go unrecognised by the majority. Prevailing notions of what
constitutes a ‘true’ indigenous person, are often so rigidly tied to stereotypes
associated with certain modes of adaptation and behaviour, that those who flout
stereotypes by organising themselves and airing grievances are considered atypi-
cal and unauthentic.

The issue of legality is raised whenever the state extends its jurisdiction over
the territory and society of indigenous peoples. Inevitably such a jurisdiction has
implied a disregard – partial or total – of the customary rights of the aboriginal
people. Past experience has too often been that the law does not necessarily
mean justice. More recently, constructive negotiations have been based on con-
sultations within legal parameters, and on the use of the courts. The legal sys-
tems have proved invaluable mediators between conflicting interests, taking some
of the heat out of complex political issues through careful consideration of the
legal issues at stake. The Mabo Case in Australia and the Nunavut Agreement in
Canada have been landmark decisions.6

 6 The Nunavut Agreement between Canadian Inuit and the federal government was signed in
1990, and in 1993 the Canadian Parliament passed a bill to divide the North West Territories into
two new territories, thus creating an Inuit homeland: the Nunavut. The Inuit of Nunavut are to
receive a variety of constitutionally protected rights  and benefits throughout their settlement area
(Brantenberg et al., eds, 1995:172).

In the Mabo case, the Australian Supreme Court abolished the long established legal doctrine of
terra nullius in Australian jurisprudence, opening a political process that led to the ratification of a
new federal law, the Native Title Act in 1993 (ibid.:27).
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The developments outlined above have not run a simple, linear course. Like all
movements generating social change, it is a matter of ‘two steps forwards and
one step back’. Especially in Australia, the conservative backlash after the Mabo
case has been considerable. The emphasis in this chapter on what generally is
perceived as a positive development does not mean that counter-arguments and
opposition are lacking. In the remaining part of this chapter we shall consider
some of the conceptual challenges and counter-arguments for applying the con-
cept of indigenous peoples to Africa.

Indigenous peoples and African challenges

To apply the general discussion above to Africa, and more specifically to Bot-
swana, is rather controversial. The Minister of Local Government, Lands and
Housing, Butale, attracted some unfavourable attention in March 1993 when,
in response to a question in the Botswana Parliament on the government’s plan
for the UN Year of the Indigenous Peoples, he said that:

The Government has not planned any programmes or activities in commemoration of
the international year of the indigenous peoples, which is 1993, in terms of a United
Nations resolution.

This is because, as far as we are concerned, all Batswana are indigenous to the coun-
try, except those who may have acquired citizenship by registration. In addition, Gov-
ernment’s development programmes and assistance schemes do not draw any distinc-
tion among the country’s citizens. (Daily News 05.03.93)

Before we analyse this statement, we should recognise the particular complexity
of the concept ‘indigenous’ in an African context. There are many reasons why
Africa, and much of Asia, represent a conceptual challenge. If we look at the
colonial roots of the present concept, indigenous (local, native) peoples are the
descendants of those who occupied a given territory that was invaded, conquered
or colonised by white, colonial powers. Structurally similar problems were cre-
ated in places as diverse as the Americas, Australia, and Greenland, all subject to
‘blue-water colonialism’.7  Compared to these rather clear-cut white settler states
at the one end, the situations are more varied in Europe and Asia, and some of
the most multifaceted relationships are those between original occupants and
incoming groups in Africa.

Africa is more difficult to analyse, but is also more challenging, because the
dominant position of white colonial forces left all of black Africa in a subordi-
nate position that in many respects was similar to the position of indigenous
peoples elsewhere. In relation to the colonial powers all native Africans were (a)
first inhabitants, (b) non-dominant, and (c) different in culture from the white
intruders. Moreover, local people were associated with ‘nature’ and ‘traditional
lifestyles’, which are common indigenous attributes, in contrast to the control of
technology, manufacturing and development which was the preserve of the Eu-
ropean newcomers. Thus the dominant black/white dichotomy in Africa tended
to reinforce a notion that all native Africans were indigenous.

 7 Blue-water colonialism refers to cases where colonisers crossed an ocean before arriving at and
subjugating alien territories.
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The important difference from the other situations mentioned above is that
eventually white colonial forces withdrew from Africa. Accordingly, some would
argue (as the Minister quoted above) that all Africans are indigenous, or alterna-
tively, that this is a distinction that does not apply to the African continent.
Neither position helps us to analyse the complex internal relationships in Bot-
swana.

The conceptual problems were noted in the report from the first conference
on indigenous people in Africa, convened by the International Work Group for
Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA):

The concept of indigenous people, as applied to the African setting, is a complicated
and much debated one. But this is mostly so from the perspective of the decision-
makers and those dealing with international human rights issues, and less so when
seen by those who themselves claim to be indigenous ... Every one of the presenta-
tions made to the conference testified to the discriminatory treatment accorded indig-
enous people by the dominating populations in the countries, not as a result of at-
tempts to set themselves apart socially or politically, but because indigenous peoples
looked different, dressed differently, behaved differently or otherwise were perceived
to be different from the rest. Indigenous identity was an experienced social reality
whether consciously acknowledged and made part of public and political discourse
or not. (Veber et al. (eds), 1993:10,14–15, emphasis added)

Stavenhagen notes that members of the colonised populations in the colonial
empires of Africa and Asia on the whole were designated as natives by the colo-
nisers. ‘With the decolonization and independence of these countries after the
Second World War the “natives” became “nationals”, a political as well as a
semantical metamorphosis’ (Stavenhagen 1994:15). The problem for Fourth
World peoples in Third World countries is that if indigenous status is closely
linked with colonialism, which in its formal sense has come to an end, we are left
without a suitable concept for analysing similar internal relationships that per-
sist after liberation from colonial dominance.

The modern, analytical use of the concept, focuses precisely on this post-
colonial, internal relationship. In a number of African and Asian countries, mi-
nority ethnic groups have historically occupied the more inaccessible regions,
often geographically isolated and socially marginalised, and with a culture dis-
tinct from the national hegemonic model. These minorities suffer various forms
of exploitation and domination within national economic and political struc-
tures, which are designed to favour the controlling majority of the national soci-
ety. A concept is needed in international law to describe such segments of a
population that are in a similar position with regard to (politically and numeri-
cally) dominant segments. The term internal colony is sometimes used to refer to
peoples that will never achieve independent statehood. As Dyck observes:

Unlike other ethnic minorities, Fourth World peoples are not immigrants but original
inhabitants of lands that today form the territories of nation-states. And unlike the
peoples of the Third World who can ... take control of their countries one day through
strength of numbers, the tiny internal colonies that make up the Fourth World are
fated always to be minority populations in their own lands. (1985:1, emphasis added)

The governments in question are often reluctant to acknowledge an ‘indigenous’
status, because of colonial associations. Stavenhagen (1994:16) concludes:

The respective governments, however, do not easily admit the use of the term indig-
enous in relation to these peoples since they reject the conceptual construction that
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accompanies the use of this word (that is, the original occupation of territory, its
implication of ‘originary rights’ and the characterization of state sovereignty as a
form of colonialism).

The situation in Botswana exemplifies precisely such an ambiguous relationship
between a state and its indigenous minority. Clearly, in the sense of being native
and non-European, the Minister was right in stating that all Batswana are indig-
enous, except those who are immigrants. Not to use the term ‘indigenous’ in the
relatively precise sense developed in international debate, however, does not elimi-
nate the reality of the stratification that can be observed in Botswana society.
There can be little doubt that according to the criteria set out in international
conventions, i.e., first arrival, non-dominance, and cultural difference, the Basarwa
of Botswana are an indigenous people. There is not much disagreement that the
Basarwa are a marginalised section of the community, and that they are disad-
vantaged in the same way as many other indigenous peoples. Whether it is con-
sidered politically expedient to use the term indigenous is another matter.

The official attitude so far is that the concept does not apply to the situation
of the Basarwa. It is further argued that to take this perspective will bring about
divisiveness in society, and that in fact it is in the best interest of the Basarwa not
to be singled out as a special case, as this may give rise to negative, even racist
reactions from others segments of society. Moreover, the Basarwa are so disad-
vantaged according to conventional socio-economic criteria that simple meas-
ures for poverty alleviation and fair opportunities on the labour market will be
the best remedy. There is no disagreement that there is a class dimension to the
economic position of the Basarwa, but as the subsequent discussion will argue, if
one wants to change their situation, it is it is probably not sufficient to explain it
as a class phenomenon only.

To conclude

In considering the potential usefulness of the term indigenous, we should keep in
mind the purpose for developing the term. All liberal democracies with minori-
ties within their borders sharing the structural characteristics of being ‘indig-
enous’ must find a balance between equity and special treatment. The policy
chosen must be defensible both vis-à-vis the minority and the majority (Mogwe
1994). Documents like the ILO Convention 169 and the UN Draft Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples are produced to provide national govern-
ments with arguments to justify and legitimise affirmative action, or other suit-
able measures.

The situation of indigenous peoples can be described in many ways. One can
choose to stress the economic problems or those problems relating to rights
more generally. However, the choice of words is not without consequences, as
the terminology used to describe a given situation also indicate possible direc-
tions for improvement. The language of the international debate recorded here
may contribute to a better understanding of the Botswana context, as a neces-
sary condition for constructive change.
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While the term indigenous has a relatively specific meaning, ethnicity or ethnic
relations is a much broader concept. Indigenous is associated with rights, and
calls for negotiations, while ethnicity is associated with identities, and is ex-
pressed through social interaction. However, the two concepts complement each
other, as the situation of indigenous peoples must be understood as the outcome
of a process of interaction between ethnic groups.

In its most elementary sense, ethnicity refers to social relationships where
basic classificatory differences between categories of people are perceived as
important, and made relevant in interaction. Ethnicity is created and recreated
in social situations and encounters, and in the way people are coping with the
demands and challenges in life. Ethnicity encompasses aspects of both meaning
and politics. In Botswana there are some very good political reasons for wanting
to avoid the concept of ethnicity, because it is frequently associated with tribal-
ism. This will be discussed in the next chapter. But political expediency should
not stop us from trying out analytical tools that may bring some order to a
complex empirical situation. Ethnicity is a cultural construct, assigning social
meaning to some diacritical signs, while ignoring others. Ethnicity, however, is
not a phenomenon that can be easily abolished by deliberate decision or decree,
nor by ignoring its existence.1  Ethnic and cultural fragmentation and modernist
homogenisation should not be seen as two opposing views of what is happening
today, but as two component trends of global reality (Friedman 1990). Expres-
sions of ethnicity can be seen both as a process of identity management, commu-
nicated in daily interaction and in encounters that structure interaction, as well
as a product, which is the outcome of such processes at a given point of time,
with respect to distinct patterns of interaction (Thuen 1995). Below are some
basic observations about the nature of ethnicity.

Basic perspectives

Ethnicity is a subjective, more than an objective trait

Ethnicity, and related concepts like tribes and race, have been used to describe
different categories of people on the basis of so-called objective, often visible

CHAPTER 3.

The Cultural Context of
Ethnic Relations

 1 If there is one unquestionable lesson to be learned from the sad history of post-Soviet and post-
Yugoslavia republics, it is that the socialist dogma of equality that in the Soviet lasted for more than
70 years did not address the underlying divisions based on ethnic diversity in the region, and there-
fore never resolved them.
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properties, such as language, biological traits, religion, or mode of production.
Frequently, shared ethnic identity is codified by the concept of descent: like a
kinship network, ethnicity may be regarded as deriving from a group’s common
origin.

In anthropology, the question of what constitutes appropriate ethnic mark-
ers has been debated since Edmund Leach (1954) challenged the conventional
assumption that societies and cultures co-vary to the extent that the two terms
may be used interchangeably. Leach’s argument, based on his research among
the Kachins of northern Burma, was that important social units were produced
by subjective processes of categorical ascription that have no intrinsic relation-
ship to the observers’ perception of cultural distinctions.

This perspective was followed up by Barth (1969) and others who suggest
that one should look on ethnic groups as features of social organisation, and
consider boundary maintenance as the main organisational factor. This concept
of ethnicity redirects attention from the ‘objective’ visible difference to the so-
cially relevant factors for expressing ethnicity. Barth describes ethnic categories
as ‘organisational vessels that may be given varying amounts and forms of con-
tent in different sociocultural systems’ (1969:14). He goes on to note:

The features that are taken into account are not the sum of ‘objective’ differences, but
only those which the actors themselves regard as significant. The cultural contents of
ethnic dichotomies would seem analytically to be of two orders: (i) overt signals or
signs – the diacritical features that people look for and exhibit to show identity, often
such features as dress, house-form or general style of life, and (ii) basic value orienta-
tion: the standards of morality and excellence by which performance is judged. (Barth
1969:14)

This line of argument emphasizes that while ‘overt signals and signs’ are impor-
tant, precisely what constitutes significant signs will change over time, as mate-
rial culture, technologies and other aspects of adaptation undergo modernisa-
tion. A culture cannot be frozen as authentic at any given point in time, as if
subsequent changes make a culture less authentic.

Ethnicity is a relational concept

Ethnicity, as a relational term, is constructed by (a) similarity within a group,
according to shared values and experiences, and (b) contrast to others. The im-
portant criteria are not any objective features but rather the process of self-
ascription and ascription by others based on a subjectively defined concept of
difference and similarity. In other words, the focus has shifted from the content
to the social boundaries, i.e., the social expression of differences (Bateson 1972).

This does not mean that material attributes and descent are irrelevant. There
are variations in the degree of freedom individuals have in defining or rejecting
membership in a group, and for transforming some signs into relevant idioms,
while ignoring others. Obviously, the signs used for expressing identity must be
taken from the available repertoire, that is to say the culture, history and mate-
rial culture of the group in question. And, as Wallman has observed: ‘The ulti-
mate constraint must lie in the fact that no one can take up an option which is
not there’ (quoted from Eriksen 1993:57). However, within a given framework,
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people show an infinite capacity for variation and imagination in the expression
of group membership and identity.

Linked to the concept of ‘self-ascription’, i.e., a subjective feeling of member-
ship in a group, is the concept of recognition or ascription by others. This ascrip-
tion may take many forms and is not in itself intrinsically positive or negative.
But the design and reproduction of ethnicity is always a social phenomenon,
meaning that the presentation of identities has to be confirmed by the individu-
al’s social environment. Thus, the differences expressed are not the exact repro-
duction of biological and cultural traits, but neither are they entirely mental
constructs: the social construction of ethnic difference implies that actors ‘sub-
jectively conceptualise it as objective’ (Thuen 1995:7).

Ethnicity structures interaction

Inter-ethnic relations take place both on an individual level and on a group level.
Ethnic incorporation (to be discussed below) is a process whereby ethnicity is
used as the organisational basis for a group uniting to achieve certain political
ends. In a majority-minority situation, the asymmetric power relationship be-
tween the minority and the state will inevitably influence the social context in
which the interaction takes place. It is therefore not only the mutual recognition
of difference that structures interaction, but also the unequal opportunity to
determine how these differences may define situations where encounters take
place. In particular, the state’s hegemonic power is expressed in its political and
administrative intentions, ideologies, rules and cognitive parameters, and in the
controlling power vested in the state which sets the limits for minority articula-
tion (Thuen 1995:5).

This focus on inter-ethnic relations informs the perspective on indigenous
peoples used in the present book, and invites to a study of the relationship on
three levels of social organisation:

1) On the level of formal structures, the institutional apparatus of a state struc-
tures the interaction between the state and its ethnic/indigenous minority.
Complementarity in this relationship requires a certain degree of formalisa-
tion and organisation on the part of the minority, and an acceptance by the
state of such organisations as counterparts in dialogue. Applied to the Bot-
swana context it is doubtful whether any such dialogue takes place, but the
express goal of the organisations is to gain acceptance as negotiating part-
ners on this level.

2) Meetings between official representatives of the state apparatus (in its multi-
ple institutional forms: the school, legal system, health institutions, welfare-
and extension officers) and individual members of an ethnic/indigenous mi-
nority (in their capacity as clients, applicants or defendants) are of particular
significance. Such encounters almost inevitably create and recreate asymmetri-
cal relations. The bureaucratic institutions of a state are by definition mani-
festations of the ideologies and codes of conduct of the ruling segment of
society (which does not necessarily mean political parties in the strict sense).
Minority representatives can only succeed insofar as they adapt to rules laid
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down by the majority; they must muster the interactive skills and the stand-
ards for achievement established by the majority. A minority status becomes
a handicap if one’s own background and interaction skills are never made
relevant, or go unrecognised, in the pursuit of career goals within the encom-
passing society. Applying this perspective to the Remote Area Development
Programme means asking to what extent that programme accommodates the
culture, aspirations, and skills of the target group.

3) In the face-to-face encounters of everyday interaction, individuals seek to
express and maintain cultural identities by a process of self ascription and
presentation of self. On this (community) level, the task of ethnic identifica-
tion and ascription by others may lead to very different individual strategies,
depending on the situational context. Inter-ethnic encounters are by defini-
tion open, or, in Goffman’s (1959) term, front-stage. However, under condi-
tions of very asymmetrical relationships, a person may consciously avoid
expressions of ethnic identity for fear of causing embarrassment, hostility or
discrimination from the dominant group (Berreman 1971, Eidheim 1971).
The fact that no reference is made to ethnicity does not necessarily mean that
it does not structure interaction, but may just mean that the weaker part in
the relationship submits to the dominant definition of the situation.

In Botswana, as in other stratified multicultural societies, most encounters in
public settings are regulated by the majority’s code of conduct. Identity manage-
ment also structures interaction into back-stages, or situationally closed spheres
of interaction where participation is restricted to members of the same category.
Such back-stage encounters, regulated by San (or more precisely: Ju/’hoan, Naro,
!Xóo, G/wi, G//ana, etc.) codes of conduct are less easily observed. Thus one
cannot conclude that the absence of an expression of Bushman identity in en-
counters with the majority proves that this identity is not significant for the
individual. It may equally well mean that the public expression of this identity is
associated with so many negative consequences that it remains undercommuni-
cated.

Ethnicity is not synonymous with class, but the two often coincide

The term ethnicity refers to relationships between groups whose members con-
sider themselves distinctive. These groups may be ranked hierarchically within a
society. Theories of social class always refer to systems of social ranking and
distribution of power. This is the case whether one uses a Marxian theory stress-
ing property relations, or a Weberian theory of social stratification that com-
bines criteria such as income, education and political influence. Although there
may be a strong correlation between ethnicity and class, as both class and eth-
nicity may be criteria for rank, ethnicity may cut across class, just as classes may
be divided by ethnicity. Both class differences and ethnic differences may be
pervasive features of societies, but they are not one and the same thing and must
be distinguished from one another for analytical purposes (Eriksen 1993:7).

Even if ethnic groups are often ranked, this is not always the case; logically,
relations between ethnic groups may also be egalitarian and horizontal. Even in
cases where poly-ethnic societies are ranked according to ethnic membership,
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the criteria for ranking are nevertheless different from class ranking; they refer
to imputed cultural differences of origin, not to property or achieved status. It
follows that whenever a ranking based on ethnicity leaves a given group of peo-
ple in a permanently disadvantaged position, this may easily be described in
class terms (lack of access to means of production, poverty). The solution, how-
ever, does not lie in the provision of money or welfare programmes, if the under-
lying causes of suppression are not also removed.

This point is important in the analysis of measures taken within the Remote
Area Development Programme. It has a focus on poverty, and offers a welfare
programme as the solution. But we also need to identify the social mechanisms
that have brought one section of the population into an inferior position and
now maintain it there.

When negative stereotypes (ascribed by others) converge with a group’s ex-
treme lack of power and control, one may say that a stigma is attached to the
group. A stigmatised ethnic identity is an identity which deeply discredits the
individual in society, ascribing to the individual intrinsic unworthiness relative
to others (Goffman 1963, Eidheim 1971). A wish to escape from this kind of
situation may lead to different behavioural strategies:
– Withdrawal, either physical movement into less-contested territories, or so-

cial withdrawal, the symptoms of which are a well-known syndrome of apa-
thy, disillusionment, discouragement, and alcoholism.

– Escape by assimilation, if possible, into the majority/dominant culture.
– A third option is to reverse the process by devising a strategy for ethnic incor-

poration. Characteristics labelled as negative may, through a process of re-
codification, serve as a basis for new pride (a black-is-beautiful type reversal),
and inspire collective movements to improve the position of the entire group.
Below are some examples. 

Ethnic incorporation

The three alternatives outlined above can be seen as logical types, parallel to,
e.g., Hirschman’s (1970) concepts exit, voice and loyalty. They are also observ-
able as empirical courses of events, exposing the nature of the relationship be-
tween nation-states and their minorities. While withdrawal (exit) mainly ap-
pears as individual endeavours to escape from a situation of despondency and
despair, the processes of assimilation (loyalty) and ethnic incorporation (voice)
occur both at individual and collective levels. Both assimilation and ethnic incor-
poration affect (a) the organisation of inter-ethnic relations, (b) the opportunity
situations for individuals as well as groups of people, and (c) the demographic
balance between the two ethnic categories (Eidheim 1971:68). They are, how-
ever, associated with very different strategies of identity management, and with
diametrically opposed commitments. Assimilation is a process whereby mem-
bers of a minority group obtain the characteristics of the majority, and eventu-
ally become indistinguishable from the majority. Ethnic incorporation is the re-
verse process, whereby ethnic membership mobilizes group members to under-
take joint political action.
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Assimilation, integration or ethnic incorporation

Assimilation takes place both at the individual level, and as aggregate phenom-
ena, whereby whole communities over time become assimilated and lose their
cultural distinctness. Until recently, assimilation has been the stated policy ob-
jective in most democratic states. The underlying dogma has been that by dis-
carding undesirable aspects of language, culture and traditions and adopting
those of the majority, assimilation will provide opportunities for a better life.
Assimilation is an inclusive policy, in contrast to apartheid or other policies of
segregation that relegate certain groups to the most disadvantaged positions in a
social hierarchy. But this inclusion imposes a highly asymmetrical relationship,
placing the burden of adaptation and adjustment squarely on the minority. There
is no similar onus on the majority to change its institutions or way of life.

In policy statements across the globe, assimilation is now being replaced by
the concept of integration. Integration, means to ‘bring or come into equal mem-
bership of society’ (Concise Oxford Dictionary). Thus the concept places the
responsibility for adjustment on both parties: logically, both the majority and
the minority must change in order to create a common ground for coexistence.
Ideally, a policy of integration should make it possible for a group to participate
in the joint institutions of society, while at the same time retaining its distinctive
culture. This concept is consistent with the notion of multiculturalism noted
earlier, that increasingly guides international thinking on the integration of in-
digenous peoples. Integration does not presuppose that cultural differences dis-
appear, but assumes a minimum level of mutual tolerance and reciprocity in
defining rules for social interaction.

Integration has become a highly valued policy objective. The problem is that
more often than not the change may be one in name only, while the actual policy
pursued remains one of assimilation. To avoid this, ethnic incorporation has
become an important strategy. The purpose of this strategy is, through partici-
pation in public discourse, to find innovative and unifying ways of defining group
goals and strategies, and to define complementary ethnic statuses within those
sectors of society which are vital to a future existence of the minority group.

An example: Saami ethnic incorporation

The history of Norwegian-Saami relations provides numerous examples of this
process. I will quote at some length from Eidheim’s (1971) analysis of the ‘Saami
movement’ that has very much influenced Norwegian anthropologists’ thinking
on these matters. In this process, an element of recodification is a vital compo-
nent.

The implementation of a plan for a multi-ethnic society where relations are organized
on a program of ‘equality between contrasting groups’ presupposes an opportunity
situation in which individuals can obtain and consume all valued goods while retain-
ing a Lappish identity.2  If this is to be successful, members of the two parties must
voluntarily claim and ascribe to each other separate identities when they interact and
must organize the institutions which regulate their relationship accordingly. This crea-
tion of separate identities ... will not be successful if the partners place each other in

 2 The book was published in 1971.  Later the term Lapp has been replaced in Norwegian and
English by their term of self-designation, written Saami or Sámi.
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categories of people committed to incomparable values, or if, as in the present con-
text, the Norwegians treat the Lapps partly as members of an inferior culture, and
partly as culturally handicapped Norwegians. (Eidheim 1971:74)

This aspect of the process of incorporation is clearly structured by the necessity to
dichotomize and complementarize ethnic emblems ... One of the main issues to which
the innovators are dedicated is the establishment of a new status for the Lappish
language. They want to have it recognized by the relevant macro-level institutions in
the state society as their mother tongue, a codification which in contrast to the more
neutral the Lappish language, has by tradition definable legal and moral connota-
tions: a mother tongue, they say, is a cultural trait which people speaking other mother
tongues should respect ... and in which they should take pride as a cultural heritage.
(ibid.:75)

In processes of ethnic incorporation, the innovators emphasize, interpret, and com-
municate the history of their people…Thus, not only can knowledge of the ancestors’
fight against nature, their way of life, and the pressure and infringements from domi-
nating neighbours and states through the ages be made relevant, but these cultural
representations of the past can be dignified and heroic when integrated in the myth.
Beliefs and practices which have been thought of as Lappish superstitions are now
codified as folklore and native religion; utensils which earlier were associated with
poverty and backwardness become items of art and handicraft, etc. Material objects
are collected and exhibited in local museums, and pieces of parents’ or ancestors’
belongings are taken care of and placed on the mantelpiece or hung up on the wall.
Items belonging in a nomad context are especially cultivated. These signal most clearly
a unique cultural origin and not surprisingly the growing handicraft industry is, to a
large extent, based on nomad prototypes. (ibid.:77)

Between neighbouring districts traditional rivalry is frequently organized on differ-
ences in speech, costume, folk songs, etc., and standards of excellence in behaviour.
The innovators do not undercommunicate these differences; on the contrary, by link-
ing them to the unifying myth they are able to define them as manifestations of cul-
tural richness. (ibid.:78)

There are two conceptual steps in the strategies outlined above. The first is a
demarcation process, whereby certain elements of Saami material and commu-
nicative culture are picked out to serve as emblems of Saami-ness and as objects
of transaction among the Saami. These elements are, like Levi-Strauss’s totems,
‘good to think’. Eidheim calls this dichotomisation. The elements, however, are
not selected at random, but rather so that they contrast to and complement
Norwegian emblems. Thus, the Saami language is different from, but comple-
mentary to the Norwegian language; the Saami joik is complementary to Nor-
wegian folk music;3  the Saami kofte matches the Norwegian bunad as a distinc-
tive folk costume, and so on. This process, Eidheim calls complementarisation.
A degree of mutual recognition is introduced in the process of communicating
cultural differences to counteract the tendency to neglect or undercommunicate
the weaker party’s ethnic identity during interactions with the stronger one. The
overall objective is to secure from the majority population and its governmental
institutions acknowledgement that the Saami people are people in their own
right, and ‘not a category of less qualified Norwegians’ (Thuen 1995:xiii).

The process described above took place among the Saami during the 1960s
and 1970s. In Norway, this process coincided with the gradual development of

 3 The joik is a distinctive synthesis of melody and words.
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the Norwegian welfare state, which meant that public services to an increasing
degree were made available to citizens of more remote areas, including the tradi-
tional Saami territories. Most clearly we can see the effect of education having
been made available, as young skilled and educated Saami (many went to teach-
ers training college) became the outspoken innovators in the ‘Saami Movement’
(Eidheim 1971,1992). This process largely focused on issues of culture, identity
and language. Only at a later stage, from the late 1970s onwards, did ‘rights to
land and water’ become an important part of the agenda (Thuen 1995, Minde
1996).

Global trends: The counterhegemonic force

There are several reasons for using the Saami example to illustrate this perspec-
tive on ethnic groups. Many of the analytical concepts introduced above were
developed in analyses of Norwegian-Saami relations, and are part of my own
background and training. Another reason is that the Saami parallel (here I refer
to the empirical situation, not the anthropological understanding), was impor-
tant as justification when NORAD pledged support to the Remote Area Devel-
opment Programme. These are good reasons for comparison, but they also raise
pertinent questions about reification. There may be a danger that when the Saami
parallel is examined the similarities may be carried too far. This, however, is a
problem with all comparisons, and I believe that the Saami case demonstrates
the universal nature of the processes examined in this book.

A key concept in the analysis of such processes is the term ‘hegemony’. The
concept, first attributed to Gramsci, was first developed to refer to the predomi-
nance of one social class over others (e.g., a ‘bourgeois hegemony’). However,
the feature most commonly emphasised by the concept is not the political and
social control exercised by a dominant class per se, but its success in projecting
its own particular way of seeing the world, particularly social relationships, so
that this is accepted as part of the natural order by those who are in fact subor-
dinate to it. It follows that radical changes not only require the transfer of politi-
cal and economic power, but also the creation of alternative hegemony through
new forms of experience and consciousness, in other words a counterhegemonic
process.

This perspective has been elaborated by Bourdieu (1977) in his well-known
discussion of hegemony as the established cosmological and political order: an
order of signs and practices, relations and distinctions, images and epistemologies,
that come to be taken for granted as the natural shape of the world and every-
thing that inhabits it. ‘What is essential goes without saying because it comes
without saying: the tradition is silent, not least about itself as tradition; custom-
ary law is content to enumerate specific applications of principles which remain
implicit and unformulated, because unquestioned’ (Bourdieu 1977:167, empha-
sis in original). A distinction is made between this universe of the undiscussed
and undisputed (in Bourdieu’s term doxa) and the universe of discourse and
argument, that is to say the field of opinion (ibid.:168). Hegemonic power is
ultimately based on what it prevents people from thinking and saying. Class
struggles – and one can add counterhegemonic and ethnopolitical struggles –
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can be understood as attempts to change the dominant systems of classification.
The dominated have an interest in pushing back the limits of doxa and exposing
the arbitrariness of the taken for granted; the dominant classes have an interest
in defending the integrity of the doxa, or its imperfect substitute, orthodoxy.

It is only when the dominated have the material and symbolic means of rejecting the
definition of the real that is imposed on them … and to lift the (institutionalized or
internalized) censorship which it implies … that the arbitrary principles of the pre-
vailing classifications can appear as such. (Bourdieu 1977:169, emphasis added)

From the Pacific, Keesing (1992:232) talks about the ‘semiology of domination’
and local contestation of meaning, and shows how peoples of the Pacific create
the past, as ‘myths of ancestral ways of life that serve as powerful political sym-
bols’ (Keesing 1989:19). He shows the inventiveness in presenting ‘kastoms’
that are based in traditions, ritualised in celebrations of customs, and dramati-
cally enacted in art festivals, music, dance, tourist events and rituals of state. In
his analysis, the emphasis is on the intentional, and often highly selective, nature
of this communication; it is not tradition per se, but the way traditional items
can be used in a process of liberation from colonial dominance by asserting and
contrasting local identities. Keesing emphasises how this communication about
culture necessarily mirrors patterns in Western culture by creating contrasts:

Contestation operates at a symbolic as well as at a political level. Hegemony operates
in part through the imposition of frames of reference, of premises that define uni-
verses of discourse, of systems of signs. Counterhegemonic struggle entails a contesta-
tion of meanings as well as of political power. In appropriating the conceptual struc-
tures and semiology of domination, those who resist it attempt to invert and thus
reveal and challenge these premises. (Keesing 1992:232)

In another context, the point is elaborated:
Counterhegemonic discourse pervasively incorporates the structures, categories and
premises of hegemonic discourse. In part this is because those who are dominated
internalize the premises and categories of the dominant; in part because the discourse
of domination creates the objective, institutional realities within which struggle must
be fought; and in part, because it defines the semiology through which claims to
power must be expressed. (Keesing 1989:23)

The perspective is similar to the analysis of Saami strategies for incorporation,
outlined above, and matches a symbolic approach to ethnicity, with a focus more
on communication about social boundaries than on describing specific proper-
ties of a group. The emphasis on innovation is important. ‘The ancestral ways of
life being invoked rhetorically may bear little relationship to those documented
historically, recorded ethnographically, and reconstructed archaeologically – yet
their symbolic power and political force are undeniable.’ (Keesing 1989:19).

Strategies such as the ones outlined above, are easily accused of not being
‘authentic’. However, as has been amply documented by historians and anthro-
pologists, the ‘invention of tradition’ is not a new phenomenon, nor one particu-
lar to Third and Fourth World people (Hobsbawm and Ranger (eds) 1983). The
perspective exposes important contemporary processes, in contrast to more
essentialising concepts of culture which link a culture with certain objects and
ways of life, without which the culture is seen as ‘lost’. 
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Summary of analytical approach

I have discussed a number of concepts that may illuminate the empirical context
with which this study deals. The introduction outlined an interpretative perspec-
tive on the communication between three groups of actors: the state of Bot-
swana as manifested through its policies, the San/Basarwa minority, and the
concerned international community. I am here using communication in the broad-
est sense, as the sending and receiving of messages through words, writing and
interaction. This perspective is further developed with reference to more com-
plex dimensions of social organisation though the concept of hegemony, indicat-
ing fields of social organisation that are taken for granted and, therefore, closed
to discussion. My analytical assumption is that in the communication between
the two main parties – the state and the diverse category I call the Bushmen – the
state defends its hegemonic position through such mechanisms that serve to ex-
clude any attempts to challenge the status quo. This assumption will be exam-
ined in the next chapter.

In no way should an emphasis on communication be taken to mean that the
problems in Botswana are merely problems of communication. Indeed, the con-
cept of hegemony was developed as a tool for the study of power and domi-
nance. However, an analysis of the constraints on communication will serve to
disclose underlying conflicts of interests, and may contribute to the formulation
of strategies to solve those conflicts.

The options, in Botswana as elsewhere, should not be a choice between re-
maining with an old lifestyle or assimilating into the dominant society’s culture.
Indigenous peoples want to participate in development on their own terms, not
to reject development. A living culture’s chance to survive and develop itself
depends on its ability and opportunity to control the introduction of new tech-
nologies and other modern elements, not to turn them down. To achieve this
objective, values codified by the minority must be recognised as complementary
to the codifications of the majority culture. In other words, the minority culture
should be accepted as ‘different from but equal in value’.

To what extent, then, are processes of this kind evident in Botswana? So far
there are not many examples of active San/Bushman codification and recodifica-
tion of what they see as distinct aspects of their own culture. The process is still
at a very early stage. Not surprisingly, many of the counter-arguments from the
culturally dominant sections of society are given much more attention. As the
final section of this book will show, the ancestry, behaviour and use of argu-
ments of the San spokespersons who first ventured into public debates, were
quickly questioned as not being sufficiently representative, or not truly authen-
tic. The internationalisation of the movement has provided new resources for
networking, and new arenas for communication, debate and dispute, yet the
state and the minority remain the main parties, and the dialogue between the
two remains the key to constructive progress. In the last part of this chapter we
will use the anthropological perspective on ethnic groups, and consider its appli-
cability for the case of Botswana.
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Bantu – San: A difference which makes a difference 4

In spite of the official non-racial ideology, no one remotely familiar with Bot-
swana society will deny that there is a social division between the Bantu/Tswana
and San/Basarwa groups. There has been interaction between Bantu and San for
many centuries, and this interaction has eroded many of the more visible signs of
difference. The underlying assumption for the present analysis, however, is that
there is a social division in Botswana society that is categorical, in anthropologi-
cal terms, and there exists, in Bateson’s words, ‘a difference which makes a dif-
ference’. This is not a popular assertion. Any description of difference may, in an
African context, easily be taken to be divisive, the suggestion being that by men-
tioning differences, one is also creating them.

Discrimination is not explicitly embodied in any official policy or regulation.
But the social division is acted out in daily, face-to-face sequences of interaction
in which Tswana/Bantu people are consistently those who establish the param-
eters for interaction, while the Basarwa/San are those who must adapt. Adapta-
tion for the San so far has mainly meant assimilation or submission in various
forms and degrees.

While this contrast may be clear, the ascribed status of the San is diffuse. In
public discourse they are relegated to one category: the quaint, exotic, and mar-
ginal. It is usually their generalised characteristics, not specific traits, that are
noted. This imputed communality is characterised by two dominant negations:
– Basarwa are people of the past. In school textbooks they are generally dealt

with in a chapter between the Stone Age and the Iron Age, representing a
past which the greater part of society has abandoned. In the common dis-
course on modernity and progress, the argument is that ‘we have all come
from where the Basarwa are, but now we have progressed, and we want
them to develop like we have’.

– Basarwa are defined by the absence of valued Tswana qualities. A striking
example is provided by the Remote Area Development Programme, which
defines the target group almost entirely by negative characteristics: as people
who live outside village settlements, are non-Setswana speakers, and lack
resources and organisation.

In the annals of research on the San, many discussions of terminology address
the problem of finding the ‘right’ defining features. Most works on San/Bushmen
have an introductory paragraph giving a predominantly descriptive definition of
ethnicity, pointing to conventional features that can be seen as ethnic markers.
The most widely recognised defining features are those associated with the hunt-
ing-gathering adaptation, the phonetic particularities of the Khoesan languages,
and some physical attributes. In Western discourse, the San have been attributed
a series of characteristics, ranging from the exotic and bizarre depictions of early
explorers to the romantic sentimentality of travel writers and film makers who
peddle pictures of an unspoiled, beautiful and photogenic people.

4 For one who has supported the liberation struggle  in South Africa for decades,  there is a certain
irony in now using  the term ‘Bantu’ to denote the group in power in an asymmetrical relationship.
My choice of words, however, is on strictly formal grounds: to denote a distinction between  Bantu-
speaking and Khoesan-speaking (or descendants from Khoesan-speaking) groups, assuming an ap-
proximate correspondence between language families and social organisation. Rex (1986:83) makes
the same observation about the struggle to find  politically correct terms.
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Such categories for description will be discussed more fully later (see also
Guenther 1980, Barnard 1989, Gordon 1992a). While such classifications may
be useful for some purposes, they do not avoid the reification of culture which is
the abiding problem of descriptive definitions. Following the perspective intro-
duced earlier, the present analysis does not seek to identify particular properties
that serve to define the ‘San’ in contrast to the ‘Bantu’. The empirical processes
of change have meant that intermarriages have blurred physical characteristics,
that many San are bilingual or can only speak Setswana, and that changes in
modes of production have transformed most hunter-gatherers to welfare-depend-
ent clients. The defining features in this process are found in an analysis of the
relationship between the San and the encompassing society. We will therefore
shift the focus to what seem to be the most important categories of self-ascrip-
tion and identity.

A shared experience of being indigenous

Today, historically based stereotypes merge with contemporary social and eco-
nomic issues. The debate can probably gain less from looking at the past, than
from considering the shared experience of being indigenous in a contemporary
context. People involved in the global indigenous movement have at least two
things in common: the lived experience of being disadvantaged compared to a
national majority, and a recognition that this disadvantage is related to their
structural position within the nation-state. Common problems of being indig-
enous are experienced in South Africa, Namibia and Botswana in much the same
way as they are in Canada, New Zealand, Australia or Scandinavia. Problems
encountered are disparaging attitudes from the majority, and discrimination that
manifests itself through interaction even if not codified in any formal laws or
regulations. The knowledge and competence of indigenous people do not count
as qualifications within the educational system, in the job market, or in the po-
litical system. The result is a familiar syndrome of social and geographic margin-
ality accompanied by a disproportionate frequency of social evils: poverty and
powerlessness, school drop-out, alcoholism and violence, apathy and despair.

It is probably this sort of shared experience, more than any specific criteria
connected with language, foraging or physiognomy (which are nonetheless of-
ten conceptually linked to these factors), which constitutes the main difference
between Bantu and Basarwa.

Two brief examples may serve to illustrate this: Motzafi-Haller’s (1994:541)
study from a village in Central District describes the ways in which a group of
people in an established Tswana village, ‘who speak nothing but Setswana, and
who, to the outsider, look no different from their poor neighbours’, come to be
known as Basarwa. Her analysis shows how the dominant discourse in Tswana
society has relegated those designated Basarwa to the bottom of the social and
economic scale. Labelling some men and women Basarwa effectively excludes
them from access to a variety of social institutions and deprives them of the
productive resources afforded through access to those institutions.

From the opposite side of Botswana, Guenther reports on similar experiences
summed up, for the Naro, in the terms //gaba (hunger) and sheta (suffering).
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Guenther (1986b:50) uses these as key concepts to define the essence of the life-
situation of the Naro and their relationship to settler society, associating sheta
with ‘poverty, unemployment, oppression, dependency, impotence, home- and
landlessness, despair, sickness and death’.

To what extent this ‘contrast to others’ is a conscious attitude, and to what
extent a feeling of ‘suffering’ is perceived as a result of being treated as Basarwa,
are empirical questions. Further research with immersion in local languages will
probably reveal concepts in other Khoesan languages parallel to the ones Guenther
suggests. We should, however, bear in mind that people who share such com-
mon experiences may not consciously view them as the product of inter-ethnic
relations.

A final point about ethnic boundaries. There are good reasons for suggesting
that we are dealing with a Bantu-San, and not a Tswana-San, contrast. As we
will see later, the Remote Area Development Programme stresses the fact that
there are many ethnic minorities in Botswana, and that the programme addresses
the most destitute within all groups. As far as the welfare components of the
RAD Programme are concerned, this is certainly appropriate. But it is also a fact
that the internal differences between Bantu-speaking groups are of considerably
less social and practical consequence than the Bantu-San dichotomy. Some of
the reasons for this are obvious. In terms of linguistic competence, it is easier for
a Kgalagadi, or even a Kalanga speaker, to adapt to a Tswana curriculum in school
than it is for a pupil with a background in a Khoesan language. San customary
law, relating for instance to marriage and inheritance, is nowhere reflected in
national customary or common law. Foraging is not recognised as an economic
activity that ensures land rights. And, most obviously, according to prevailing
standards for excellence and value, most Bantu-speaking minorities have a way
of life – including the rearing of cattle – that is recognised and respected by the
Tswana. A look at the highly visible Herero women walking the streets of Maun
shows that this is not a stigmatised minority.

Theoretically, it is easy to argue that a shared experience of being Basarwa in
contemporary Botswana may form the basis for a process of ethnic incorpora-
tion. In practice, however, to find and define this common ground, and to trans-
late it into an agenda for action, presents a formidable challenge for the emerg-
ing indigenous movement. It requires a strategy that must simultaneously em-
phasise common values and aspirations, integrate the wide regional diversity in
languages and adaptations, and overcome the practical problems of communi-
cation over large distances. As we shall see in the next chapter, there were impor-
tant forces at work when Botswana achieved nationhood, creating an image of
national unity and homogeneity, all the while under-communicating the degree
of cultural diversity in the country. This has probably represented one of the
most important obstacles to San self-development.

∫
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The Constitution adopted by Botswana at Independence guarantees the ‘Protec-
tion of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms of the Individual ... whatever his race,
place of origin, political opinions, colour, creed or sex’ (section 3).

This statement, coming in 1966 from a state neighbouring apartheid South
Africa, was a strong moral declaration. The policy of the new state was a rejec-
tion of all forms of discrimination and racism, stressing equality and equal op-
portunity. It was also an implicit renunciation of tribalism, which at that time
was perceived as one of the dangers for new African states. In the geopolitical
climate of the 1960s, tribalism was generally taken to be one of the products of
colonialism and its divide-and-rule policy. Thus new national policies were de-
veloped to eliminate references to sub-national ethnic or cultural divisions.

This emphasis on national unity was common to all newly independent Afri-
can nations. The analysis in this chapter seeks to place Botswana’s form of na-
tionalism in this specific historical context, and will address the implications of
such trends for the subsequent position of the Basarwa in Botswana. At the end
of the chapter, we will also consider the growing divide between rich and poor in
Botswana. The Basarwa are among the poorest of the rural poor, and this chap-
ter will ask to what extent economic policy measures address the underlying
causes of their problems.

The moral basis: A non-racial state

A political platform that associates nationalism with unifying and incorporative
policies, conceptually contrasting this to tribalism and its negative connotations
of ethnic division, is not unique to Botswana. But in Botswana this became a
cornerstone in policy formulation, owing much of its strong moral overtones to
South Africa’s proximity and, therefore, the wish to demonstrate a contrast to
apartheid.

One of the most spectacular events in the years leading up to Independence,
the marriage of Seretse Khama to British Ruth Williams, may be seen as a pow-
erful symbol of this national rejection of racism. The romantic and dramatic
story included a period of exile in Britain, enforced by the Protectorate adminis-
tration, and justified by the claim that Seretse Khama’s marriage represented a
provocation of the South African Race Laws and, therefore, was a threat to the
stability of the Protectorate (Parsons, Henderson and Tlou 1995). The story had
a happy ending on all counts: Seretse Khama returned to the Bechuanaland Pro-

CHAPTER 4.

The Challenges of Nation-Building
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tectorate, was elected the first president of Botswana, and with his wife became
the highly popular symbol of the new nation. The liberal values of the new state,
and the defiance of apartheid, could hardly have been better personified.

To add to this picture of tolerance, a few general observations may be made
(see Holm 1988, Holm and Molutsi (eds) 1989, Stedman (ed.) 1992):
– Botswana has a good record on human rights. The principle of equality be-

fore the law, and the principle of non-discrimination are enshrined in the
Constitution. There are no laws or directives, that, as the government puts it,
‘draw any distinction among the country’s citizens’ (leaving aside, for now,
the gender issue).

– Botswana has a democratic multiparty system that works. There are no for-
mal restrictions on the nomination of candidates for the representative bod-
ies at district and national levels. Elections are held regularly every five years.

The present analysis, however, suggests that in the efforts to define nationhood,
the political debate in Botswana around and after the time of Independence
understated the actual extent of cultural and social diversity. The monocultural
image of the country, as it is commonly presented, does not reflect the multicultural
reality, and should therefore be revised. It is further suggested that the overriding
political conditions that shaped national policies in the 1960s, may not be the
best guidelines for the new millennium. The geo-political context has changed
significantly with the demise of apartheid, and the aspirations of indigenous
peoples have gained considerable recognition in international fora. These changes
are creating new opportunities for policies affecting the Basarwa in Botswana.
As a background to an analysis of the national policy along those lines, a brief
recapitulation of political history may be in order.

Botswana before Independence

Colonial rule had a moderate impact on Botswana. The main Tswana chiefdoms
were already well established in the southern and western parts when the coun-
try, then called Bechuanaland, was declared a Protectorate in 1885. The Batswana
saw the arrangement primarily as protection against outside forces, most nota-
bly the Boers who threatened to move in from South Africa. The chiefs contin-
ued to govern their people as before, and expected non-interference by the Brit-
ish in domestic affairs. According to Holm (1988:183), ‘the degree of sover-
eignty the British chose to exercise was so mild that even the term “indirect rule“
would be an exaggeration’.

The main interest of the British had been to protect the road to the north
(Tlou and Campbell 1984:152). This became an issue of contention towards the
end of the century when Cecil Rhodes, on behalf of the British South African
Company wanted to take over existing land concessions, which, in effect, would
have made it a colony. While the British were agreeable to this idea, it was ac-
tively rejected by the Batswana dikgosi (chiefs). In an event that has since as-
sumed mythical proportions in national history, three of the most prominent
leaders (Bathoen I, Khama III and Sebele I) went to London in 1895, asking to
be ruled by the British rather than the Company. Their success may have been
more due to the Company discrediting itself than the persuasion of the kings,
according to Morton et al. (1986:125–126), however, the dikgosi were assured
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that within their respective territories they could continue to rule their people
much as before, and with little interference from the British Government. The
Native Reserves that were established roughly followed the old boundaries, while
remaining land in the west was declared Crown Land.

A more persistent threat to self-rule came from South Africa, especially after
the Union of South Africa was established as a British colony in 1910. South
Africa wanted to include the Protectorate in the Union partly as this would pro-
vide more land for white farmers, but also because the policy in the Protectorate
was different from the ‘native policy’ of the Union. The relative autonomy of
native chiefs in running their own affairs, and the absence of Pass Laws, was
seen by the whites as setting a bad example to the Africans of South Africa (Tlou
and Campbell 1984:171). The British were willing to consider a transfer of juris-
diction over the Bechuanaland Protectorate, and again it was the Tswana chiefs
that protested. As the system of apartheid became more pronounced, Britain’s
willingness to cede control over the Protectorate lessened, but for the greater
part of the century, up to the time of Independence, the British attitude to South
African attempts to control policy in the Protectorate was cautious, and some-
what ambivalent.

This limited involvement and commitment of the British in internal affairs
may be due to the British wanting to spend as little money as possible on ruling
their territories. Indirect rule was the obvious and cheap solution. The rich yield
of wild game, ivory and ostrich feathers which had spurred a busy trade during
the latter half of the 19th century was mostly depleted by the turn of the century,
and Botswana provided no significant sources of revenue.1

This policy of limiting investments was probably a main reason for the rela-
tively easy transition to Independence in 1966. The legacy of protectorate rule
was that of a peaceful state, but also one that was among the poorest in Africa,
possessing little in terms of administration or infrastructure.2  The lack of na-
tionals with higher education is still characterising the country, making for a
strong foreign influence in the civil services. Holm (1988:201) notes that at In-
dependence over half of the professionals and close to one-third of the technical
cadres in government were expatriates, playing critical leadership roles in many
programmes. As will be noted later, this state of affairs allowed for – indeed
invited – a large number of expatriates into the management of a Remote Area
Development policy, leaving the Government’s own commitment to the policy
unfocused.

The British practice of indirect rule delegated much authority to the Tswana
Paramount Chiefs, and those whose political structures did not fit the Tswana
model were conveniently assumed to be their subject people. Thus at Independ-
ence, the recognised basis for codification of land rights in Botswana was the
Tswana tribal land tenure system. In the spirit of non-differentiation, this be-
came the norm for the whole nation. Moreover, more than in most other African

1 Diamonds were discovered only after Independence.
2 Porter (ed.) (1993:37) notes that on Independence, Botswana, with an area of 582,000 sq. km
(equivalent to France and Belgium combined) had only 25 km of tarred road, the principal economic
activity was cattle rearing and, at 14 dollars, the GNP per capita was the third lowest in the world.
Holm (1988:197) compares a per capita national income of 100 dollars in 1968 to just over 900
dollars in the 1980s.
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countries, the traditional authority system remained strong during Protectorate
rule, and was transferred onto the new independent state. Tswana leaders had
successfully negotiated internal self-rule, and later independence, from the Brit-
ish. There were traditional rulers still in place, and a new range of national
political parties used the traditional structure as an arena for political mobilisa-
tion, particularly the institution of the kgotla, the public meeting place in the
village or the town ward where debates are held on public issues, and where
legal cases are heard under customary law. The first election was held in 1965,
and gave an overwhelming majority to Seretse Khama’s Botswana Democratic
Party (BDP).

Botswana 1966: The need to define nationhood

Basil Davidson, in The Black Man’s Burden, describes how the new nationalists,
from the 1950s onwards, embraced the concept of the nation-state:

Striving to transform colonial territories into national territories, they would find
Africa’s wealth of ethnic cultures both distracting and hard to absorb into their schemes.
They would fall back into the colonial mentality of regarding it as ‘tribalism’, and as
such, retrogressive. This diversity, it seems, had to be just another hangover from an
unregenerate past. (Davidson 1992:99)

Out of this came confusion. For there was also at work, from quite early in the colo-
nial dispossessions, another meaning for ‘tribalism’. This was the new product of
‘divide-and-rule’ policies ... promoted by the British and the French, major colonial
powers, as a useful administrative instrument. Let related ethnic ‘units’ band together
and become ‘tribes’ ... because, if they banded together, the costs of European admin-
istration would be that much less. (ibid.:100)

Ethnicity and nationalism are both socially constructed and ideologically justi-
fied forms of classification (Gellner 1983, Eriksen 1993), and in the context of
African nation-building they were seen as conflicting principles of social organi-
sation. The new governments often felt that a choice had to be made between the
universalist ethics of nation-building and the particularistic ethics of ethnic af-
filiation. A prudent policy could then be to undercommunicate all expressions of
cultural diversity, and to emphasise the opposite, namely national homogeneity.

At Independence, Botswana became a sovereign state, i.e., a territorially and
politically defined unit. But it was not quite a clearly defined community with a
sense of common nationhood. As in other African states its borders were arbi-
trarily drawn, cutting across social and linguistic communities. The North-West
District divided the Ju/’hoansi, with perhaps half living in Namibia, and in the
south there were three to four million Setswana speakers across the border in
South Africa. Within the borders of present day Botswana there are a number of
other groups, or tribes, in addition to the numerically dominant Tswana. The
ethnic diversity of Botswana is on the whole considerable. For the new national
Government, the Bushman population was probably not seen as the most sig-
nificant minority. Rather, it was strong groups like the Kalanga in the East, the
Herero in North-West, and the numerically large group of Kgalagadi that domi-
nated the picture.
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The main task for the new leadership of Botswana was to create national
unity by establishing a sense of nationhood. As Smith (1983:126) and others
have noted, ‘Every nation and every state requires some powerful myths to en-
gender the necessary loyalty and solidarity’. The main unifying force within the
new state was the orderly structure of Tswana chiefdoms, which within the last
two centuries had taken control over the greater part of the territory of present-
day Botswana. The hierarchical structure of the chiefdoms also provided a place
for other groups, either as associated ‘foreigners’ or as subject peoples, but the
Tswana chiefdoms became codified in the Constitution as the main symbols of
national unity.

It is common to characterise Botswana’s policy after Independence by the
term multi-racial (Guenther 1986b:300, Holm and Molutsi (eds) 1989:4, Molutsi
1994b:32, Kiyaga-Mulindwa 1994:381). I suggest that a better term is non-
racial. In Botswana it was possible to construct an image of a culturally homog-
enous state by negating the existence of cultural diversity, and in this way the de
facto hegemonic status of Tswana culture and language was assured. A prime
example of this dominance has been the national language policy, which de-
clared Setswana the national language, and English the official language, and
prohibited instruction in all other languages. Instruction starts in Setswana and
goes on to English, irrespective of a child’s home language. No auxiliary teach-
ing materials are produced in other languages. This has had negative conse-
quences for all minority language groups, but the effect on the Khoesan-speak-
ing group has been particularly unfortunate, as the great differences in vocabu-
lary and syntax between Bantu and Khoesan languages make the classroom situ-
ation extremely difficult for a pupil with a Khoesan home language (le Roux
1999). In Botswana no minority language is spoken on national radio or on
public occasions, and only English and Setswana are used in the printed media.
The situation contrasts sharply with neighbouring Zambia, Zimbabwe, Namibia
and South Africa, where there are several official languages, and local languages
are spoken freely on the national radio and television stations. 

Conservative trends

Nationalism typically attempts to make national identity hegemonic, in other
words to be seen as a ‘self-evident and natural order which is taken for granted’
(Bourdieu 1977:166). Unifying symbols of state, such as a flag, a national an-
them, and a head of state shall be not only be respected, but also accepted with-
out question. More recently, however, the hegemonic position of the ‘eight main
tribes’ mentioned in the Constitution has been queried. It is argued that the very
concept of some tribes being ‘main’ defies the very notion of equality that is the
cornerstone of the Constitution. Moreover, while the dominant position of some
tribes may secure stability, it is increasingly seen as also preventing innovation
and changes. In a paper discussing the strengths and prospects of Botswana’s
democratic institutions, Patrick Molutsi (1994b:24) modifies the popular pic-
ture by bluntly stating that ‘at Independence, Botswana was characterised by a
poverty stricken, politically conservative society and an embryonic conservative
elite which was happy to peacefully acquire the leadership of the post-colonial
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state’. He points to three features of Botswana’s past that have hampered the full
potentials of the democratic system.

First, Botswana has a long history of paternalism (Holm 1988). During 80
years of indirect rule by the British, the institutions of the chieftaincy and the
kgotla were used to uphold a traditional leadership based on the ascendancy of
certain agnatic lineages.

Second, the unprecedented economic transformation following Independence,
provided a financial basis for the popularity of the ruling Botswana Democratic
Party (BDP) in the rural areas. The nomination to office of members of the
traditional ruling families added to the power basis for the BDP. Thus, the tradi-
tional structure was co-opted more than challenged.3  Poverty and control have
been further reinforced by the skewed distribution of Botswana’s major resource,
cattle, and the persistence of semi-feudal patron-client relations based on the
cattle-loaning system (mafisa).

Third, Molutsi points to the conspicuous absence of a radical elite, as seen in
such countries as Zambia, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Nigeria and Ghana. Botswana
never went through a liberation struggle, and at Independence there was no
cadre of leaders returning from exile with fresh ideas to transform the new state.
The transition to Independence meant a consolidation of traditional powers,
incorporated into the new institutions of the state. While there is little doubt
that the paramount power rests with the President and the National Assembly,
the important symbolic position of the dikgosi is preserved through the institu-
tion of the House of Chiefs, with chiefs presiding over customary courts at dis-
trict levels, and appointing sub-chiefs to preside at lower levels. In the terms of
Fardon (1987), the ‘old’ nationalism has prevailed over the ‘new’.4

Democracy in Botswana: The place of minorities

The peaceful transfer of power to a traditional conservative elite had implica-
tions for the position of the Bushmen. Used as an overarching framework for the
allocation of land rights, the Tswana tribal land tenure system in effect secured
easier access to land for some sections of the population than for other, officially
non-existent minorities.

The dominant position of the Tswana, however, affected other groups beside
the Bushmen. More recent analyses of tribal distribution in Botswana, such as
the debate in Democracy in Botswana (Holm and Molutsi (eds)1989), challenge
the notion of Tswana numerical dominance. In an analysis of the representation
of cultural minorities in policy making, Mpho (1989) quotes figures from the
1946 census showing that in two of the largest tribal reserves the ruling Tswana

 3 Sir Seretse Khama, himself a hereditary chief, although he renounced the  chieftainship,  is a
prime example. It is commonly assumed that large sections of the rural population have rather been
voting for their own chief’s political party, than, as one observer put it, ‘for political parties led by
people whose parents never ruled’ (Mpho 1989:137).
 4 Fardon (1987:178), links ’old’ nationalism to idealized notions of tradition and the collective
destinies of peoples seen as actors on a historical stage. ‘New’ nationalisms may be construed as
projects invoking more immediate events, e.g., a common heritage of oppression or struggle for
liberation.
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group was not even the most numerous tribe within the area it ruled.5  Another
argument put forward is that the present position of the ‘main’ tribes was se-
cured during a period of conquest in the 19th century, so that in fact the Consti-
tution rewards the most ruthless war-mongers, at the expense of smaller and
more peaceful tribes who were compelled to surrender their independence.

The tribal basis of the Constitution has been much criticised, and the ability
of the ex-officio chiefs to represent adequately the numerous cultural minorities
of the country has been questioned.

How can my master who does not speak or understand my language be expected to
represent my culture? No member of one tribe can correctly and faithfully or truly
represent another’s culture, especially if one tribe regards itself as superior ... It is
highly hypocritical ... to say that cultural minorities, which means tribes, are being
properly represented in this country if only certain forms of culture are granted recog-
nition in the constitution. Those who are not of the approved culture are effectively
denied the right to be human. (Mpho 1989:136)

Similar sentiments are found in several presentations from the Botswana Society
Conferences held throughout the 1990s, and in letters to the press. Speakers of
minority languages are increasingly demanding the right to mother tongue edu-
cation, pointing out that this is also the best basis for learning the national lan-
guage, Setswana. These trends have both helped and created problems for the
Basarwa. When proposals for protecting their land rights and respecting their
culture come up, the phantoms of racism and tribalism are routinely evoked and
used as arguments for dismissing any idea of special arrangements. Government
spokespersons argue that if any special rights were given to the Basarwa, many
other minorities would demand similar rights.

The ‘Kalanga hang-up’

It seems quite likely that this fear of divisiveness, in other words giving favours
to other, better organised and more assertive minorities, serves to justify the
avoidance of addressing the inequality that the most marginalised minorities are
experiencing. I call this attitude the ‘Kalanga hang-up’. The strength and cohe-
sion of the Kalanga minority group, their active use of a written Kalanga lan-
guage, and the vigorous role many of its members play in national affairs, have
made them a group with influence beyond their numbers. It seems that the eman-
cipation and expansion of groups such as the Kalanga represent the (assumed)
danger, justifying the rejection of any potentially ‘affirmative’ measures on the
ground that they give unfair advantages to minority ethnic groups.

Many minorities have become more vocal in their complaint, as have social
analysts who are also becoming more outspoken. Today, many of these minori-
ties are in fact asserting themselves on the basis of separate identities, and claim
to be recognised as legitimate sections of the Botswana society. The Kalanga are
leading the way, but other, less prestigious groups within the highly ranked Bot-
swana society are following, as indicated e.g. in the number of letters in the

5 In Bamangwato, out of a total population of 99,700, there were 22,800 Bakalanga and 20,200
Bamangwato (the ‘main’ tribe), the rest was made up of 15 different tribes and/or ethnic groups. In
Ngamiland, out of 37,500 people, there were registered 13,300 Bayei, and 7,500 Batawana (the
‘main’ tribe) (Mpho 1989:134, rounded figures).
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newspapers that address this issue. The government’s response has been a cau-
tious move towards some semblance of multiculturalism. The reference to ‘eight
main tribes’ in the Constitution was subject to a national hearing in 2000 and
will probably soon be removed. This will make little or no difference for the
Basarwa. So far, any debate about concessions is carried out only with reference
to individual rights, not group rights. And paradoxically, the change in termi-
nology, replacing ‘tribesmen’ with ‘citizens’ in what is now the Citizen Land Act,
has in fact rendered the only areas set aside for the benefit of the Remote Area
Dwellers, namely the RAD settlements, even more open for any citizen to settle
down.

Nation-building reconsidered

From an anthropological point of view it is a commonplace observation that where
differences in culture and power converge, cultural differences structure the in-
teraction between the powerful (for example representatives of the state) and
members of the minority. Research on inter-ethnic relations identifies meetings
with the state apparatus – asking for information, permission, or welfare ben-
efits – as especially sensitive occasions, exposing the subordinate position of the
client. Knowing the asymmetrical relationship between state and minority in
Botswana, it is intriguing to note how strongly such asymmetries are denied in
official GOB parlance.

The uneasy relationship between the RAD Programme and the Basarwa must
be understood in this particular historical context of African nation-building. As
we have seen, to the extent that the international concept of ‘indigenous peoples’
has been debated in Botswana, the question has been mainly whether it should
be used with reference to the Basarwa situation at all. There can be little doubt
that according to the most commonly used criteria the Basarwa are an indig-
enous people, but this does not ensure a political will to recognise the term.
However, the emergence of an independent Namibia and a New South Africa
may provide new opportunities to address this question. The very disbanding of
the apartheid regime has meant that sensitive issues related to cultural diversity
are debated in a more relaxed manner, permitting more open expressions of
ethnic and indigenous self-ascription.

A recent editorial in Cultural Survival Quarterly addressed the problems as-
sociated with an ethnic definition of the state, and the two traditional ways of
combating such a construction. The one would be the establishment of an au-
thoritarian state that tries to outlaw ethnic expression; the other is the establish-
ment of a liberal democratic state that tries to make ethnicity irrelevant, while
urging the members of the ethnic groups to join the mainstream. The editorial
concludes that neither solution has worked too well, and goes on to argue for a
third possibility, ‘the state which is neither ethnic, nor non-ethnic, but multi-
ethnic’ (Maybury-Lewis 1994:1). There is no necessary contradiction between
the modern construction of viable nationalism, and the reproduction of viable
local identities (Eriksen 1993:127). Ethnic identities need not conflict with loy-
alty to a nation-state, when they do, it is because certain identities are invested in
political organisations to the exclusion of others. Botswana’s policy towards the
Basarwa, as expressed in the documents of the Remote Area Development Pro-
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gramme, is guided by the very laudable objective of dealing equitably with all
citizens as individuals, and thus ensuring that ethnic affiliation becomes irrel-
evant. However, as this ‘non-ethnic’ policy demonstrably has not achieved its
objectives, much can be said for considering another model: Botswana as a multi-
ethnic state.

A recognition of the multi-ethnic or multi-cultural nature of most states is
certainly becoming more universal. A conference in South Africa in 1993 ad-
dressed the issue of ethnicity and nationalism and the relevance of international
insight for the South African debate. Speakers from Nigeria, Uganda, and Kenya
described the ‘enthusiasm for nationalism, the commitment to nation-building,
and the impatience with sub-national ethnic divisions – dismissed then as ‘tribal-
ism’ – that characterized these countries three decades ago’ (Sharp and McAllister
1993:18). With the benefit of hindsight, the conference pointed to ‘the danger of
turning ‘nation-building’ into a sacred cow’ (ibid.:19). There may be a lesson
here. In contrast to Botswana, one of the legacies of the apartheid policy is that
ethnic and cultural differentiation in independent Namibia and New South Af-
rica cannot be ignored. The apartheid system reified cultural dividing lines and
ethnic boundaries in the population. This diversity is now being recognised as
part of, not as opposition to, the idea of a nation-state. Consequently, while
Namibia and South Africa stress the need for national unity and engage in the
symbolic construction of nationhood, the process takes a somewhat different
form than it did in Botswana three decades ago. Both countries lack a single
ethnic group that can take up the same hegemonic position as the Tswana could
do in Botswana. The result is a definition of nationhood that to a much larger
extent acknowledges the cultural variety and the varied contribution of different
groups to nation-building, and an acceptance of diversity e.g. in the field of
national languages and mother tongue education. It has also been politically
easier to recognise the special problem of Namibia’s Bushmen population, and
the principle of affirmative action, as long as most social problems can be blamed
on the former government (Republic of Namibia 1992). In relation to such lib-
eral trends both globally and on the African continent, Botswana, once a pio-
neer, is now lagging behind.

Dimensions of social inequality

The concepts of ‘nation-state’ and ‘welfare-state’ are in many ways incommen-
surable, as they address widely different aspects of the relationship between a
state and its citizens. Important as national myths may be when a new nation is
founded, in the daily run of events the significance of the state for its citizens is
most keenly felt by the opportunities created and services provided. The most
common problem for African states is not a threat to national borders, but a
prevailing failure to safeguard the welfare of its citizens. Welfare policies, in the
broad sense of public undertakings to provide for the subsistence, health and
education of its citizens, are powerful instruments for securing loyalty and creat-
ing unity among a country’s citizens. Conversely, the lack of basic public serv-
ices, along with expanding differences in wealth, create divisions that may threaten
national unity.
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The previous sections looked at the way issues of cultural diversity have been
handled in Botswana. However, new differences are developing in Botswana:
between the rich and the poor, and between urban and rural populations. To
some extent these two dichotomies overlap, and the rural poor are identified as
an important target group for Botswana’s development policy. Thus, poverty is a
problem affecting much larger groups than the Basarwa, and rural development
provides the more general framework, within which the Remote Area Develop-
ment Programme operates.

Botswana’s spectacular growth in national wealth since Independence is ex-
tensively documented and analysed. No less striking is the expanding division
between the rich and the poor segments of society (Stedman (ed.) 1992, Niemann
1993, Good 1993, Brothers et al. (eds) 1994). Two aspects of this recent social
history may be worth noting. (1) Botswana’s wealth has been put to good use by
making basic social services available to a large section of the population, even
in the most remote areas. (2) This has not, however, been matched by measures
of similar scale or effectiveness to provide opportunities for making a living.

The rich and the poor

By the 1990s Botswana was located in the Wold Bank’s lower-middle income
group of countries (Porter (ed.) 1993), and high in the ‘medium human develop-
ment’ category of UNDP’s Human Development Index (UNDP 1994). In seek-
ing to attract foreign investors and solicit economic aid, Botswana had been
successful in presenting an image of non-racialism, peace and tolerance, in marked
contrast to apartheid South Africa. While the discovery and production of dia-
monds were the main basis for this economic growth, foreign development as-
sistance and private investment from outside have also been significant factors.
Others would also point to the advantages of the dual position that Botswana
enjoys: as a member of the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) through
which it receives large revenues; and as a member of the Southern African Devel-
opment Community (SADC) through which it receives foreign aid.

On the other hand there is evidence of extensive and increasing socio-eco-
nomic differences. The Human Development Report gives Botswana a relatively
high ranking on its Human Development Index, the ranking has been as high as
number 71 in 1996.6  However, in terms of internal disparities of income, which
was a focal theme of the 1994 report, the ratio between the income share of the
bottom 20% of the population and that of the top 20% was given as 1 to 47. In
Brazil, long regarded as a country with extreme internal variation, the equiva-
lent ratio was given as 1 to 32 (UNDP 1994:98). Although the accuracy of the
calculation of this particular ratio has been disputed (Jefferis 1996), it remains
an indication of considerable inequality.

Good has analysed secondary sources of data in order to document the spi-
ralling inequalities in wealth in Botswana, using ownership of cattle as an indi-
cator. In 1940, according to Schapera, less than 10% of households had no
cattle, while in 1970 some 29% owned no cattle, and by 1980 about 45% of the

 6 A  fluctuating position: in 1994 Botswana was no. 87, in 1996 no.71, in 1997 no. 97 and in
1999 no. 122 out of 174 countries, but still in the ‘medium human development’ category.
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households were in this position (Good 1992:77). White estimates that the pro-
portion of rural households owning cattle was reduced from 50% in 1974 to
26% in 1991, while the number of cattle in Botswana has doubled over the same
period (White 1995:19). Good calculates that about one-third of all farms with
cattle held on an average six beasts each, while the largest commercial farms,
representing 0,06% of all holdings, averaged more than 4,000 head of cattle
each. Good argues that this gap between rich and poor is ‘established, structured
and growing’ (1993:203), and further, that the gap is ‘maintained largely through
Government action and inaction’ (1993:220).

Among the most severely affected by such inequalities are the Bushmen, known
as the ‘poorest among the most desperately poor’ (Kann et al. 1990, Selolwane
1995). Although government policy has curtailed the break-down of data on
socio-economic conditions to ethnic groups, enough is known through case studies
to confirm their position of both absolute and relative poverty. This poverty is
the main justification for the Remote Area Development Programme, and for
NORAD’s ‘basic needs’ approach to poverty alleviation.

Social justice or social services

Rural development programmes are borne out by a declared concern for social
justice. The Government of Botswana’s Rural Development Policy was set out in
1972 and has not officially been revised. The policy calls for total commitment
to rural development, based upon national objectives and principles outlined by
the then Vice-President in 1970:

Firstly we wish to strive for social justice; secondly we are concerned to provide wher-
ever possible equality of opportunity; thirdly, we intend to use persuasion rather than
compulsion in order to achieve change in a democratic and constructive way. These
three objectives are rooted in our four principles of democracy, development, self-
reliance and unity. (GOB 1972:3)

The rural development policy emphasises the need for environmentally sustain-
able development, for adequate natural resource management, marketing and
employment opportunities, and expresses a commitment to improve social serv-
ices in the rural areas. Concern for ‘social justice’ and ‘equality of opportunity’
leads the policy document to urge a reduction in income differentials (GOB
1972:4). By and large, delivery of basic services to rural areas has been achieved.
The Government of Botswana has also been able to institute fairly comprehen-
sive welfare programmes. Molutsi (1994b:33) shows that for a ten-year period,
up to 1992, the expenditure for community services as a ratio of public sector
expenditure was a steady one-third. The results have been, among others, a re-
duction in illiteracy rate and one of the lowest infant mortality rates in develop-
ing countries. The government has also been able to undertake poverty allevia-
tion programmes in the agricultural and manufacturing sectors and to distribute
drought relief. It is truly remarkable that a country with such a low domestic
food production has avoided outright famines during periods of severe drought.7

  7 Jefferis (1996:17) notes that the high cost of food in the rural areas is unusual in Africa. It
reflects the very limited productive capacity of the agricultural sector in Botswana,  due to poor
climatic and soil conditions.
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However, it has also been argued that as effective welfare assistance has modi-
fied the worst symptoms of deprivation and poverty, it has also effectively miti-
gated a potential political pressure towards eliminating the underlying causes of
inequality (Yeager 1992). Lewis, looking at Botswana’s economic performance
in a comparative perspective, concludes that:

there has been a substantial spread of the benefits of economic development through
provision of health services, education, clean water and other social services. District
planning exercises have revealed steady, emphatic demand at the local level for more
and better water, health care, communication and transportation ... and government
spending has been directed at these priorities. (Lewis 1992:11–12)

What has not been achieved is equal access to resources in rural areas, and a
more equitable distribution of wealth. As noted above, a larger number of cattle
are becoming concentrated in fewer hands, and ownership of boreholes gives
controlling power equal to ownership of communal land. For a large section of
the population, the generally adequate access to public service has not been
matched by the opportunity to secure a sufficient income on the individual and
household level. Clearly, a family with access to subsidised public services is
better off than one without. But public services do not in themselves provide
livelihood. This discrepancy may be of more consequence in Botswana than in
many other developing countries because of the high cost of living. There are
thus large sectors of Botswana society that are becoming affected by poverty,
and the accompanying effects of physical weakness, isolation, vulnerability, and
powerlessness, all described by Chambers as a ‘deprivation trap’ (1983:122).

Two conclusions are of relevance for this study. The first point is simply that
poverty is an increasing problem in Botswana. While noting the extreme poverty
among many Bushmen, it should not be overlooked that poverty is a widespread
condition. However, it is not the poverty of the San people in an absolute sense,
but the mechanisms conserving their poverty, that is the main focus of this study.
Second, rural development is not a neutral and uncontroversial strategy. Income
generation depends on access to natural resources. If certain groups attain privi-
leged access, a conflict of interest develops, even though it may remain hidden.
As deprived groups become more impoverished, and as natural resources are
depleted, the conflict of interest may surface as a serious problem of develop-
ment.

The needs of poor people are inherently political demands which may challenge
the political, social and economic priorities of their government. Bilateral aid is
therefore only effective to the extent that the identified needs of the target group
fit the recipient government’s general priorities for development. The will of the
Government of Botswana to address the problems of rural development has
frequently been questioned, hinting at different interests within the ruling stra-
tum that may impede development. Such questions are important, but the present
analysis will not go much further in an analysis of the power structures per se.
Rather, the guiding question for the present study will be the following: Assum-

∫
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ing a commitment to social justice and equality of opportunity, to what extent
can the Remote Area Development Programme be expected to achieve such goals?

We have seen that the policies of the new state did not include instruments for
regulating the relationship between two groups of people that, to a considerable
extent, relied on two different systems of production. The result was a laissez-
faire policy maintaining without much change relationships that evolved during
the expansion of the Tswana kingdoms and were consolidated during the pro-
tectorate period. As before Independence, access to means of production is worked
out in interaction between numerically strong, organised and resourceful tribes,
mainly Tswana, and the smaller, scattered, and poorer Bushmen groups, with
the predictable results of de facto inequality. The next two chapters will look in
more details on these social practices, and will consider the implications for San
livelihood of the expansion and consolidation of agro-pastoralism.
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Part 2

THE INDIGENOUS WORLD
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The Rock Art bears testimony to San presence since time immemorial.  This is from Northwest
District (from Walker 1998:218-219).
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Much of the fame and the fascination of Bushmen has been due to their remark-
able adaptation to one of the harshest environments in the world: the Kalahari
desert. They have been able to survive in an environment that for large parts of
the year provides no surface water, thanks to a superbly appropriate combina-
tion of hunting and gathering technologies, and a social organisation allowing
for flexible use of large territories, and adjustment to seasonal changes.

Increasingly, however, the political environment has taken over as the main
determinant to which Bushmen have to adapt. The social and administrative
structures of the new state represent no fewer challenges to ingenuity and flex-
ibility, but the relationship to this new environment has taken on a very different
quality. While all records of the traditional adaptation and histories of origin
emphasise a sense of closeness, mutual respect and a sense of interdependence
between people and environment (Silberbauer 1981, Biesele 1993), relationships
to the new nation-state, as the present study demonstrates, lack precisely such
qualities.

Anthropologists will generally characterize the economic adaptation of
Bushmen, with the exception of those who were part of Tswana households, as
hunter-gatherers or foragers. Variations in adaptations reflected variations in
the ecological environment structuring people’s lifestyles (Schapera 1930, Lee
and DeVore (eds) 1976, Lee 1979, Tanaka 1980, Silberbauer 1981). The pro-
portion of foraging in the overall domestic production in the past may have
varied, but it is clear that the last few decades have witnessed a steady reduction,
with increasing reliance on domestic food production, occasional wage earnings
and welfare. An analytical shift from a focus on the ecological to the bureau-
cratic aspects of the environment reflects new theoretical trends in anthropology
and other social sciences. But this change in focus also reflects significant empiri-
cal changes. Global processes of modernisation have left no corner unaffected or
unobserved (Featherstone (ed.) 1990), and have brought about conflict of inter-
ests between economic ventures, tourism and local control in the Kalahari. So-
cial transformations since Independence have weakened the ties between a for-
aging population and the lands they foraged.

Several aspects of national development have contributed to these changes.
Prominent among these is the considerable expansion of social service provi-
sions, including drought relief. Such provisions represent in themselves a consid-
erable social transformation, increasingly replacing previous patterns of support
through kinship or patron-client relationships. Public services also favour changes

CHAPTER 5.

Diversity in Adaptation
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towards Tswana ways of life, as, in order for people to benefit from the services
they have to live in permanent settlements. Added to this has been the effect of
some serious drought periods. During droughts a considerable proportion of
people living in remote areas subsist on maize meal, oil, and powdered milk
which they obtain from government drought relief programmes, or from inten-
sive labour schemes. At the same time, the expanding cattle industry has reduced
Bushman access to and control over lands which previously provided a sustain-
able livelihood.

The rural population varies considerably in its way of coping with the chal-
lenges of a monetarised economy and expanding bureaucracy. This chapter will
examine some aspects of traditional Bushman adaptation to the natural envi-
ronment, as a background to the contemporary transformation.

Adapting to the environment

It is not necessary to believe strongly in ecological determinism to appreciate the
significance of the ecological environment in the shaping of patterns of adapta-
tion. The defining features of the Kalahari environment, the Gomkg’ai (Naro:
the sand ground) or Kgalagadi (Setswana: the great thirstland), have been de-
scribed in ethnographic classics summarising the main features of the traditional
hunter-gatherer adaptation, and the notion of ‘territoriality’. The contemporary
diversity in adaptations substantiates the historical and archaeological records
of considerable variations in economic activities and contacts with other groups.

Two-thirds of Botswana’s land area is covered with the thick sand layers of
the Kalahari desert. The perceptible environmental features of the region in-
clude sandy plains with an average altitude of 1000 metres, in parts covered
with tree and bush savannah, and interspaced with dry fossil river valleys and
depressions (pans). The area is semi-arid and severely lacking in surface water,
except for short periods during the rainy season between November and March.
Rainfall is generally low, averaging between 300 and 400 mm per annum, often
highly localised and irregular in amounts, and droughts are frequent (NDP7:3).

Botswana’s settlement pattern closely reflects these environmental conditions.
The great majority of the population is concentrated on a narrow strip strad-
dling the railway line along the country’s eastern borders with South Africa and
Zimbabwe. This part of the country, the Hardveld, has the best soil, and rainfall
tends to be heavier and more reliable. Nevertheless, arable land amounts to only
about five per cent of Botswana’s total area, and even here water is a constant
concern (Morton et al. 1989:vii). There is some surface water in the north, and
considerable swampland surrounding the Okavango Delta. The sandveld that
covers the western and south-western part (including the Central Kalahari Game
Reserve) has the poorest soil and the lowest rainfall. In other words, the part of
the country with a substantial and still distinct Bushman population, is also the
part of the country with the driest and least fertile land. The low and variable
rainfall supports an extremely delicate semi-arid ecosystem with a complex veg-
etation of grasses and low plants, vines with nutritious storage organs beneath
the surface, succulent melons and desert cucumbers, and two highly protein-rich
vegetables: mongongo nuts and tsi or morama beans. The scrub and tree sa-
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vanna supports herds of wildebeest, gemsbok and other ungulates that migrate
seasonally into most parts of the Kalahari (Main 1987). This environment has
not been conducive to a more sedentary mode of existence when it has shaped
the distinct economic adaptations, social organisation, and tenurial concepts of
the Bushmen communities.

Hunting-gathering as an economic activity: The case of the Dobe Ju/’hoansi1

In 1963, Richard Lee and Irven DeVore crossed the Kalahari, looking for a
waterhole ‘where !Kung people lived without Blacks and cattle’ (Kuper 1992:61).
They found it in Dobe, in north-west Botswana on the border to Namibia. In the
following decades, Dobe was the locus for a series of studies undertaken by
what was to become the Harvard Kalahari Research Group. The initial research
questions addressed evolutionary and ecological research issues, to be illustrated
by the study of hunter-gatherer groups that were presumed to have survived in
isolation, and who subsisted from their own food production. This initial focus
was carried out in meticulous in-depth studies of ethnography, subsistence
economy and ecologic adaptation (Lee 1979), diversifying into a comprehensive
research programme investigating demography, child development, archaeology,
population genetics, medicine and nutrition (Lee and DeVore (eds) 1976, Lee
1993).

Some of the early data on subsistence economy attracted considerable atten-
tion among anthropologists. To give a few examples. Based on detailed observa-
tions of subsistence activities, Lee (1993:58) estimated the overall work effort in
hours per week for men and women to be about 17.1 hours for subsistence
work, 6.3 hours for tool making and fixing and 18.9 for housework, giving as

1 In the second revised edition of The Dobe !Kung (Lee 1984), the group name is  changed to the
appropriate generic term Ju/’hoansi (Lee 1993).

Coex’ae Bob: Skin bags and beads.
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an average 42.3 hours per person. This was compared with studies from North
America showing that many wage earners, especially with small children, might
spend up to 40 hours over and above the wage-paid job, doing housework,
shopping, washing, etc.

Other findings showed the nutrition value of the !Kung diet, indicating that
it was well balanced in terms of vitamins and minerals, and with an adequate
calorie level. A total average intake of 2,355 calories per person per day was
estimated to include 690 calories from meat, 1,365 from mongongo nuts and
300 from other vegetables (adapted from Lee 1993:59).

If one takes the figures above to give a picture of the Bushmen of Botswana at
the turn of the century, the presentation is grossly misleading. These are figures
from four weeks of studies and measurements, undertaken on some 30 people in
July 1964 in the Dobe area. It also shows the special significance in the diet of
one species, the mongongo nut, which is not widely found. But these kinds of
observations provided empirical corrections to some common generalisations
about foraging societies at that time, assuming that famine had been a perma-
nent threat to the survival of the species for most of mankind’s existence, and the
average production of food had been inadequate to meet the average need for
consumption (Mandel quoted in Lee 1981).

As a correction to such assumptions, studies showing hunters to be well nour-
ished and to have ample leisure time are important. Although this type of adap-
tation has been primarily associated with hunting, such detailed studies show
that vegetable foods, not meat, form the main basis for subsistence. In an ‘un-
touched’ ecosystem, plant food in the forms of nuts, berries, roots bulbs and
wild grains are abundant, relatively stable and easy to gather. Game animals, by
contrast, are scarce, unreliable and difficult to catch. Findings such as the ones
reported on above inspired Sahlins to coin the phrase ‘the original affluent soci-
ety’ (Sahlins 1972).

Is there a foraging mode of production?

Understanding the characteristics of foraging as a subsistence system may en-
hance our understanding of the problems of integrating and adapting to the
encompassing Batswana society. What is it, then, that makes foraging so spe-
cial?

First of all, foraging is not food production. Hunting and gathering means
reaping without herding, harvesting without sowing. While farmers and herders
mould nature to make it reproduce the way they want it to, foragers live more or
less with nature as it is given. This means that their social organisation must be
suited to the utilisation of the ecological niches that nature has to offer, and the
seasonal variations in nature. Lee emphasises that foragers more than members
of any other kind of society must fit their social organisation to the niches af-
forded by nature, and outlines the following structural traits of a foraging mode
of production:
– foragers must be mobile and cover a wide area in order to find sufficient

food;
– the environment sets upper limits on group size;
– because of the seasonal and regional variation in resources, hunter-gatherer

group structure must be flexible to adjust to changing opportunities;
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– the necessity to move around sets limits on the material wealth a family can
possess; and

– despite a variety of ideologies of land ownership, all hunters have developed
elaborate rules for reciprocal access to resources (Lee 1981:15).

Lee goes on to elaborate on some of the particular traits of foraging:
It is in the distribution and consumption of resources that the collectivistic character
of the Foraging Mode of Production clearly emerges. Food is never consumed alone
by a family; it is always shared out by members of a living group or ‘band’ of up to 30
or more members. Even though only a fraction of the able-bodied foragers go out
each day, the day’s returns of meat and gathered food are divided in such a way that
every member of the camp receives an equitable share. The hunting band or camp is a
unit of sharing, and if sharing breaks down it ceases to be a camp. This principle of
generalised reciprocity within the camp has been reported for hunter/gatherers on
every continent and every kind of environment. (Lee 1981:15)

The analysis further indicates some of the problems that may follow in the tran-
sition from foraging to farming. In the terminology of Marxism these are ‘struc-
tural contradictions’ inherent in the transition from one mode of production to
another. The main structural contradictions are seen to be:

(1) between the nomadism of the forager and the sedentism of the farmer. One
cannot both follow the game and stay at home and tend the goats and fields.

(2) between the communal, diffuse ownership of key resources of the foragers,
and the family, or individual, ownership of flocks and fields among the farmer-
herders.

(3) between the sharing and generalized reciprocity which is central to the hunt-
ing and gathering way of life, and the saving or husbandry of resources,
which is equally central to the farming and herding way of life (Lee 1981:16).

Based on this analysis, Lee refutes the assumption that ‘foragers do not own
land’, and argues that land is divided into territories or tracts used primarily but
not exclusively by a band or camp, from whom outsiders must seek permission
to use the resources of a given tract. And while it is often suggested that ‘foragers
have no individual property’, Lee points out that while land and its resources are
collectively owned and utilised, tools and other belongings are very much the
property of the individual owner. Non-perishable goods are dealt with very dif-
ferently from foods (Lee 1979, 1981).

Moreover, research on hunter-gatherers revealed a high degree of gender equal-
ity. Shostak concluded:

All in all, !Kung San women maintain a status that is higher than that of women in
many agricultural and industrial societies around the world. They exercise a striking
degree of autonomy and of influence over their own and their children’s lives. Brought
up to respect their own importance in community life, !Kung San women become
multifaceted adults, and are likely to be competent and assertive as well as nurturant
and cooperative. (Shostak 1981:246)

The discussion noted above should not be taken to depict contemporary reali-
ties, or to suggest that all San have until very recently been hunter-gatherers. The
main point to note is that the basic characteristics of foraging as a way of mak-
ing a living may help us to appreciate better some of the problems of transition
that former hunter-gatherers are and have been facing. Unfortunately, develop-
ments since Shostak wrote her book have shown that the values inherent in the
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Wet season aggregation NARO G/WI

Wet season dispersal !KUNG !XOO

gender roles described above are among those most vulnerable to change during
processes of modernisation.

Territoriality

Barnard notes that the concept of ‘territoriality’, by definition involves spatial
boundary maintenance, or more specifically (citing Ingold) ‘those social rela-
tions directly contingent upon the spatial organisation of resource extraction’
(1992b:138). Ethnographic descriptions of spatial boundaries include ‘adapta-
tion to local environmental conditions, flexibility and variety in the forms of
environmental occupation, and ideological notions of “property” and “owner-
ship”’ (ibid:137).

Most anthropological studies of Bushmen in Botswana are of communities
and groups in and around the Kalahari desert region, most notably the !Kung
(or Ju/’hoansi) of North-West District, the Naro and other groups of Ghanzi and
western Kalahari, the G/wi and G//ana of central Kalahari and the !Xóo of south-
western Kalahari. The literature shows how variations in environment and rain-
fall combine in changing patterns of seasonal mobility and social organisation.

Barnard uses the examples of the !Kung and the G/wi from the 1960s to
illustrate their coping strategies. !Kung, who lived in an area with comparatively
better rainfall and some permanent water resources, foraged in more fluidly
composed groups, involving two or more bands, which came together in the dry
season to exploit permanent wells. These were owned and utilised by more than
one band, and also by non-!Kung who lived in the same areas. !Kung dispersed
as band-sized units in the wet season, when water was abundant. They aggre-
gated in the dry season on account of the availability of permanent water sources,
not on account of surface-water. G/wi, in contrast, dispersed into family units in
the dry season and aggregated as band-sized units in the wet season. Lack of
surface water in the dry season prevented band aggregation at this time of year,
while wet season aggregations and migrations in search of seasonal food and
water supplies, including tsama melons, were advantageous (Barnard 1992a:229).

!Xóo and Naro settlement patterns show fewer seasonal variations but were
nevertheless very different. Naro, living in a more fertile natural environment,
were the least mobile. !Xóo, in the harshest environment, with no surface water
and the least abundant food resources foraged in large territories. They were
organised in relatively permanent social groups that appeared to be constantly
spatially dispersed. Given two seasons (wet and dry) and two patterns of settle-
ment (aggregation and dispersal), Barnard (1992a:231) deducts four possible
logical combinations, all of which have been empirically observed:

Dry season aggregation Dry season dispersal
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Patterns of territoriality such as those briefly summarised above are interesting
in their own right. The present study, however, will not go further into ethno-
graphic details of group adaptation and regional variation. The purpose here is
to show that seasonal movements are well considered and logical patterns of
behaviour, amenable to observation and documentation. Available research on
southern African hunter-gatherers demonstrates that the vague terms used in
policy and planning documents, such as ‘nomadic disposition’, reflect an unwill-
ingness on behalf of the planners (or possibly lack of time, or lack of qualified
personnel), to recognise foraging as an economic system, different from but com-
parable to other systems of production.

Notions of ‘possession’ and ‘ownership’

Territoriality is a key to understanding traditional ownership or possession of
land. Present codifications of land rights and regulations in Botswana are based
on the implied assumption of land being terra nullius (vacant or waste land)
when Bantu tribes moved into the territories. Ng’ong’ola (1997) notes that Crown
Lands in the Protectorate period were appropriated on the fiction that any land
the major ethnic communities did not claim was vacant. It has been to the dis-
tinct disadvantage of the San, as for all other foraging and mobile peoples, that
because their use of nature was so well adapted to local conditions (in modern
terminology one would say sustainable), they left virtually no trace of occupa-
tion. The entire burden of proof, as it were, of previous occupation, rests on
cultural tradition, i.e., the cognitive maps that are still vivid in the memory of
people, the careful documentation and exposition of traditions for regulating
access and use of land, and the recognition of these rules according to customary
and common law (Weaver 1984, Wilmsen (ed.) 1989, NOU No.5 1997).

The prevailing stereotype about Bushmen – that they lack a concept of land
ownership and territoriality – was expressed in 1978 by a litigation consultant
for the Attorney General’s Chambers, in a now notorious statement: ‘As far as I
have been able to ascertain the Masarwa have always been true nomads ... (who)
can have no rights of any kind except rights to hunting’ (Hitchcock, 1978(1):242).
This particular opinion was later withdrawn by the Attorney General’s Cham-
bers. Nonetheless, this particularly inept statement has elicited furious comments
from concerned researchers ever since, and Ng’ong’ola and Moeletsi (1996:2)
note with some amusement: ‘As if to ensure that Government shall not ever be
misinformed again, anthropological descriptions began to emphasize, to the point
of harping, the concept of “Basarwa territoriality”’. I am covering well-travelled
territory, then, in summing up some of the main arguments from this debate.

A point widely documented is the Bushman’s intimate knowledge of vast
expanses of land. Elizabeth Marshall Thomas observed in the 1950s:

Although Bushmen are a roaming people and therefore seem to be homeless and
vague about their country, each group of them has a very specific territory which that
group alone may use, and they respect the boundaries rigidly. Each group also knows
its territory very well ... and has usually named every place in it where a certain kind
of veld food may grow. (Thomas [1958]1989:10)

Other documentation to the same effect is given by Lee (1972) who shows how
the flexible, non-territorial groupings of the !Kung are related to variable rain-
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fall, and surface water scarcity. He makes a distinction between group bounda-
ries and land boundaries, and points out that fluid spatial boundaries and over-
lapping territories do not mean that the groups concerned did not have a sense
of ownership (right to use) certain territories. This right to use territories was
recognised by neighbouring groups, who would ask for permission to move in
temporarily.

In former Bushmanland – present day Nyae Nyae, part of Otjozondjupa Dis-
trict of Namibia – the Ju/’hoansi have used the concept of n!ore as a basis for
regulating access to land. Moreover, they have been able to submit this tradi-
tional understanding, transcribed into bureaucratic English, into the important
debate about land rights that has taken place in Namibia after Independence in
1990. The following is part of a briefing paper presented to the National Con-
ference on Land Reform that was held in 1991.

A n!ore is a named place containing various natural resources. Some n!oresi are resi-
dential while others are used only for hunting and gathering. The right to reside per-
manently in a n!ore is inherited by individuals from their parents. Subsidiary rights in
other n!oresi are acquired through marriage and name relationship. N!ore rights can-
not be sold, given away or willed to anyone. A person who has inherited the right to
reside permanently in a n!ore is called the n!ore steward. A person or a group may
travel through another person’s n!ore, but no one may settle in a n!ore without the
permission of the n!ore steward.

The kxa/ho is all of the land traditionally inhabited by the Ju/’hoansi and all of its
natural resources. The right of the kxa/ho is a limited communal right to all of these
resources which is acquired by individuals by descent (NEPRU 1991:4)

In Botswana, present day N/oakwe point to this tradition of sharing resources
with other groups, and the fact that newcomers to their areas, including also
non-San, were welcomed and allowed to share in their resources. It is a keenly
felt sense of injustice that land that was previously shared with incoming outsid-
ers has later been taken over by them through the administrative arrangements
for freehold, TGLP ranches, borehole rights and, most recently, regulations for
fencing. The traditional users have gradually been expelled. At the RAD policy
review seminar in Ghanzi, August 1992, Jim Morris, representative from D’Kar
and himself a Naro, lamented:

In the old days, they would come to us and make requests: ‘Say, Uncle, we want to
stay here, and hunt.’ So they were pointed out their piece of territory. Why was it easy
for the old generation of Batswana to consult with us, but now you don’t? Now that
we Basarwa are making requests, they are denied. (Saugestad 1992)

Notions of ‘leadership’

In Kalahari communities, a ‘band’ was depicted as the basic unit of the social
structure. The core unit was the family, nuclear or extended, and a band was
composed of clusters of families, their visitors and friends. Band membership
gave the right to exploit the resources of band territory, and was acquired by
birth or marriage or by other admission processes. The composition of bands
was complex and fluid, with a constant interchange of members for a variety of
reasons including marriage, cooperation or competition over food resources,
and resolutions of conflicts (Heinz 1966, 1979, Lee 1979, Lee and DeVore (eds)
1976, Silberbauer 1981, Biesele et al. 1989, Barnard 1992a).
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A mark of leadership and band ‘ownership’ of territory was the ability of a
leader to give permission, leave, or licence on behalf of the band to non-mem-
bers wishing to have access to water and other resources of the territory. In what
sense does this constitute ‘ownership’? Barnard states that hunting-gatherer ter-
ritories are not ‘property’ in quite the same sense as property is defined in West-
ern legal systems, but such territories do possess some of the same characteristics
of ‘property’ as the term is conventionally employed in anthropological mono-
graphs on non-hunting-and-gathering peoples. Specific groups retain, through
birth, marriage and residence, rights of special access to particular territories.

The right which they lack – crucial to ‘ownership’ and ‘property’ as more narrowly
defined – is the right of alienation. Bushmen and other hunter-gatherers cannot dis-
pose of areas which they occupy or have special access to: they cannot sell them or
give them away. They can only utilise these resources, permit others to utilise them,
and in some cases only deny or discourage access. (Barnard 1992b:147, emphasis
added)

The fluid composition of Bushmen bands and leadership based on consensus has
made it difficult for outsiders to identify positions of leadership. Especially in
contrast to Bantu neighbours, and the extremely well organised hierarchy of
positions of chiefs and headmen that mark the Tswana system, leadership among
Bushmen appeared weak. The question is whether there is a fundamental differ-
ence between the rights and obligations between different Bushmen groups –
which we have seen were also extended to strangers coming in – and the types of
rights recognised in Botswana customary law? If we use Molokomme’s concept
of ‘traditionalists’ customary law’ (1994:348), it seems in some places the earlier
encounters between Bantu and San were marked by some degree of reciprocity.
As has been observed elsewhere, Naro lived symbiotically with Boer ranchers
for decades (Guenther 1986b, Russell and Russell 1979), as did !Kung with
Tswana and Herero pastoralists (Wilmsen 1989). Barnard suggests that in these
cases, the incursion of non-hunter-gatherer populations has not led to explicit
defence of territorial boundaries or to widespread displacement (Barnard
1992a:228). Perhaps this conclusion should be modified to say that it did not
lead to any immediate displacement.

Dispossession is the end result of a very slow and gradual process, and the
negative effects, which will be discussed later in this book, are only visible at a
late stage, at which time it is usually too late to revert the process. The main
point to note is that traditional land-use regulations clearly have allowed for the
incorporation of ‘aliens’. Later, the same ‘aliens’ have repudiated the moral and
legal status of these regulations and completely neglected their existence, both in
the codification of customary and common (statutory) law. Hence the most ba-
sic right which has been denied Bushmen is the right to refuse alienation of land.

Diversity, over time, and in space

The Kalahari debate

The ‘Kalahari debate’ in anthropology focused much on the relative importance
of ecology compared to the socio-political environment in shaping the life of
Bushmen in a historical trajectory. The approach attributed to the Harvard Ka-
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lahari Research Group, often referred to as the ‘evolutionary ecological’ ap-
proach developed from a research tradition specifically looking for existing iso-
lated foraging groups. The thinking was that research on contemporary
populations whose survival depended on their own food production might serve
as ethnographic analogies for the hunting and gathering that has been the domi-
nant adaptation during most of the history of mankind.

The sharpest critic of this school of thought was Edwin Wilmsen, who started
what has been known as the ‘Kalahari debate’. (The debate started in Current
Anthropology 1990, see especially Wilmsen and Denbow 1990, Solway and Lee
1990, Lee and Guenther 1993.) Wilmsen claimed that the emerging picture was
one of hunter-gatherer groups as isolated ahistorical units. Lee, according to
Wilmsen, ‘wants to see humanity’s ancient innocence in the mirror of the !Kung.
In doing so he freezes these people in some arbitrary chosen evolutionary mo-
ment projected into the present (1983:10).’ Wilmsen and other critics, labelled
‘revisionists’ or ‘historical particularists’, see historical influence on present hunter-
gatherer groups as being much more profound. There has been interaction and
exchange between Bushmen and advancing Bantu and European groups as far
back as the history of these peoples goes. Wilmsen (1989) documents early trade
and exchange routes reaching into the most remote areas of the Kalahari, based
on archaeological data as well as historical sources. Can it not be, Wilmsen asks
rhetorically, that hunter-gatherers have ‘been involved in the real world ever
since the real world began?’ (Wilmsen 1983:16). Their history must be studied
as an integral part of the framework that shapes and changes the adaptation of
any given group.

This perspective has contributed important documentation of historical links
between the San and the Bantu and invading Europeans. Many of the findings
are provisional, many conclusions are debated, many details are contested. But
some points come out clearly enough: archaeological findings depict a wide va-
riety of adaptations, including foraging, fishing, animal husbandry, salt and cop-
per production, and trade. For the last 1000 years or so there have been agro-
pastoral peoples in eastern Botswana. There are traces of exchange networks
extending to Great Zimbabwe and the East Coast, of regional differentiation of
settlements, and of a stratified society. Some Bushmen groups were affected by
historical events such as the 1820 population explosion in South Africa, Shaka
Zulu’s wars and the influx from the south. The period of 1850 to 1890 was a
peak of European commerce, depleting large areas of commodifiable animals
(skins, fur, ivory), and breaking down trade routes. This turbulent process must
have had an impact on San people.

Wilmsen argues that dependence theory is an indispensable supplement to
mode of production theory. This is so because the impact of capitalism on pre-
capitalist modes of production is a defining feature of the contemporary politi-
cal world. ‘We must ask ourselves what transformations in San social forma-
tions resulted from this participation ... It is more than merely possible that the
San are classless today precisely because they are the underclass in a more inclu-
sive class structure’ (1983:16–17). When San and Bantu are seen as participants
in one single social formation, the determining factor becomes the type of rela-
tionship between the two groups. Historical sources give ample evidence of trib-
ute payment, forced labour, kidnapping, murder and rape. Wilmsen and Denbow
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(1990) quote a Motswana – ‘So we ruled them’ – and a Bushman – ‘They put us
under the carrying yoke’.

For one who stands outside the debate, the two approaches appear to com-
plement more than to contradict each other. The Harvard project brought for-
ward a series of rich and detailed studies that illuminate local life among the
!Kung of the Dobe area, and uncover the systems logic of a foraging mode of
production. The approach has certain methodological implications. As a sys-
tems analysis, it commonly includes a detailed description of ecological and natural
resource variables, followed by studies of ‘optimal foraging strategies’, ‘cost-
benefit analysis’, and ‘time-allocation studies’. The weakness is that trade and
relations with neighbours are not as closely investigated, and the hunter-gath-
erer subsistence system may easily appear as a somewhat timeless, functional
entity.

The picture presented by the other, more diffusely defined school is less clear
cut, but perhaps that is part of the message. What emerges is a complex pattern
of avoidance, adaptation and submission to powerful invading groups. The mes-
sage is diversity, over time, and in space. The focus is more on inter-group rela-
tions than on the internal cultural traits. This approach has different methodo-
logical implications. First and foremost the analysis builds on historical and ar-
chaeological data, more than on direct observations. It is the history of contact
that is the focus of study, and the relationship between foraging groups and their
neighbours that is being traced.

‘Hunters, Clients and Squatters’

Much research makes similar points about diversity in interaction between groups,
and in adaptations. Hitchcock notes that while some Bushmen were ‘pure’ for-
agers,

[o]thers were involved in patron-client relationships with their neighbours, some of
whom were Batswana. Still others were rural entrepreneurs who worked as special-
ised hunters, artisans, and general helpers and who were very much a part of the
Kalahari fur trade ... Many Basarwa were noted to be involved in herding livestock,
and some of them were able to acquire their own animals in spite of the fact that
people classified as servants ... were not supposed to have property rights. (Hitchcock
1987:288)

Variations in the environment and the relationships to neighbouring groups of
people, are illustrated further in an article by Vierich (1982), aptly called ‘Adap-
tive Flexibility in a Multi-Ethnic Setting’.

If the hunting and gathering way of life has survived in the Kalahari, it is not because
of isolation. What accounts for its durability? ... The relative ease and security of a
hunting and gathering way of life means that it has remained an attractive option in
many parts of the Kalahari ...

The other part of the answer may be [that] the majority of Basarwa have for genera-
tions been deriving at least some of their subsistence from agriculture and livestock.
They do this either by growing their own crops and keeping their own livestock, or
(more often) by working for their Bantu or European neighbours as herders on cattle-
posts, as seasonal agricultural workers or even as household servants. Are they forced
into these positions by personal misfortune, environmental change, or political domi-
nation, or do they enter these roles by choice? (Vierich 1982:213–214, emphasis added)
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This is a crucial question, although neither Vierich nor others have been able to
give a full answer. Her research, however, contributes towards a further decon-
struction of the ‘stereotype’ picture of one uniform adaptation, noting clusters
of adaptive strategies that combine hunting and gathering with products from
agriculture and pastoralism on a seasonal or occasional basis, or mixed strate-
gies where agriculture and pastoralism provide the majority if not all of subsist-
ence.

A similar type of argument is put forward by Biesele, Guenther, Hitchcock,
Lee and MacGregor (1989) in an article on ‘Hunters, Clients and Squatters’.
The article gives an overview of the contemporary socioeconomic status of
Basarwa in Botswana, illustrating the arguments with case studies of five com-
munities: Dobe, with full scale hunting and gathering !Kung bands; Kauri, where
the !Kung have been incorporated into the Batswana semi-feudal system of pa-
trons and clients; Ghanzi, where San have been incorporated into the under-
employed ‘squatter’ labour pool on White-owned and Black-owned ranches;
Bere, where San work on a settlement scheme as pastoral smallholders and crafts-
men; and Nata, where one-time clients now live in independent pastoral and
agricultural communities and are engaged in self-help projects and community
development efforts (Biesele et al.1989:117).

Daily life in the Kalahari.
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∫

The communities constitute a continuum from isolated hunter-gatherers, to
proletarised workers in a settlement scheme, to self-motivated developing com-
munities. As the authors emphasise, these characterisations should not be seen
as stages in development, through which each community necessarily evolves.
Rather, the analysis shows that differences in adaptation occur within the same
contemporary social and political environment.

Probably the most typical or general quality of San culture is their ability to
adapt to changing environments. Campbell and Maine make this point in a re-
port to the Ministry of Local Government, where they note that the Remote
Area Dwellers in the study area (south of Lake Ngami)

have few modern skills, but are expert at exploiting every opportunity. They subsist
by collecting wild food, earning low wages, earning milk through minding cattle,
looking for handouts and sharing with others, while young men move frequently to
alleviate food shortages and do some hunting, often illegally. About half the families
have some field, but grow inadequate crops; while a few own minimal cattle, a don-
key and some goats. (Campbell and Maine 1991:2)

The resilience of any type of adaptation depends on the flexibility and adaptabil-
ity of its practitioners. This means that any argument for protecting the authen-
tic Basarwa culture is not – and cannot be – an argument for protecting a static,
unchanging culture. This is not the issue. The important question is how the San
may transform their present conditions into something they themselves perceive
as being better.

Does the present policy of integration take into consideration the kind of back-
ground and traditions in adaptation that have been outlined in this chapter?
This question will be addressed in the analysis of development programmes fol-
lowing in the third section of this study. As a further background for that analy-
sis, the next chapter will give some perspectives on what contact has meant so
far, by looking more closely at the history of contact and the resulting position
of the San at the bottom of a stratified society.



96 S i d s e l  S a u g e s t a d

In the Kalahari debate, and in other debates about the shifting location and
interaction between population groups, a recurrent theme is the question of what
constitutes an appropriate time-perspective. As the discussion in the previous
chapter shows, it is important and of interest to trace historical occupation of a
territory as far back as historical and archaeological methods can take us. How-
ever, for the purpose of the present analysis, a much shorter time perspective is
required. The main concern is to understand the present day relationship be-
tween two categories of people, and the historical background or explanation of
this relationship is relevant insofar as we can specify ‘the nature of continuity’
(Barth 1981:111) between actors and events situated in history, and present day
encounters. In other words, it is not the objective history we are after, but his-
tory as it is perceived by present day actors, who use it to understand, explain
and justify the present. Bearing in mind that ‘the past in the present’ everywhere
may be contested, history can help explain events by identifying the processes
behind the contemporary distribution of peoples, territories and control.

Brief settlement history

Tlou and Campbell date the presence of Bantu people in the western Transvaal
and south-eastern Botswana to the period around AD 1200 (1984:57–61). For
several centuries (up to early 1800), Tswana presence was concentrated almost
exclusively to this relatively small section of the land at both sides of the present
border, while some Kgalagadi had settled in parts of present day Kgalagadi Dis-
trict and some northern parts of Central District as early as the mid-1500s
(ibid.:67).

Developments in South Africa, pressure from white settlers, and the popula-
tion explosion about 1800 led to the Difaquane (time of troubles) in 1820, which
again led to more extensive movements of Tswana tribes into territories that
now make up Botswana. During the 19th century, other Bantu groups added to
the diversity of cultures in Botswana: the Kalanga moved in from the East, the
Mbukushu and Yei from the North, the Herero and Mbanderu from the West.
The last numerically significant influx of Herero followed the German-Herero
war around 1900. Thus the history of origin and arrival of contemporary Tswana
and other Bantu-speaking people in Botswana is relatively short: apart from in
the most south-easterly part it spans less than two centuries.

CHAPTER 6.

Bantu and San:
Relations and Categorisations
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The tribes that established themselves in the then Bechuanaland were well
organised, stratified structures. Each nation or kingdom (morafe) was led by a
chief or king (kgosi), described as ‘at once ruler, judge, maker and guardian of
the law, repository of wealth, dispenser of gifts, leader in war’ (Schapera [1938]
1994:62). Through the control of land and cattle, the kgosi was able to distrib-
ute assets and privileges among his followers, according to their relative social
position. These kingdoms, the most powerful ones later to be codified as the
‘eight main tribes’ in the Constitution of 1966, found their place through disper-
sal, feuds and conquest, and were by the early 20th century in effect in control of
most of Botswana. The exceptions were present day Chobe, Ghanzi and
Kgalagadi, which remained sparsely settled and came to be designated Crown
Land by the colonisers.

Britain declared Bechuanaland a protectorate in 1885. For many years Brit-
ish impact was minimal. The British government viewed the establishing of the
Protectorate basically as a means to protect the road to the north, and to protect
the Batswana from outside enemies (the Boers in Transvaal, later the Germans in
Namibia). There was no wish by the colonial powers to spend money on admin-
istration. At the same time, Batswana as represented by their dikgosi were strongly
opposed to interference in their internal affairs. For most of the colonial period,
the British practised a policy of non-interference, or indirect rule. This meant
that the changing fortune of the San population was determined by their rela-
tionship to the dominant groups in the country, and this relationship was very
little modified by colonial rule.

Codification of land rights

Some modest administration was set up by proclamation in 1891, to check on
entrepreneurs striving to acquire mining and commercial concessions from real
and putative native rulers. A number of freehold or private land farms were
registered and the administration further recognised the claims of two commer-
cial concerns. The land project of most consequence for Bushmen was the settle-
ment of farmers on the Ghanzi ridge, in the western part of the country. By
virtue of its calcrete soil and high water level, the Ghanzi ridge provides some of
the best grazing in Botswana. In order to prevent German expansion from South
West Africa, the British South African Company settled some twenty Boer fami-
lies as leasehold ranchers in 1898. The plan was formulated on the basis of
concessions from the chief of the Tawana of Ngami, whose sovereignty over the
area was highly questionable (Ng’ong’ola and Moeletsi 1996:14).

Although the farms were established in the heartland of Naro territory, occu-
pied by clearly established user groups, the land was regarded by the colonial
administration as terra nullius, i.e., vacant land with no legal owner. The early
European settlers sank wells but did not fence their lands, using Bushman labour
instead to protect their livestock. Thus the mode of land tenure employed by the
early settlers was ‘inclusive’ in the sense that in addition to the rations the Bushmen
received in return for farm and domestic labour, they were allowed to hunt and
gather on the farms. In 1959, the country’s central administration, which was
still under British control, converted the system of land tenure with respect to
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the Ghanzi farming block from leasehold to freehold (Sanders 1989:115). New
ranches were meted out, and by now it was a condition for sale that the pur-
chaser erect boundary fences, thus gradually blocking Bushman access to their
former sources for subsistence.

The most important policy of the Protectorate administration concerning
land tenure was the creation of Native or Tribal Reserves. The first Native Re-
serves – for the Ngwato, Ngwaketse, Kwena, Tawana and Kgatla – came at the
end of the 19th century, followed by the establishment of reserves for the Tlokwa
of Gaborone and Barolong early in the 20th century. The position taken by the
colonial administration concerning the Native Reserves (roughly corresponding
to the districts after Independence) was generally that land in those areas be-
longed to the chief or tribe occupying the area, and tribal leaders retained con-
siderable autonomy over their land.

Remaining land was appropriated as Crown Land according to an Order in
Council of 1910, in a process described by Ng’ong’ola and Moeletsi as sur-
rounded by legal uncertainties and confusion. Included within the new defini-
tion were:

lands or areas which were not waste, vacant or abandoned by their ‘owners’, and
which the Crown had not acquired by treaty, cession or conquest. This definition had
the effect of vesting in his Majesty’s High Commissioner vast expanses of territory
which had not been secured for the Crown in the required legal manner. Since the
reserves excepted from the definition were delineated mainly for the Tswana speaking
tribes or communities, the Crown effectively claimed title to land belonging to Basarwa,
Kgalagadi and other voiceless minority groups who were not incorporated into the
recognized Tswana tribes or territories. The 1910 order can thus truly be regarded as
the first legal instrument to legitimatize the dispossession of minority ethnic groups.
(Ng’ong’ola and Moeletsi 1996:20–21, emphasis added)

To conclude: the high degree of autonomy granted to the Native Reserves, in-
cluding a right to be consulted, was invested in the ruling chief and his sub-
chiefs, and was enjoyed by those who belonged to that particular tribal area. To
the extent that the colonial administration considered the rights of non-Tswana
communities at all, they were conveniently assumed to be subject to the Tswana
land-use regime. Those who inhabited Crown Lands became in legal terms ten-
ants of the Crown and could be dispossessed of the land at a moment’s notice,
which became apparent whenever land was needed for settler occupation or
other purposes. There was no arrangement for consultation. Throughout the
Protectorate period and beyond, numerous rules and regulations curtailing tra-
ditional hunting and gathering rights were implemented without consultations,
and without much regard for the importance of hunting and gathering to the
affected communities.

Stratification

As the Tswana chiefdoms grew into well organised, hierarchal societies their
internal organisation was quite capable of incorporating the Bushmen minority.
In the 19th century population density was low, and interaction between the San
and other groups appears to have been fleeting, consisting largely of trade. Later,
as incoming groups expanded, the Tswana groups gradually incorporated San
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and other peoples into the stratified social structure of ‘Tswanadom’. Social sta-
tus was derived from cultural and kinship proximity to the kgosi and his rela-
tives and non-Tswana groups were accorded rights depending on whether they
were incorporated into Tswana states voluntarily or by conquest. There were
three broad classes of subjects, in descending order: commoners, foreigners and
serfs. Commoners were non-royal members of the Tswana nuclear group as well
as those immigrant or conquered groups who had proved themselves loyal sub-
jects to the kgosi. Foreigners were immigrants or conquered groups who had not
yet attained the status of commoners or who had no wish to merge their identity
with that of the dominant Tswana group (Datta and Murray 1989:58).

However, some conquered groups became serfs rather than clients to the
cattle owners. The Bushmen in particular were exposed to a form of hereditary
serfdom (called bolata by the Bangwato and botlhanka by the Batawana). The
Tagart commission which inquired into the conditions of the Basarwa, reported
in 1931 that many were still treated as serfs. They were unable to dispose freely
of their labour, enjoyed limited property rights, had no control over lands, and
were liable to be transferred as property on the death of their masters. Regard-
ing the integration of non-Tswana, Datta and Murray conclude:

The economic rights of subject peoples in Tswanadom were largely determined by the
extent to which they were regarded as legitimate members of the political community.
Those peoples who had their own wards, dikgotla and headmen thereby had access to
land and water and could also thus protect their property rights. The subject people
who did not have these institutions were not members of the morafe (nation), were
usually deprived of access to land and water, and did not have absolute property
rights. Whether one became a client or a serf depended on proximity to the Tswana
elite in terms of culture, economy and geography. (1989:63, emphasis added)

Other accounts stress the flexibility in the way that the ‘main tribes’ related to
other, neighbouring tribes, allowing them some or all of the civil and political
rights of the Tswana peoples. Wylie notes that the distinctions between the influ-
ential Ngwato clan and its subject peoples were in no way rigid. Newcomers
were integrated into the capital by being made part of an already existing ward
or being allowed to found one on their own. A talented and loyal ‘foreigner’
might rise to become the chief’s right hand, even if he could not trace his ances-
try to the Ngwato clan (Wylie 1990:138).

In contrast to the considerable opportunities for social advancement afforded
other ‘foreigners’, San who were incorporated into Tswana society had little
personal freedom or say in community affairs. The openness and fluidity that
Wylie describes between the two categories of people – Ngwato and ‘foreigner’ –
are attributed to the economic independence between the two, as the wealth of
Ngwato households was not based on tribute paid by subject peoples. And Wylie
adds ‘only the Sarwa, on whom Ngwato wealth had depended, suffered con-
tinual exclusion’ (1990:138).

Among the Ngwato and Tawana, all San living in a headman’s hunting and
grazing area came under the control of the headman. Their duties were gradu-
ally extended to include hunting, herding cattle, ploughing and other domestic
work. They were supplied with guns and dogs by their masters, to whom they
had to give the ivory, ostrich feathers, furs and skins of the wild animals they
killed, ‘receiving in return small gifts of ‘dagga’ (wild hemp), tobacco and beads’



100 S i d s e l  S a u g e s t a d

(Schapera [1938] 1994:251). San who belonged to a Tswana family in a serf-
type condition could not transfer the allegiance to another person, as the service
was transferred from one generation to the next. Schapera also points out that
San were not allowed to secure land from the chief (ibid.).

The formal aspects of this structure disappeared a long time ago. Serfdom
has been abolished, and the authority of the chiefs has been considerably modi-
fied after Independence. However, the social distance described above is still a
defining feature of Tswana-San relationships. This unequal relationship has some
obvious economic advantages for the Tswana masters. Working conditions for
many San, especially at cattle-posts, are still of a feudal kind. Farmers employ
Bushmen labour on conditions which run from occasional piece work to com-
prehensive patron-client relationships. Terms of employment may include barely
tolerable exploitation or a benevolent paternalism. 1  As water rights are granted
to cattle owners (that is to say, to those who can afford to drill for water), the
previous users of the territories become ‘squatters on their own land’ (Bishop
1998). They must ask for favours, for permission to stay, even for water. Their
hunting rights are restricted or have been abolished. In return for their cheap
labour, the San are integrated in the economy at the very lowest level of the
larger, economically stratified society.

Sustainable use of the Kalahari

Discussions about the future of Bushmen frequently brings up the question of
how hunting and gathering can be compatible with a modern lifestyle and
economy. The usefulness of this question depends on the way it is being phrased.
To ask whether hunting-gathering in its traditional form should be upheld, is
futile. A reversal of development to a ‘pure’ hunting-gathering adaptation is
neither possible nor wanted. Maybe the question should be asked differently:
What is the best way of using the arid lands of Botswana? This leads to another,
equally pertinent question: To what extent is the modern cattle regime compat-
ible with sustainable use of natural resources?

Scientists, environmentalists and administrators debate the degree of envi-
ronmental damage taking place (Stedman (ed.) 1992:6, White 1995). Some ar-
gue that disaster is imminent, others emphasise the cyclic nature of climatic and
thus also environmental changes, and nature’s inherent capacity for renewal. It
is against this background that alternative, more sustainable use of the country-
side need to be considered. Presently, the economy of the cattle trade defines
both the labour needs, and the policies regulating use of land. There are few
openings for economic alternatives. In an expanding ranching economy, the San
provided a cheap and highly flexible ‘buffer’ labour pool, but they are now in-
creasingly dispensable as capitalization, mechanisation and fencing reduce the
need for unskilled labour. What is left is a growing number of squatters and an
unemployed proletariat.

1 At Hainaveld, the largest Tribal Grazing Lands Policy (TGLP) ranching area, the average monthly
pay for an adult herdsman in 1993 was 80 pula a month (the lowest paid got 40 pula, the highest
paid got 100 pula). Boys, women or old men were paid  20 pula a month for herding goats. Many
reported that they worked just for some milk and bits of food (data from fieldnotes).
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In a short-term perspective, there is little doubt that cattle breeding gives the best
profit from the use of land, in terms of private incomes and in terms of export
revenues under the Lomé convention. But the objections are important. As cattle
breeding is becoming more capital intensive, it is most profitably undertaken by
syndicates or large cattle owners, and presently cattle provide more wealth for
urban-based cattle owners than for the rural population. At the same time, range
degradation is increasing. The new areas made accessible by boreholes are mar-
ginal lands with low carrying capacity. While some individuals benefit from this
expansion, there is no indication that the economy of the rural districts, and the
nation as a whole, does.

Water is a key to economic power in rural Botswana. Under customary law,
open surface water is free to be used by anyone who wishes to do so. However,
where water is obtained through the expenditure of capital and labour, as is the
case when new boreholes are drilled or wells are dug, those making the invest-
ment may reserve the water for private use. Improved drilling technology allows
penetration to ever greater depths. Cattle owners have taken advantage of these
changes, and have moved further out on the sandveld to find water for their
herds, expanding available range by bringing formerly wet-season pastures into
year-round usage (Peters 1987:188). The result is that more territory on which
San have long foraged has become grazing land. Moreover, the new technology
has resulted in a lowering of the water table in many areas, rendering sip-wells
and shallow wells useless, most notably along the Ghanzi ridge.

Water pumps bring life to arid areas, but also more cattle.
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Alternatives to intensive cattle ranching would be ecologically viable combi-
nations, based on a mixed use of resources and production systems adjusted to
the carrying capacity of an area. Using traditional skills in new combinations
with wage labour, skilled work, moderate livestock breeding and agriculture in
the few years when rain makes this possible, would meet the needs of the rural
population, San and Bantu alike. In principle, this line of thinking is reflected in
the new policy for Community Based Natural Resource Management, which
will be discussed later.

Some critics, e.g. Yeager (1992), argue that the Government of Botswana
systematically rejects the consideration of alternative land-use policies; there are
few incentives to change a policy that benefit the government’s short term inter-
est, even if it hurts everyone’s long-term interest. Whatever the particulars of this
debate, the conclusion seems inevitable that present day land-use policies and
practices need to be modified. A search for development alternatives that better
accommodate the needs of the Basarwa does not mean a sentimental preoccupa-
tion with the past, but addresses issues vital for Botswana’s future.

It has been noted earlier how the terms ‘exit, voice and loyalty’, originally
coined to describe possible responses to decline in firms, organisations and states
(Hirschman, 1970), bring out the logical alternatives that indigenous peoples
are faced with in meeting with an expanding state. The patterns are easily recog-
nised in Botswana.

A typical reaction has been exit. As long as alternatives were available, the
San have retreated into more inaccessible sections of their territories, and eked
out a living on even smaller areas of land. Exit has been in line with a non-
confrontational attitude to neighbouring groups generally, and has not departed
dramatically from a traditional flexible use of territories, and hospitality to-
wards neighbouring groups. The tragedy is that it has never been possible to tell
beforehand the precise moment when exit has gone too far and sufficient land is
no longer available to make a living. By the time this is recognised, it is too late;
other groups are already established.

Where exit has not been possible, the line taken has frequently been loyalty.
In policy terms this has meant subjugation and assimilation. In economic terms
this has meant the acceptance of a subordinate position as workers or squatters
at cattle-posts.

Voice, understood in this context as political protest and the assertion of
one’s interests, is a new strategy. It is gradually coming into force when other
alternatives are restricted. Voice is a feature of ethnopolitical movements glo-
bally, expressed in organisations speaking on behalf of indigenous peoples. In
Botswana, voice is a feature of the 1990s and beyond, and is the topic of the last
section of this book.

The village: bush dichotomy and codification of differences

Many Europeans, in the van der Post tradition, see the Bushmen as the last
representatives of values and lifestyles that have long been lost in western civili-
sation, and look at them with a mixture of curiosity and nostalgia. For the aver-
age Batswana, however, the Bushmen represent a not very distant past of physi-
cal hardship and material scarcity from which the Batswana want to disassoci-
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ate themselves. In order to appreciate the legacy of the historical relationship
between dominant Tswana groups and San subordinates, Tswana perceptions
and values must be considered. Inherent in the traditional social system, as docu-
mented by Schapera and others, was the close association of political life and
cultural values expressed in the relationship between the kgosi and his people.
These values were communicated in the regular meetings of the kgotla – a key
social institution, physically the fenced-in meeting place in the centre of a village
or a ward, where free men (and later also women) assembled to debate and pass
judgement on matters of concern. It is probably no exaggeration to say that for
the average Batswana, both historically and today, the meeting between the chief
(and after Independence also elected politicians) and the people, embodies fun-
damental values of Tswana life: the civilised social order, consultations and de-
liberations, and a sense of belonging.

Peters notes the value placed upon village affiliation as a vital means of re-
producing socio-political identities, anchored in ancestral sources of morality,
knowledge and wisdom.

The conceptual model governing Tswana land-use was one of concentric circles: in
the centre was the town or village (motse), the place of the ruler (kgosi, chief or king),
his court and public assembly (kgotla). The town was surrounded by arable land
(masimo), then by pastures (mafodiso) and cattle-posts (maraka) located in the range
(naga, veld, bush, forest), which also constituted the hunting areas and merged into a
‘no-man’s land’. (Peters 1987:184, emphasis added)

In this conceptual model, the no-man’s land is the bush, which is the place of the
Bushmen. The underlying cultural categorisations of the people who belong to
the village, and those who are outside (socially, although physically often squat-
ting at the margins) can be summed up in a number of powerful dichotomies:
culture versus nature, domestic versus wild, settled versus nomadic, in short, the
valued versus the stigmatised.

The village/cattle-post/lands structure is cherished as an optimal adaptation
to the environment and its seasonal changes. It embodies at the same time a
consolidation of civilised life, and allows for change, for adaptation to modern
lifestyles, for commuting to the towns, and for taking up wage work as opportu-
nities arise. Such considerations are meaningful for many Batswana, and give
weight to the recurrent argument that the Basarwa should leave their nomadic
ways and become settled, i.e. more civilised. Gulbrandsen (1991:130–131) quotes
statements like the one below, from staff of the Remote Area Development Pro-
gramme, to the effect that San people should join established villages so that
they can be ‘domesticated’:

You know, previously they were not allowed to enjoy the benefit of living a civilized
life in the villages. Today they are recognized as full citizens of Botswana, and we
should get them to mix with other people who have been to school and are enlight-
ened. The thing is that these people who are living in the bush need to be domesti-
cated, and we cannot domesticate them when they remain living among wild animals.

In public debate, the concept of ‘domestication’ has been replaced by the more
politically correct ‘integration’. Reform-minded Batswana, with British support
during colonial rule, have for a long time argued for better treatment of the San.
But even the more liberal views tend to effectively envisage integration as assimi-
lation. The predominant view in Botswana (as in most other countries, during
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most of the time that nation-states and indigenous peoples have interacted) is
that the Basarwa will gradually absorb Tswana customs and culture. As they
become more educated, they will change their way of life, enter into modern
occupations and accept the authority of headmen and chiefs.

However, from what is generally known about the social mechanisms in the
relationships between ethnic groups, there is no guarantee that economic eman-
cipation, even if it takes place, will remove prevailing prejudices and culturally
defined status differences. The contrary is more often the case, as negative and
derogatory attitudes frequently represent strong barriers to economic advance-
ment. Negative attitudes towards the San make encounters with the majority,
and the administration representing this majority, a frustrating and often painful
experience. The San have good reasons for exit, for withdrawing into their tradi-
tional territories, to seek security, comfort and a sense of belonging in familiar
kinship and language groups. In earlier times these territories used to provide an
adequate and satisfying livelihood. Today they do not.

Constructions of the Bushman ‘other’

National identity and a sense of community are created by two processes: the
recognition of some shared features, and the demonstration of a contrast to
others. Thus, in a process of national identity construction the articulation of
the ‘self’ is closely linked to that of defining ‘others’, who by their very exclusion
confirm the image of the ‘self’.

In the rhetoric used in Tswana nation-building, the Basarwa were included in
the picture of homogeneity, as a matter of official ideology. Inevitably, commu-
nication about an actual Bushman presence has been ambiguous. Any display of
the minority’s distinct ‘Bushman-ness’ has made them conspicuous exceptions to
a preferred picture of conformity. On the other hand, the visual imagery of their
culture easily lends itself to photographic representations of Botswana as an
attractive and exotic holiday destination. Somewhat paradoxically, then, at the
same time as Bushman presence is marketed as a main tourist attraction in Bot-
swana, many Batswana are annoyed by the European preoccupation with
Bushmen issues, whether this refers to European commodification of Bushmen
in the tourist industry or to the interference of foreigners in human rights affairs.

The ambiguity in discourses on cultural diversity takes many forms. In Bot-
swana prejudice is not expressed in official policy or regulation. The social di-
vide between majority and minority is acted out in daily interactions that rein-
force the differences and inequalities. While the contrast may be clear, the as-
cribed status of Basarwa is diffuse. It is their generalised characteristics, not
specific traits, that are being noted. This imputed communality is characterised
by two dominant negations: they are people of the past; and they are defined by
attributes that they are lacking.

In an instructive article, Motzafi-Haller (1995) comments on examples of
such negations, drawing on the content of a small, pocket size booklet called
Facts on Botswana.2  This publication is produced by the Department of Infor-
mation and Broadcasting (1990) and is distributed free, often given out as gen-

2 The following discussion of this booklet paraphrases Motzafi-Haller’s analysis, to which I am
indebted.
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eral information when government delegations go abroad.3  The introduction
describes Botswana along the lines noted in chapter four, as a sovereign state
and a ‘model for democracy in Africa’, possessing all the modern symbols of
statehood: national flag, coat-of-arms, map of territory, national anthem, cur-
rency and language. The term Basarwa appears first in a chapter which describes
‘The People’ in Botswana as ‘a number of ethnic groups with strong historical
and traditional links and a shared language’. The text expands on these major
groups, and adds, ‘In addition, there are communities of Bakalanga, Babirwa,
Bayei, Bambukushu, Basubiya, Baherero, Bakgalagadi and Basarwa’ (Depart-
ment of Information 1990:7).

The terminology indicates a neutral two-tiered social structure. The division
in Botswana between the Tswana-speaking tribes, constituting pre-colonial king-
doms, and the non-Tswana-speaking subjects, residing at the periphery of the
precolonial polities, is of long standing, with the San/Basarwa found at the bot-
tom of this social hierarchy. As noted by Motzafi Haller (1995:95), the text ‘tries
to bridge the inherent tension between the egalitarian multicultural message of
group relations and the essentially hierarchical world of Tswana political cul-
ture’. The resulting message is vague, the Basarwa are included as one among
many social units who make up a modern nonsectarian national entity, at the
same time as their deviant way of life is highlighted. ‘The nomadic, mainly desert-
dwelling Basarwa, known as the San people, live in the smallest communities
averaging six to 30 people’ (Department of Information 1990:8).

The booklet has a short chapter on history where the same message is re-
peated: ‘The earliest inhabitants of the region, the hunter-gatherer San people,
are still to be found in Botswana’s remote areas’. In an account of ‘Settlements’,
the national history is briefly depicted as a progression between two phases.
From the 4th century ‘settled communities’ occur, while ‘before that, the terri-
tory was sparsely populated by hunter-gatherer communities of the San people’.
Purportedly based on scientific knowledge, the historical precedence of the an-
cestors of today’s San is tinged by uncertainty: ‘The early history of the people
and territory of Botswana is still being uncovered, as archaeologists sift evidence
from legend’ (ibid.:9). Throughout the exposition, the ‘San’ are presented as
living remains from a remote past who are ‘still to be found’ in the physically
remote margins, far from the modern centre of unified Botswana. Remoteness in
space is closely associated with remoteness in time, and both expressions locate
the San as remote ‘others’ far from a Tswana collective selfhood.

These official Facts on Botswana embody and illustrate two sets of ideas
about the social differentiation that are recurrent themes in the present study.
The idea that Basarwa are ‘children of nature’ is not a newly fabricated image
produced for the consumption of eager tourists, but one that is entrenched in
Tswana cosmology. For many Europeans the Bushmen represent values and life-
styles that are long lost in western civilisation. But for the settled agropastoralist
Tswana, the Bushmen are associated with a recent past of physical hardship and
material scarcity from which they want to disassociate themselves. The orderly
life of Tswana villages, lands and cattle-posts is associated with the transition to

 3 For example, the Minister of Local Government Lands and Housing gave out copies when he
visited Tromsø in October 1996.
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a modern society and prospects for the future. Hence the constant reiteration:
‘We too were like them, but we have developed’.

Characterisation by negations

Schoolbooks in Botswana do not provide serious, factual information about San
traditions and contemporary culture, but rather note the absence of certain traits.
We turn again to Motzafi-Haller for an example from a chapter devoted to
Basarwa in a primary school history textbook called Botswana: A Primary His-
tory.

The chapter opens and concludes with short statements regarding the variety of Basarwa
groups and that ‘today many have changed their way of life’. The bulk of the text,
however, speaks about the Basarwa who ‘are good hunters’, their poison arrows, fire
making, and migratory life styles. Much of the description is written in the negative,
in opposition to the Batswana. For example, ‘the Basarwa do not live in big villages,
as other Batswana do’ …‘The Basarwa do not build strong huts of mud and timber, as
the Batswana do’….‘Instead of eating mealies and vegetables, the Basarwa eat roots,
leaves and berries.’ (Motzafi-Haller 1995:93)

The extract above provides an instructive parallel to the analysis of the Remote
Area Development Programme, which defines the target group by underscoring
what they do not possess – living outside villages, not speaking Setswana, lack-
ing access to water, land, livestock, and not having political organisation – rather
than indicating the strengths of the culture they actually do possess.

Among the most damaging of such stereotypes has been the notion that
Bushmen lack concepts of land ownership and territoriality, ‘due to their no-
madic disposition’. The misfortune for the San, as for so many other indigenous
peoples, is that their use of land was practically invisible. The extensive use of
large territories, finely adjusted to seasonal changes in vegetation and wildlife,
left the Kalahari virtually undamaged, over millennia of use, and is still not
recognised as a basis for rights.

Dancing plays an important part in community activities.
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Added to the prevailing notions that Bushmen are unorganised and uncivilised is
a rather paternalistic assumption that they are not willing, able, or inclined to
participate in development programmes. It follows logically from this attitude
that Bushmen are not fully able to present their own case, and must be spoken
for by others. Thus the Bushmen become the quintessential ‘muted groups’
(Ardener 1975). To a considerable degree such attitudes have their root in cul-
turally different modes of organisation and presentation of information. By and
large the majority are ignorant about San cultural practices, and believe, as ma-
jority populations often do, that what they do not know about does not exist.
This applies, i.a., to different conventions in land-use, as noted earlier, as well as
to different conventions in bringing forward and recognising leadership, which
contrast strongly to Tswana and other tribes’ traditions of a stratified hierarchi-
cal structure of chiefs. Underlying many misconceptions are basically different
conventions for communication, where San ‘protocol’ for presenting an argu-
ment includes frequent use of metaphors, subtle irony, and a soft and unassuming
voice, even when stating grievances. This has led many administrative and exten-
sion workers to claim that the Basarwa ‘never bring forward a clearly stated claim’,
while the claimants feel that their strong plea has been ignored (cf. Biesele 1994).

Dimensions of unity and diversity

Categories of ascription, imputing different qualities to the San, have changed
considerably over the years, and according to the perspective of the beholder.
However, prevailing in many of them have been two notions which are logically
inconsistent but which often are held simultaneously. On the one hand homoge-
neity is ascribed to the diverse group of Khoesan peoples by labelling them
Basarwa and their language Sesarwa. On the other hand these people are de-
scribed as having such a bewildering multitude of group names and languages
that it is impossible to grasp their internal differentiation.

The San say: ‘The dance is our church.’



108 S i d s e l  S a u g e s t a d

The challenges of linguistic classification thus illustrate the more general prob-
lem of stereotyping. At the same time it is an area where more order can be
achieved and more appropriate categories added to the vocabulary of the major-
ity. The lack of an all-embracing term for Bushmen, as reflected in the debate as
to which term of designation is most appropriate, also reflects the fact that the
people we are concerned with do not (yet) think of themselves as one unitary
group. The primary reference group for self-identification is usually a local group
and/or a speech community, not the all-embracing and more abstract concept of
San, Basarwa or N/oakwe.

Alan Barnard, in his Hunters and Herders of Southern Africa, discusses at
length which features of social organisation and culture serve as distinguishing
features of Khoe and San people. He notes features associated with subsistence
pursuits, adding that ‘ ... many otherwise diverse Khoisan peoples share a great
number of common features of territorial organisations, gender relations, kin-
ship, ritual and cosmology’ (1992a:3). Among these features, Barnard assigns
special importance to kinship, which he sees as having at its core certain princi-
ples which unite Khoesan culture as a whole. Foremost among these principles
he lists ‘the classification of relatives as ‘joking partners’ or ‘avoidance partners’,
their classification as marriageable or unmarriageable, and, for certain relatives,
as ‘senior’ or ‘junior‘ (1992a:5). Among the hierarchically arranged herder soci-
eties, hierarchy is played out through kinship. Among the hunter-gatherers, it is
through kinship, as well as through quasi-kin relationships of giving and receiv-
ing, that equality is defined and maintained.

These diverse dimensions of unity and diversity represent a challenge for
emerging Basarwa-based organisations. A ‘politics of identity’ aims at establish-
ing a sense of unity, while at the same time the diversity of local groups and
allegiances must be recognised. Among groups as diverse in languages and his-
tory as the San of southern Africa, it is more often than not the shared experi-
ences of being a marginalised minority which constitutes the unifying force be-
hind the movements, rather than any list of ‘objective’ properties.

Science is faced with the same challenges, as certain contexts call for synthe-
sising descriptions of the total San population, while other contexts call for at-
tention to cultural, linguistic and social variation. Unnecessary confusion has
been created by explorers, administrators and anthropologists devising their own
conventions for naming and spelling. Some standardisation of language and group
names will help tremendously towards a proper recording of a diversity that is
considerable, but in no way infinite.

Challenges of linguistic classification

There may be many reasons why this internal diversity is handled so poorly. To
a large extent we are talking about ignorance, as members of the majority (in
Botswana, as in Norway and elsewhere) tend to be uniformly uninformed about
both the culture, and cultural variation of the minority. There may also be an
assimilationist assumption behind this attitude: as the differences are expected
to eventually disappear one need not learn about them. As there is no generic, all
embracing term for Bushmen, few think about themselves as members of one
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unified and uniform group.4  Nevertheless, language is a vital aspect of a per-
son’s experience of culture and identity, and an important marker of identity in
intra- and inter-ethnic interaction. The overview given at the beginning of this
book indicates the range of diversity as reflected in languages and dialects –
though it should be kept in mind that an overall picture of the San must also
include a substantial number of people who consider themselves and are consid-
ered by others as San/Basarwa, but who do not speak a Khoesan language. The
overview of languages presents a taxonomy which corresponds to, but is not
necessarily congruent with, categories of self-ascription and self-appellation.

Andersson and Janson’s recent book (1997) explains some of the problems
of categorisation of languages: whenever a written language standard exists,
people have a point of identification that may incorporate a wide range of spo-
ken dialect varieties, a recognition of a common norm or standard called ‘lan-
guage loyalty’. People can easily identify with a written language, even if their
spoken dialect deviates considerably. Among the Khoesan language communi-
ties, only Nama (spoken in Namibia and north-western South Africa) has a writ-
ten form that is used in writing and in public media. Naro, Ju/’hoan and !Xóo
also have a standard orthography, but it is little used for teaching (with the
exception of Ju/’hoan in the Village School Programme in the Nyae Nyae area,
and Naro used in some pre-schools in Ghanzi). Within the rest of the Khoesan
speech communities, there are a number of language varieties, some of which
are very similar to each other, and some very different. Andersson and Janson
note:

Which of these varieties are called languages and which dialects is largely arbitrary.
Asking people which language they speak is not a very good idea, because most of
them would say that they speak as they do, or that they speak as people do, i.e. there
is no established vocabulary of language names which people use. (1997:120, empha-
sis added)

Added to the problem of recognising and recording the extent of spoken minor-
ity languages, is the fact that Khoesan languages have a low status and prestige,
because Khoesan-speakers themselves have low status and prestige (Batibo and
Tsonope (eds) 2000). One important indication of this fact is the reluctance of
the speakers of a language to admit that they actually speak it. An example:

We interviewed a man in Maun and asked him about his knowledge about and com-
petence in the languages in the area. He said he grew up speaking Setswana and
Shiyeyi, and that he had learned English in school The next day he helped us make
interviews with Khoisan-speaking people, in this case //Ani. His ability to repeat the
informants’ answers was astonishing. When asked about it, he said that //Ani was his
mother’s language, and that he spoke it as a child. The day before he didn’t mention
//Ani as part of his knowledge of language. (Andersson and Janson 1997:118)

There is an obvious need both for generic terms and for categories that ad-
equately reflect internal diversity, both on a regional and a national level. To ask
whether one should use an inclusive category such as Basarwa, Bushmen or
N/oakwe, or specific terms like Naro, Ju/’hoan, G/wi, G//ana, !Xóo, Kua, etc., is
to ask the wrong question; they are simply different levels of precision. How-

 4 As noted  before, the term N/oakwe or Kwe may become one.  However, the introduction and
gradual acceptance of a new term by all groups has to be part of a wider – and slower – ethno-
political process. For the time being San is the preferred term of reference (WIMSA 2000).
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ever, appropriate generic or umbrella terms must be designed in such a way that
they include, not hide the diversity. Stereotypes, some of which have been dis-
cussed in this chapter, function as imputed, diffuse categories of description, and
do not reflect an appreciation of the underlying variety. Therefore terminology
both reflects and shapes social realities. Detailed fieldwork is needed to under-
stand how San groups define their own sense of belonging according to criteria
that are sociologically significant, how identities are acted out in social interac-
tion and encounters, and how patterns of ethnic affiliations based on self-ascrip-
tion emerge and are codified in indigenous languages. 

This chapter has touched upon a mixture of perspectives and perceptions, indi-
cating some of the considerable concern and at the same time the changing,
often elusive character of San people. The challenge of finding the relevant crite-
ria is intrinsic in all cases of social categorisation, and is not specific to the San.
However, as we move on to the next section of this book, with a focus more
specifically on government policies and perceptions, the question is no longer
how to categorise the San, Basarwa or Bushmen, but a much cruder one: whether
this group of people constitute a legitimate category at all, or whether they rep-
resent an antiquated category, which is better discarded. The latter attitude is
reflected in the development policy of Botswana dating from even before Inde-
pendence, and which still endures. This is the complicated framework for the
analysis of policies and programmes which follows.

∫
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Part 3

GOVERNMENT ACTION
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Pamphlet produced by NORAD in 1989 (From Bushmen to RADs).
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A Project Memorandum (LG 32 Bushmen Development) marks the beginning of
the Bushmen Development Programme.

This project aims to foster the self-reliance and development of Bushmen citizens, and
to facilitate thereby their great(er) integration with the wider society of Botswana. It
will achieve this in two main ways: Firstly, by ensuring that existing rural develop-
ment projects for services, facilities, opportunities and assistance are extended to this
largely extra-rural sector; secondly by implementing a number of new projects, de-
signed especially to cope with the particular problems unique to Bushmen citizens (in
Wily 1979).

Considered against the background of official Botswana policy and compared
to the prevailing attitude that the country has no minorities, the mention of the
‘particular problems unique to Bushmen citizens’ is indeed quite remarkable.
The existence over a period of some three years of a ‘Bushmen Development
Programme’ deserves an analysis in its own right, and gives important back-
ground to its successor, The Remote Area Development Programme.

The very history of the naming of the programme illustrates the problems of
accommodating different, and potentially conflicting, considerations within the
same official concept. The official policy towards the Basarwa has gone through
different phases, as reflected in the changes in terminology. After a period of
rather modest attention right after Independence, the ‘Bushmen Development
Programme’ was started in 1974, specifically directed at the difficult situation of
the people that had been displaced by the development of freehold ranches in
Ghanzi District. It was renamed the ‘The Basarwa Development Programme’ in
1975 to reflect the official substituting of Basarwa for the term Bushmen, which
was seen as demeaning. For a brief period in 1976 it was called the ‘Extra-Rural
Development Programme’ to distinguish it from the normal rural development
programme in the more densely populated areas of eastern Botswana. Finally, in
1977, it was named the ‘Remote Area Development Programme’ and for about
ten years it was an ongoing activity of rather low intensity

In 1988 the Programme was again renamed, becoming the ‘Accelerated Re-
mote Area Development Programme’ (ARADP), indicating a will to speed up
the process of implementation. This was in connection with NORAD becoming
the main foreign donor. After some years, however, the ‘acceleration’ lost its
momentum, and in 1991, at the beginning of the National Development Plan 7
period, it reverted to its former name of the Remote Area Development Pro-
gramme. By 1997, state-to-state development collaboration between Norway

CHAPTER 7.

The Bushmen Development
Interlude
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and Botswana was phased out, and NORAD support to the RAD Programme
came to an end. The current phase is marked by a new and more widespread
public awareness of minority problems, and more active Bushman-based or-
ganisations and activities. The RAD Programme has continued as a conven-
tional low-intensity rural development programme.

The first years after independence

The beginning in Ghanzi

The problematic situation in Ghanzi was due to certain historical circumstances:
while most land in Botswana is tribal land, the fertile land along the Ghanzi
ridge had been allocated since the 1890s to individual owners as freehold tenure.
As a result, an estimated 4000 to 5000 people, mostly Naro, were left with no
rights to use or live on the land, as they were squatters who might be removed at
the owners’ will. This had been a concern expressed by Silberbauer in his early
Bushman Survey (1965), and influenced his recommendations for a Central
Kalahari Reserve and other measures to address the situation of the Bushmen,
especially in Ghanzi. According to Wily, ‘hunting and gathering no longer being
viable on the over-grazed and fenced area, the majority of San increasingly turned
to begging, piecework and stocktheft for survival; they were demoralized, drunk
and apathetic’ (Wily 1982:292).

At Independence, only the Ghanzi District drew attention to the problem of
the minority Bushmen citizens:

Ghanzi has a unique problem in the Bushmen, a distinct social and racial group total-
ling two thirds of the District’s population. The Bushmen require special assistance ...
As the only indigenous inhabitants of Ghanzi the rights of the Bushmen to pursue
their immemorial hunting and food gathering way of life have always been recognised
by the Protectorate Government, by the Ghanzi farmers and the Kgalagadi villagers
alike. By establishing the Central Kalahari Reserve, Government made it clear that it
recognised the need to guarantee the Bushmen’s position. What was not perhaps fully
appreciated at the time was that the Bushmen are already inextricably involved in the
stock-raising economy of Ghanzi as workers on the farms and as clients in the vil-
lages. Very many of them are neither willing nor indeed able to resume a purely hunt-
ing economy and if they are to play their full part in development of the District,
efforts must be made to settle them as stock owners in an undeveloped area of the
District (Ghanzi District Development Plan 1968–1972, pp 39–40, quoted from Wily
1979).

It seems clear that the concern of the District Council commanded considerable
support among farmers in Ghanzi, maybe not primarily for a humanitarian rea-
son. Farmers had complained of stocktheft and squatting by Bushmen since the
founding of the Ghanzi farms. Resettlement in ‘an undeveloped area of the Dis-
trict’ was seen as the easiest solution to this problem. Thus a key justification for
resettlement off the farms was that such a project would relieve the pressure on
the Ghanzi farming community. In addition, changes in production systems made
the labour contribution of the Bushmen less essential, and the dependency of
their families was increasingly perceived as a burden. The Russells, who did
fieldwork in Ghanzi in the late 1960s (Russell 1976, Russell and Russell 1979)
note that the relationship between the Bushmen and the Ghanzi farmers was
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more comprehensive than a conventional wage-labour contract would imply.
The erection of fences and the increased commercialisation of the Botswana beef
industry, however, meant a reduced demand for Basarwa labour, the result being
more and more Bushmen becoming unemployed, and their economic and social
status declining even more. This was rather cynically noted in a document pre-
pared for the Ministry of Home Affairs in 1966, entitled The Bushmen Problem:
‘In recent years serf labour has come to be regarded as something of a liability in
that the serfs’ consumption of food and other resources outweighs their produc-
tivity’ (quoted in Wily 1979:19).

Wily reports on a series of plans and proposals from this period. Silberbauer,
who was acting as the District Commissioner in Ghanzi at the time of Independ-
ence, had urged the Colonial Administration to take action at least for the Ghanzi
farm squatters, warning against the (Ministry of Agriculture’s) plan to sell be-
tween forty and fifty new farms, that would ‘do little to alleviate the crisis as the
new farmers will employ mainly Bantu labour, and furthermore, the number of
dispossessed Bushmen will be increased by the expansion of the farming area’
(quoted in Wily 1979:21). Among his recommendations were the provision of
educational opportunities, training in livestock production and economic diver-
sification (Silberbauer 1965:135–138) and the setting up of a research institute
in the Central Kalahari to study all the factors involved in potential food pro-
duction. Later, as mentioned above, the Ghanzi District Council proposed reset-
tlement in unused areas with water provided for communal grazing. The Coun-
cil maintained, however, a low priority to funding of Bushmen projects, and
suggested an ‘International Appeal for funds for their development’ (Ghanzi
District Development Plan, 1968–1972:3).

The details from these first years after Independence show that there was
considerable acceptance of the need for some special efforts for the Bushmen.
This concern, however, was very much tied to the special conditions of the Ghanzi
District, and did not provide a basis for a national policy. A programme to assist
the Bushmen in Ghanzi was seen as politically acceptable because the situation
was somewhat special: 1) the freehold leases had been granted by the former
colonial government, 2) the farms were owned for the most part by Boers, 3) the
farms were run on a commercial basis which differed from the traditional cattle
keeping practised by Tswana tribesmen more generally, and 4) there was land
available elsewhere in the District. Alternative areas for resettlement could be
provided.

Public policy and non-governmental involvement

In 1968 the portfolio for ‘Bushmen Affairs’ passed from the Ministry of Home
Affairs to the Ministry of Local Government and Lands. MLGL had become the
key ministry for supervising developments in rural areas, through the expanding
District Councils. In the early 1970s the matter causing most concern for the
long-dormant portfolio of Bushman Affairs at MLGL was the growing problem
of Naro squatters on the Ghanzi Commonage, the small tract of State Land in
the middle of the Ghanzi Farm Block where government facilities and shops had
been located. Bushmen evicted from farms had drifted there for some time, as
the Commonage had been the original homeplace for some Naro groups, while
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other groups had the ‘rights’ (cf. chapter 5) to visit. The removal of these squat-
ters was added to the list of objectives for a Bushman policy.

A number of non-government initiatives added to the Ministry’s concern: in
Bere, the southern part of the District, the South African parasitologist cum
anthropologist H.J. Heinz had received government approval for setting up what
he called a ‘controlled experiment’ in community development. A bit further
east Tony Traill, linguist from the University of Witwatersrand, started up re-
search in !Xóo phonetics and phonology, with permission and some modest
funds to start a horticultural scheme to assist the squatters at Lone Tree Pan. In
Xanagas (towards the border to Namibia) a boarding school was started up
with a missionary teacher. And finally, the Harvard Kalahari Research Group,
which had been carrying out multi-disciplinary research among the !Kung of
western Ngamiland since 1963, established the Kalahari Peoples Fund in 1973.
One of the projects of this charitable organisation was the sponsorship of chil-
dren to attend a local school.

These researcher- or missionary-initiated activities were appreciated as ad-
dressing very real and widely recognised social problems, but they did so through
activities that were outside direct government control. This gave raise to a series
of dilemmas in formulating policies that have been part of the debate about
Remote Area Development ever since. There has not been a lack of official rec-
ognition of the social problems of the Bushmen, nor a lack of concern for their
poverty and marginalisation. The expressed concern, however, was the follow-
ing: (a) was it morally right (and politically expedient) to single out one group as
special beneficiaries for special measures, and (b) to the extent that this was
done, should such measures be funded by public money?

One possible solution to this problem was to take advantage of foreigners’
concern for the Bushmen, and allow them to run special development projects
and/or grant development assistance, as in the examples mentioned above. Most
of the work related to Basarwa development in the 1960s and early 1970s was
done either by NGOs or by anthropologists. This, however, gave rise to further
dilemmas: To what extent could the GOB ensure that such external organisa-
tions would respect the democratic development objectives that were the de-
clared policies of the new state? This question could not be addressed within the
framework of a policy that insisted on overlooking cultural diversity. To the
extent that the very basis for foreign involvement has been a concern for the
special problems of the Bushmen, this concern has caused, and must logically
continue to cause, apprehension mixed with annoyance within the Government.

The report from the first officer responsible for ‘Bushmen Affairs’, after his
first field visit to Ghanzi in 1972 illustrates the apprehension in no uncertain
terms:

 I would like to express an opinion that if Government is going to rely heavily on
outside assistance for the formation of settlement schemes like Dr. Heinz’s we might
end up achieving nothing for the Bushmen. Calling for outside assistance in the form
of personnel we shall only be calling outside people to come and further their own
interests. We shall be calling people to come and do research that will later enable
them to sell the material they have produced from their research for their own benefit;
they will take pictures of Bushmen and sell them for profit; they are going to share the
profits derived from cattle sold by the poor Bushmen who cannot even count; they
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may even keep far more cattle (at these places) than the Bushmen. It is not yet known
why certain people can abandon their job and decide to go and live without salary
with Bushmen. They definitely must be seeing some advantage in the long run, if only
a best-selling book or some lucrative film rights. Government must start a settlement
scheme herself ... and any project that Government allows ‘outside people’ (mission-
aries, researchers) to set up for Bushmen, Government must keep a very close watch
on. (Marcus Rowland, quoted from Wily 1979:40)

This potential for controversy between the involvement of well-intentioned out-
siders and the responsibility of the national government is a recurrent theme in
the programme. Then, as now, the controversy may lead to two different courses
of action: on the one hand it may bring about more (often overdue) government
initiatives, on the other hand it may pragmatically allow for contributions from
outside in terms of skills for training or funds for infrastructure. This mixture of
foreign concern and government uneasiness, explains much of the ad hoc han-
dling of the Basarwa issue in Botswana, which remains reactive rather than
proactive.

The Bushmen Development Programme 1974–1977

The objective of the programme, as stated in the LG 32 Project Memorandum,
was to ‘foster self-reliance and development’, as a means of facilitating integra-
tion of the Bushmen. This was to be achieved in two ways; by extending existing
rural development assistance, and by implementing new special projects. It is
probably fair to say that the policy and the Programme owe their existence mainly
to the efforts and concern of one person, Liz Wily, who became the first Bushmen
Development Officer (Wily 1973, 1979, 1982, 1994). In her official capacity as
Bushmen Development Officer (BDO) Liz Wily spoke on behalf of the Govern-
ment, defining and explaining its policy towards the Bushmen. At the same time
she worked relentlessly towards shaping this policy in a more progressive direc-
tion. In doing this she had to choose her words carefully, and to argue in a
politically acceptable manner, while at the same time pushing the implementa-
tion as far as politically acceptable. What she achieved in a short time is impres-
sive, in view of the overall reluctance to address the problems at hand. The fact
that the Programme later changed its profile from a focus on rights to a focus on
welfare, should not distract from a recognition of the significance of those first
few years

The first initiatives from Wily were limited to the Ghanzi area, and suggested
a step-by-step policy. By tackling situations individually it was hoped to engen-
der changes that might not be acceptable were they proposed for implementa-
tion on a nation-wide scale. Moreover, the Bushmen Development Officer was
concerned that all development should be on the initiative of those for whom the
development was effected. Thus the basic principles guiding the project were:

(1) the principle of citizenship ... that as full and equal citizens of Botswana, Bushmen
must be given the fullest encouragement to participate in the rights and privileges
accorded other citizens;

(2) the principle of self-reliance ... that development for Bushmen citizens means the
provision of self-held infrastructure, and continual encouragement for their increas-
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ing self-reliance; Bushmen must be encouraged to take increasing responsibility for
their own development and progress. It is fruitless to establish development projects
which require the sustained assistance of outsiders; and

(3) recognition of special needs ... Most broadly, the programme is concerned only
with Bushmen citizens, not for reasons of their different ethnicity, but for the reason
that the unique hunter-gatherer background and history they share, has created con-
ditions, attitudes and problems today unique to themselves, most of which ... will
require special assistance to be ameliorated. (Section C II under Project Description,
Draft III Bushmen Development Programme, quoted from Wily 1979:66)

 As the objectives set out for the programme were not meant to be implemented
by MLGL alone, the policy was from the very beginning dependent on the in-
volvement of other relevant Ministries (most notably those of Education, and
Agriculture, and the Department of Wildlife and National Parks). The extent to
which this support was forthcoming from other Ministries, however, was vari-
able.

It was a continuous concern for the BDO to keep this carefully worded bal-
ance in all documents coming from the Bushmen Development Programme: to
advocate special measures, but to justify them by referring to general citizens’
rights. A policy statement, with the approval of the Ministry of Education, was
written to avoid charges of advocating a separate educational system, yet it em-
phasised the need to recognise

that for Bushmen children ... Setswana and English, the two languages of Botswana,
are often equally alien second languages ... that ‘school’ presently represents for many
of them a most threatening situation, in which they often feel ‘inferior’; that bad
educational experiences may inhibit rather then foster their self-confidence, self-reli-
ance and general development. (LG 1/3 IV(64), June 1975, quoted from Wily 1979:109)

By mid 1978, 17 sub-projects had gone ahead roughly in the form originally
planned and four other projects identified by the LG 32 Project Memorandum
went ahead in an expanded form. The actual expenditure on the Programme
was modest: by mid-1978 a total of Pula 500,000 had been spent on capital
expenditure (Wily 1979:73). Recurrent expenditure escalated, however, but was
included under general sector headings, such as Local Government expenditure.
As most activities connected with the Programme in fact were (and still are)
meant to strengthen selected aspects of the regular extension activities of differ-
ent Ministries, the scope of the economic input, and the efficiency of the use of
funding,1  is difficult to measure. (See also Economic Consultancies (1994) for a
recent assessment of this point.)

Around 1977 the Bushmen Development Programme was expanded, to deal
with all remote area dwellers or poor rural citizens living outside villages, esti-
mated as the poorest 10 per cent of the population. The focus on Bushmen was
officially abandoned, and the Programme thereafter known as The Remote Area
Development Programme. The new target group was calculated to be some
60,000 ‘remote rural poor’ and perhaps half of these were considered to be
hunter-gatherers. In the general outline, the objectives of the Programme did not

1 In evaluation terminology, efficiency is a measure of the outputs of the project, qualitative and
quantitative, in relation to the total resource input; in other words, how economically the various
inputs are converted into outputs (OECD/DAC guidelines).
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change much. However, as it turned out, the new definition of the target group
indicated very different assumptions about the causes for their problems.

Whether the early years of the Programme, from 1974 to 1977, should be
judged as a success or a failure, depends very much on the perspective used. In
material terms the accomplishments were more than fair, considering the start
from scratch and the modest funding. If, however, one considers that the main
problem lies not in being poor, but in being Bushmen, the change in terminology
represented a real setback for attempts at affirmative action. Therefore, the con-
troversies over the design and definition of the Programme were probably more
important than the actual achievements. The debate touched on two main issues
that will be elaborated below: a policy of integration versus separate develop-
ment, and the critical issue of whether land rights mean separate rights.

The issue of land rights

By the time the Bushmen Development Programme was established in 1974, the
Bushmen were for all intents and purposes a landless minority, whose hunting
and gathering land had gradually been taken over for more ‘productive’ cattle
grazing. The comparatively few living in the most remote areas, where cattle-
posts and boreholes had not yet reached, had neither officially recognised title to
those lands, nor protection against losing them in the future. As we saw in ear-
lier chapters, the Bushmen had not been allocated land, either as a tribe with an
officially designated Tribal Area, or as individuals or groups requiring land. The
Bushmen neither ploughed nor owned livestock, and the customary and com-
mon (statutory) law that regulated land allocation and rights (Tribal Land Act
1968) was set up to deal with such land-use only. Nor had traditional water
sources, such as pans, sip-wells, waterholes and molapos (river beds) been regis-
tered as theirs.

By the mid-70s there was for the first time an awareness that land was be-
coming a resource in short supply. The situation gave rise to a sense of urgency,
and established Bushman land rights as a major policy issue, long before the
Bushmen themselves could emerge as an effective lobby on their own behalf.
According to Wily, she had made her views on the issue of Bushman land rights
clear before her appointment as BDO. In 1973 she wrote ‘recognition of the
rightful and exclusive use of land ... (must be a key) principle in the further
assistance and development of the Bushman people’ (1973:11). The indirect strat-
egy developed rested on the fact of ‘Bushmen being citizens’. This argument
required another balancing act, stressing that the Bushmen land needs and land
rights ‘ ... are based exclusively upon their citizenship, NOT upon the fact they
are either a primitive hunter-gatherer minority, or the ‘first-comers’ or original
occupants of the geographical area of Botswana’ (Statement to the TGLP Coor-
dinating Committee 1976, in Wily 1979:123). In effect, this strategy meant to
test the formulation of the Tribal Land Act of 1968, where a ‘tribesman’ was
defined as ‘a citizen of Botswana who is a member of the tribe occupying the
tribal area’ (Para 1(2)). According to Wily, this definition had never been tested
because Bushmen simply did not apply for land for ploughing, grazing or drill-
ing or digging wells, and those who did plough did so at the discretion of their
‘masters’.
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The strategy involved a number of activities: to encourage Land Boards to
see Bushmen as tribesmen of whichever tribal area they lived in; to request Dis-
tricts to account for land needs of the Bushmen as part of land-use planning
exercises; to give guidance and help to those wishing to apply to the local Land
Boards and finally, at central government level, to watch out for further expro-
priation of Bushmen land to livestock grazing use.

The strategy was to secure ‘as much land as possible, as fast as possible, as
uncontroversially as possible’ (Wily 1979:128). The priorities were (1) to help
those who were still the sole users of land, to secure legally-recognised and sta-
ble tenure over those areas; and (2) to help those more numerous Bushmen who
no longer had the sole, or some, right of access to the areas they used to live in
and use, but who still had the possibility to apply for rights over adjacent empty
land. The situation of the remaining estimated 50 per cent of the Bushmen (3)
would be the last to be tackled, as this would require quite radical departures in
national policy if they were to retrieve any land at all: these were the Bushmen
living on cattle-posts as squatters, seasonal visitors for water, or poorly paid
labour. The majority of these were in the eastern half of the country where land
was already recognised as a scarce resource and few unallocated areas remained
(Wily 1979:128).

Important policy components developed during this period were the estab-
lishment of settlement schemes, Wildlife Management Areas, and Unified Hunt-
ing Regulations, and the passing of a Rural Development Policy in 1972.

Integration or separate development

Throughout the period under discussion, 1974–1978, the question of what ex-
actly the Bushmen Development Programme was trying to achieve remained
unresolved. There was agreement from the outset that the long-term objective of
the programme was the integration of Bushmen with the wider society of Bot-
swana. The problem lay in the conflicting interpretations of what was meant by
integration, a concept that was never properly defined.

Most commonly, integration was taken to mean the assimilation of the
Bushmen into the predominant Tswana agro-pastoral society entirely on the terms
of the latter. Total integration was taken to mean that point of assimilation at
which Bushmen were no longer identifiable in the society. The perspective was
much influenced by evolutionary ideas, with the Bushmen seen as representing
an obsolete adaptation which the Tswana had left long ago. ‘We too used to live
like that’, the Daily News noted to its readers, and it was generally assumed that
the degree of success of the programme would be the degree to which Bushmen
spoke Setswana and became sedentary agriculturalists. Wily, on the other hand,
had stated a position on integration which is more in line with international
thinking about the concept:

True integration involves a tacit respect of the inherent equality of all cultures and
their equal right to peacefully co-exist: integration must not be confused with uni-
formity or the abandonment of one culture or way of life for another, not by choice,
but by force or as the only alternative for survival. (Wily 1973)
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Wily had realised early on that charges of ‘separate development’ could be lev-
elled against the programme if it was designed in such a way that it benefited
only one ethnic group. With the benefit of hindsight, after having visited Bot-
swana in 1994, she reflects on the basic strategy of the earlier years of the pro-
gramme, which focused on the land needs of the Basarwa.

The settlement strategy derives from the earliest years of the RADP (1970s) and arose
directly out of the core, albeit unstated, principles of the Bushmen Development Pro-
gramme, to secure their land as fast as possible but through means which did not
directly challenge the state or prevailing conceptions as to how Basarwa should be
‘developed’ ...

The reasons for these strategies were obvious at the time but may be less obvious in
1994. Summarily, the very existence of an initiative directed towards Basarwa and
even RADs was unsteady to say the least throughout the early years (1974–79). The
launching of an explicit land rights programme was unthinkable. It became clear that
the programme could only survive for as long as it did not directly challenge existing
land distribution ... or challenge the prevailing conception of how Basarwa/RADS
should be ‘developed’. Hence the settlement strategy ... building on the fact of Basarwa/
RAD citizenship, not ethnicity. (Wily 1994:15–16, emphasis added)

The basic strategy of stressing the status as citizens not as hunter-gatherers was
politically unchallengeable. It implied regular applications, normal Tribal Land
Board procedures and a learning component: to comprehend more fully the forces
operating against their continued lifestyle. Nonetheless, all these efforts to keep
within the bounds of acceptable development action could not disguise the in-
herent contradictions in the programme, if it was to contribute effectively to-
wards empowerment.

During the first four years of the programme, the different project proposals
repeated ad nauseam (Wily’s expression) the close relationship between the
Bushmen Development Programme, and the general rural development efforts;
stressing over and over again that the method of implementation would be en-
tirely through the normal channels of all rural development projects, and that
the Programme would merely be

extending services, facilities and opportunities already available to less remote and
more advanced rural citizens, to this sector which had been left behind, largely as a
result of its geographical remoteness from villages. (Draft I LG32 Project Memoran-
dum for Bushmen Development, quoted from Wily 1979:189)

Clearly the stress on normal procedures and the underscoring of special prob-
lems of the Bushmen were two separate messages not always easy to reconcile.
This was reflected in the problems involved in seeking clarification on the aims
of the Bushman Programme from the Cabinet. A crucial question was to what
extent the Bushmen Development Programme required an official endorsement
on Ministerial or Cabinet level. The BDO evidently felt so, but such commit-
ment was not easily forthcoming. The official view was that there could be no
special policy for Bushmen any more than there could be special laws and regula-
tions; if there were, they would amount to separate development. It was also ar-
gued by Ministry officials that the Memorandum for the Programme, and its ac-
ceptance into the National Development Plan, represented policy approval; and
the fact that Parliament approved more funds every year for the programme was
pointed out as further evidence that the programme was politically acceptable.
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The end of ‘Bushmen Development’

While Wily to a large extent can be credited with the start of the Bushmen Devel-
opment Programme, she was also involved in the later redefinition and change
in focus. A memo on the strategy of rural development in relation to Basarwa,
outlined a new concept of rural development that might safeguard the original
intentions of the Bushmen Development Programme, while avoiding the recur-
rent criticisms. The reasoning was as follows: the need for Bushmen Develop-
ment (by 1976 changed to Basarwa Development) was based on a view that the
general strategies for rural development did not reach Basarwa or other non-
villagers. The rural development policy was based on (a) a conventional large
population agglomeration approach, (i.e. the larger groups the people live in,
the more services and facilities), and was (b) biased towards pastoral economic
activity. An alternative solution would be a strategy for fostering the develop-
ment of the bottom 30 per cent of the rural population, and then Basarwa De-
velopment might be satisfactorily absorbed into a new programme. Such a Pro-
gramme should deal exclusively with non-villagers, with the emphasis on non-
stock holders. It should follow the aims and methodology of intensive investiga-
tion-liaison work that had been devised by the Basarwa Development Programme
(Wily 1979:201).

At that time this was seen as a reasonable compromise. There was fairly
widespread agreement that a special programme was necessary as long as the
overall rural development programme of the country failed to deal with the
problems of the very remote or the very poor. If the only way to keep such a
focus on that sector was to expand the Programme beyond the point where it
coincided with any ethnic boundaries, then such a change was seen as accept-
able, also to the advocates of Bushmen Development.

While the arguments may be logical, this line of reasoning also introduced a
further element of ambiguity that has later become a major feature of the Re-
mote Area Development Programme. When, in administrative terms, the Bushmen
Development Programme was dissolved, and a new programme was established,
to deal with all remote rural poor, it was with the tacit assumption, shared by
those most committed to the Programme, that the same aim and methodology
should be used. This included the objectives of politicisation, and securing re-
source rights for all remote rural poor. As we shall see later, the same tacit as-
sumption, that a programme nominally targeting the rural poor, in effect will
particularly benefit the Basarwa, marks NORAD involvement and support from
1989 onwards.

By early 1977 the Programme was expanded to include all remote rural poor,
who at that time were referred to as Extra Rural Dwellers (and as Remote Area
Dwellers, by the end of the year). Wily sums up the ending of the Programme in
this way:

Over the next six months the underlying philosophy of the Programme as it had been
effected up until that date perceptibly shifted to be more in line with the village-based
and charitable work of the Department of Social and Community Development ...
The distinguishing character of the Programme as a politicising agent, and one deter-
mined to secure what land it could for San, their right and opportunity to continue
hunting if they wished, had indeed faded, the emphasis on making the San like the
settled (and more civilised) agricultural Tswana seeming to reassert itself. As a natural
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outcome of this, moves to village-ise San reappeared. By the end of the year (1978)
the Daily News reported (a year after it was official) the inception of an exciting new
programme, the Remote Area Development Programme… It implied that its pred-
ecessor, the Bushmen Development Programme, had been but an aberration, a mis-
take that had happily since been remedied. (Wily 1979:208–9)

In retrospect: what went wrong? Wily herself, feeling she received inadequate
support for Bushmen Development and fearing its abolishment, had herself ad-
vocated a change in structure. Having noted the limits to her power of persua-
sion, most likely related to her being an expatriate (and also female, and young),
she resigned from her job in 1977, ostensibly to ensure that the job was taken
over by a local. Subsequent development showed that the changes were more
than changes in name only, as the rather bitter sortie quoted above shows. 

The significant change was from a development programme seeking to change
some of the conditions under which the Bushmen were living, to a welfare pro-
gramme, which by definition does not try to change but to relieve. The Bushmen
Development Programme also had a considerable welfare component, but its
personnel had been committed to a wider concept of development, leading to-
wards emancipation and empowerment. This included addressing a number of
issues not specifically related to welfare, such as rights to land and water, and
education. The redefinition of the target group stressing marginality and pov-
erty had entirely different implications for the type of processes initiated, and
the kind of relationship that was established with the target group. The next
chapter will consider some of these implications, as the Remote Area Develop-
ment Programme got underway.

∫
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Following the change of programme terminology it was expected that the Re-
mote Area Development Programme would become more similar to other rural
development programmes and less politically controversial. And indeed the first
evaluation of the RAD Programme saw the social service and economic objec-
tives of the RADP as largely redundant in policy terms, duplicating the stated
aims of bringing such services to all citizens (Egner 1981). This chapter will
consider the general framework of a rural development policy in Botswana.

The stated objective of Botswana’s rural development policy is to achieve
social justice through a fair distribution of benefits. The objective of providing
social services to the rural population has in many ways been quite successful,
while attempts to support income-generating activities, however, show less spec-
tacular results. The difficulties in promoting income generating activities within
the RAD Programme reflect the general difficulties to promote economic growth
for rural households.

Rural development policies and programmes are purportedly neutral in the
sense that they are not defined with reference to any particular section of the
population, but rather with reference to some particular activity that is identi-
fied for support. Such programmes, however, may have considerable unintended
consequences for some sections of the population, and the more a group devi-
ates from what is considered the normal situation, the more vulnerable they will
be for side effects that have not been anticipated. The Basarwa are a case in
point. Even though a main objective for rural development is to regulate land-
use, and to secure for all citizens access to and control over land, the implication
for the Basarwa of ‘development’ has, more often than not, been dispossession.

The definition of the target group

While most components of the RAD Programme are similar to other rural devel-
opment efforts, two aspects stand out as particular to this programme. The first
is the considerable complexity of the programme: it comprises political, social
and cultural parameters, as well as infrastructural, economic and environmental
ones. The RADP thus tackles a more ambitious range of sectors than most other
projects, which concentrate on, for example, one sector or one type of activity
(GOB/GON 1988, GOB/GON 1991, Kann et al. 1990, CMI 1996). The second
aspect is the ambiguity in the definition of the target group. It provides a de-
scriptive definition that fits the Basarwa, while at the same time it is denied that
this is a programme targeting the Basarwa. The programme thus means different

CHAPTER 8.

The Remote Area Development Programme
as Rural Development
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things to different people, and the lack of focus in defining the target group goes
a long way in explaining the wide net of measures that are tried out to resolve
the problems of San people, and the meagre effect of those efforts.

The new designation ‘Remote Area Dweller’ (RAD) is deeply resented by
those who are so called. The term has been described as ‘a non-ethnic bureau-
cratic term that is consistent with the Government’s painstaking, almost com-
pulsive concern about appearing to single out, favour or disfavour one or an-
other of the country’s ethnic groups’ (Guenther 1986:300). The report from the
first Remote Area Development Workshop defined the target group as

... all those citizens who live outside the traditional village structure in a geographic
or socio-economic sense. These people tend to live in small (5–100) communities
without leaders, without livestock, far from basic services and facilities available to
more populous areas, they are without cash income and generally in dependent rela-
tionships with the better-off sectors of rural society. An estimated half of these Re-
mote Area Dwellers (RADs) are hunter-gatherer societies, and up to three-quarters of
the total numbers of RADs rely, until this day, on hunting and gathering activity as a
key source of livelihood. (MLGL&H 1978:4)

Over the years, the definition of the target group has changed in detail, but has
been consistent in being descriptive. The guidelines for the Economic Promotion
Fund (EPF) from 1989 are much quoted, characterising Remote Area Dwellers
as:

All people living outside village settlements, who
tend to live in small scattered communities and are sometimes mobile, covering large

areas;
tend to reside far from basic services and facilities, with no, or inadequate access to

extension advice and development information;
tend to fall almost entirely outside the scope of other national development pro-

grammes;
tend to be poor, lack adequate cash income or to be the most disadvantaged group in

the country in terms of wage levels;
tend to rely heavily on hunting and gathering as a source of livelihood;
tend to lack livestock;
tend to have no, or inadequate access to land and difficulties in getting land allocated

to them;
tend to have no or inadequate access to water and have few or no water rights;
tend to be marginalized ecologically since the resource base upon which they depend

is deteriorating;
tend to be culturally and linguistically distinct, with another language than Setswana

as their mother tongue;
tend to have low level of literacy and little access to formal education;
tend to have egalitarian political structures;
tend to be a ‘silent’ sector politically, with no appointed leaders of their own and no

representation in political bodies, including Land Boards (MLGL 1989:6–7).

A category in need of welfare

The above list is comprehensive, and in some sense uncontroversial. Basically, it
lists a series of social problems that the Remote Area Development Programme
is set up to address. The type of problems listed here justify a social welfare
programme, and, as we shall see later, make it well suited for NORAD assist-
ance, with its strong emphasis on poverty alleviation. In line with the Govern-
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ment’s non-racial policy, the target group is not defined in cultural terms, but
according to socio-economic characteristics. The few cultural characteristics that
are included are perceived as part of the problem description: it is a problem not
to speak Setswana, to have an egalitarian political structure and to be a silent
sector politically. Thus, the emphasis is on what the target group is lacking in
terms of important resources and efficient organisation and leadership. Thus,
the programme does not only define a situation of scarcity, it also defines a
target group in terms of their perceived shortcomings and defects.

For anyone familiar with the general discourse in Botswana, the ‘Basarwa-
ness’ of the programme is meta-communicated by the use of communicative
conventions which, by their very nature, need not be stated openly. Communica-
tion about the target group refers to attributes conventionally associated with
the Basarwa: they belong to a primitive past, in contrast to the prosperous
economy and culture of the majority, and to the margins of society, in contrast to
the rapidly growing centre. At the same time it is emphatically denied that the
RAD Programme addresses the Basarwa specifically.

Empirical overlap

It should be added that the ambiguity and uncertainty created by combining
(implicit) cultural and (explicit) socio-economic measures in one bureaucratic
category are not always perceived and recognised as a problem, because of the
considerable empirical overlap of the two sets of criteria. Not all the poor people
in marginal areas are Basarwa, but most of them are. Conversely, not all Basarwa
qualify for assistance according to the RAD concept, but most of them do. Em-
pirically, the programme deals mostly with clients who are both Basarwa and
RADs, and for many practical purposes it is not always necessary to make a
distinction. This empirical overlap makes it easy to overlook the special prob-
lems that the Basarwa encounter, and accordingly difficult to find solutions.

There are no official statistics which tell us how many of the people sharing
some or all of the above characteristics, are also Basarwa. But Hitchcock (1992:10)

Children show incredible resilience, even under dismal circumstances.
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has combined numbers from the 1946 census with his own ethnographic obser-
vations and more recent census data. As his initial figures are estimates, I have
further simplified and adapted his data, to provide the following table. The fig-
ures should be taken as rough estimates, but they illustrate the considerable
degree of empirical overlap between the two analytically quite distinct terms,
Basarwa and RADs:

Group                               Total population               % of RADs                        Nos. RAD

Tswana 900,000 0.4 3,600

Kalanga 110,000 2.2 2,440

Kgalagadi  80,000 4.4 3,520  30%

Herero 40,000 6.3 2,520

Yei 31,000 5.8 1,798

Mbukushu 18,000 8.8 1,584

Basarwa  45,000 75 33,525  70%

     Total number of RADs approx. 51,000

Even taking these numbers with a lot of caution, we would be justified in assum-
ing that at least 70–80 per cent of the Remote Area Dwellers are San/Basarwa,
and therefore be concerned with how the RAD Programme is addressing the
special situation of the Basarwa.

Organisation of the RADP

The organisational structure of the programme staff is rather simple, and has
remained more or less unchanged since 1977/78. It is managed by a small RAD
unit at the Ministry of Local Government, Lands and Housing. At its maximum
this unit consisted of three persons, a Principal Administration Officer (PAO/
RAD), a Business Adviser, recruited and funded by NORAD, and one Adminis-
tration Officer. For most of the programme period, however, there has been only
one person in charge at ministerial level, from 1996 called RAD Coordinator.
Within the Ministry, the programme was identified as LG 32 up to 1991, then it
was given the new plan number LG 127.

The actual implementation of the programme is decentralised to seven dis-
tricts: North West, Ghanzi, Kgalagadi, Southern, Kweneng, Kgatleng and Cen-
tral. The Ministry works with four authorities at the district level: the District
Administration, the District Council, the Land Board and the Tribal Administra-
tion. The District Council, as the elected local authority, oversees the provision
of primary level services such as water supplies, clinics and primary schools.
Council staff, including the RAD personnel, are deployed to the districts by the
Unified Local Government Service, an agency of MLGL&H in Gaborone. Land
Boards, established under the Tribal Land Act, are responsible for land alloca-
tion and zoning on tribal (not state) land in each district. According to the most
recent evaluation, the RADP staffing at district level, as of March 1995, in-
cluded 73 officers, of whom about one half (35) were Assistant Project Officers,
a group recruited from Secondary School leavers and placed in some of the set-
tlements (CMI 1996:84). Within the central government, an inter-ministerial
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Rural Development Council is in charge of design of the rural development policy,
with representatives from the districts and parastatals attending.

As this brief overview indicates, the complexity of the programme in terms of
the broad scope of objectives it is trying to achieve, is intensified by its involving
personnel at all levels from the most remote settlements, to the top echelons of
administration in Gaborone. Lack of contact between the small central unit at
MLGL&H and the extension staff in the districts is a consistently repeated com-
plaint (Egner 1981, Gulbrandsen et al. 1986, Kann et al. 1990, CMI 1996). The
reason can partly be found in the extreme dispersal of staff in the field, but is
probably also connected with the low priority given the programme within the
implementing ministry.

The Swedish development agency, SIDA, disbursed a little over two million
Pula for the period from 1979 up to 1987. When NORAD was first approached
with a request to support the programme (in 1985) the indicative planning fig-
ure in NDP 6 (Botswana’s National Development Plan No.6, covering the pe-
riod from 1985–1991) was only Pula 1.5 million for the whole period. However,
by the time the agreement with NORAD was signed (in 1988) this figure had
been boosted ten-fold, to Pula 15.2 million, for the remainder of the plan period
(1988–91), with NORAD contributing some 65 per cent of the costs (CMI
1996:20–21).

Setting the agenda

Formally, Botswana has no specific Remote Area Development Policy. A policy
paper has been under preparation since 1992. This does not mean that there
have not been any statements of objectives along the way. The previous chapter,
based very much on Wily’s own records, shows how she included policy state-
ments whenever possible. Yearly Remote Area Workshops were held in 1978–
1981, then in 1987–1989, and the reports from these workshops include a number
of statements that amount to policy formulations. The first Remote Area Devel-
opment Workshop listed the following objectives:

(a) Social Services: Extension of basic services (education, health, drinking water, feeding
programmes) to remote areas. (b) Economic: Access to land, water rights, income
earning opportunities for RADs. (c) Political/legal: self-reliance, reducing dependency,
social integration, awareness of rights. (MLGL 1978)

More elaborate statements of objectives were produced in connection with the
agreement with NORAD for funding in 1988. Two Project Memoranda, from
1987 and 1991, and the National Development Plans 7 & 8 give some addi-
tional guidelines for the direction of the programme. Important input has also
been provided by the programme reviews that have been undertaken, although a
recurrent complaint from each new review has been that the same recommenda-
tions are made over and over again, with very little follow-up.

The Egner evaluation 1981

In the first evaluation of the programme, Brian Egner (1981) notes that the change
of name in order to include greater numbers of the rural poor, appears to have
been largely successful in disarming criticism of the programme. Egner, however,
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sees the subservient status of RADs as farm and cattle-post workers as a persist-
ent problem. ‘Unlike the social service and economic objectives, there are no
clear-cut political decisions to follow in this field and no established agencies
with which the RADP can join forces to achieve its objective inside a general
policies framework ... The RADP is here out on its own, operating in a virtual
policy vacuum’ (1981:4). Much of the perceived confusion about the objectives
of the RADP arose from the silence of MLGL on these issues. Moreover, Egner
noted a discrepancy between the stated objectives, and the underlying aims:

There is a basic contradiction between the disingenuous presentation of the programme
as an uncontentious basic needs/social service measure, and the underlying aim of
changing the status quo by improving the relative political and economic status of
people who have so far not attained their full and equal rights as citizens. (Egner
1981:4)

The evaluation concluded that the programme had a higher profile in the district
councils than in central government. ‘This is partly because of the low-key ap-
proach adopted by the assistant secretary (RAD) but also because of the low
priority and lukewarm support the programme has been accorded at all levels in
MLGL’ (Egner 1981:37). The lukewarm support reflects, one must assume, the
diverse, and often conflicting, interest and opinions in Botswana society with
reference to these issues:

There are influential people in any society who benefit from the status quo and are
consequently prepared to resist the introduction of radical aims… Its radical objec-
tives are the only ones which are unique to the RADP, and the only ones which justify
its existence as a distinct development programme within the national development
plan. Yet there is no unanimity about the validity of these objectives and the pro-
gramme has to date had little or no impact upon its intended beneficiaries in this
respect, because it has not yet secured substantial and coherent support at the na-
tional level. (Egner 1981:38)

Two decades later this analysis is still valid. 

Typical RAD programme investment: Offices for Headman and Village administration.
Kweneng Settlement
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Rural development and land-use regulations

Because of the economy’s heavy dependence on cattle, the direction of land-use
policies and practices was much debated in Botswana even before the more recent
concern, globally and locally, for sustainable development. Indications of envi-
ronmental degradation have been a more forceful justification for modifications
than any concern for Basarwa survival. In effect, some aspects of land-use regu-
lations have served their interest, the greater part of the regulations have not.

The land zoning concept in Botswana classifies all land in four main catego-
ries: national parks and forest reserves; commercial land such as freehold and
leasehold farms and including TGLP ranches; wildlife management areas; and
the remaining communal land: pastoral, arable, and residential.

The Tribal Grazing Land Policy (TGLP) was introduced in 1975 and had
considerable practical consequences for thousands of Basarwa living in affected
areas. The objective of the policy was to combine environmental conservation
with better range management and increased productivity; and at the same time
promote greater equality of incomes in rural Botswana.

The assumptions underlying the new policy were that overgrazing had oc-
curred leading to erosion, and bush encroachment and a general decline in pro-
ductivity, and that under the old communal system improved management was
not possible. Moreover, that giving individuals or defined groups exclusive rights
and the ability to invest in the land would make them look after the grazing
more carefully, and that the movement of cattle of large-scale owners into com-
mercial areas would make it possible to reduce the stocking rate in communal
areas. Finally, that suitable large areas of empty grazing could be reserved for the
future for those who had only a few or no cattle at present (Sandford 1980:1–2).

As subsequent development has made clear, the assumptions listed above
have not held up (Sandford 1980, Wily 1982, Yeager 1992, Hitchcock 1996).
TGLP farm owners have not moved out of communal lands, but move between
communal and private land. No compulsory stock regulations have been insti-
tuted (Peters 1987). And no land has been set aside as ‘reserved land’. To all
intents and purposes, individual or syndicated farmers involved have been given
a 6,400 hectare piece of land, for a symbolic rent of 4 thebe per hectare and on
a 100 year lease, and with full control of the land, including exclusive hunting
rights.

Initially it was assumed that large tracts of land in the Kgalagadi were unin-
habited, and therefore could be made into ranches without displacing local
populations. Studies such as Hitchcock’s Kalahari Cattle Posts (1978) carried
out in the western Sandveld (west of Serowe) showed that such areas were in
fact very densely populated by a mixture of ethnic groups, with most of the
inhabitants being Basarwa. Hitchcock had recommended that if such areas were
made into TGLP ranches, buffer zones should be kept that would allow local
inhabitants access to resources they need, advice that largely has been ignored.

The policy stipulated that a piece of land (usually the size of one farm) should
be set aside for the displaced population, variously known as Population Catch-
ment Areas, Service Areas, or Communal Service Centres. Plans were prepared
for such centres to provide basic services (health, education, roads and water)
and incentives for income generating activities other than cattle ranching. In
actual fact, then, compensation for loss of access to land was interpreted as the
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provision of basic services, a practice in sharp contrast to Botswana’s general
rural development policy that defines such services as basic rights, not privileges
to be bestowed as compensation for resources lost.

Fencing of communal rangelands is another policy affecting landless Basarwa.
The TGLP policy allocated extensive communal areas as ranches to individuals,
but they were not always developed as such. The fencing policy proposes further
enclosure of communal grazing areas, for the benefit of stock owning individu-
als or syndicates who will lease the land. Land allocation will be made by Land
Boards. In theory groups of RADs could obtain possession of land through this
programme, but because of the bureaucratic procedures involved and the need
to own stock and control financial resources in order to be allocated land, most
observers view it as a policy that will further reduce access to land for subsist-
ence purposes (CMI 1995:59).

Natural resource management

The vast majority of Basarwa in Botswana are no longer hunters and gatherers
but depend on a mixed economy which includes livestock, crop production,
wage labour, and welfare provisions such as Drought Relief, Labour Intensive
Public Works, and subsistence support to destitutes. However, in this composite
picture wildlife still provides a significant contribution to the diet (Wilmsen 1989,
Biesele et al. (eds) 1989, Campbell 1989, Campbell and Main 1991, Campbell,
Main and Associates 1991, Environmental Services 1994, Hitchcock and Masilo
1995). People who work on cattle-posts as well as those who are unemployed
supplement their income through hunting and gathering, and through sales of
crafts manufactured from ostrich egg shells, skins and other natural resources.
Wildlife plays a significant role in the life of many rural dwellers both in terms of
its economic importance, and by its symbolic and material use in social exchange
and networks of reciprocity (Marshall 1976, Wiessner 1982). Wildlife manage-
ment has thus a direct impact on the livelihood of a great many Basarwa.

In 1979 a Special Game Licence for subsistence hunters was introduced. The
licence was designed to legitimise hunting for the poorest members of the popu-
lation and to contribute to some measure of food security for rural people. It
was also meant to prevent harassment by over-zealous police and game scouts:
the very holding of a licence should be a protection for those depending on
hunting for their subsistence. The licence contained a list of the animals that
might be hunted, and the numbers permitted, for example 4 hartebeest, 2
gemsbok, 30 duiker. Treasured game such as ostrich, wildebeest and eland were
removed from the Special Game Licence by the DWNP, because their numbers
had declined substantially over the past 20 years. On the other hand the licence
allowed for unlimited hunting of baboons, a point invariably ridiculed by Basarwa
who point out that they never eat baboons. Holders of the Special Game Licence
are required to use traditional hunting methods, usually taken to mean hunting
with bows and arrows. Under the terms of the licence it was also illegal to sell
meat derived from the use of these licences.

The number of Special Game Licence holders was around 1000 by 1995
(Hitchcock and Masilo 1995). The problems connected with them were mani-
fold. The intended beneficiaries complained that licences were hard to get, ex-
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pired too quickly, and left out some of the most desired game, and they accused
the DWNP of extreme inflexibility, bordering on brutality, in enforcing the regu-
lations. On the other hand, the Department of Wildlife complained of misuse:
the Special Game Licences were sometimes transferred to individuals who used
guns and hunted from vehicles, in exchange for some of the meat obtained, and
a frequent allegation was that people shot more animals than permitted on the
licence. Despite all this discontent, among the general public the existence of this
licence has often been quoted as a special ‘privilege’ bestowed on the Basarwa.

Community Based Natural Resource Management

Partly for the reasons mentioned above, a presumably more neutral programme
policy has been developed, aiming to reserve land for sustainable use of natural
resources by the residents of an area, Basarwa or otherwise.

Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs) established by the Wildlife Conserva-
tion Policy in 1986 are intended to be reserved areas ‘where residents would be
able to manage the natural resources occurring there for their own, and the
nation’s benefit’. The Department of Wildlife and Natural Parks control by regu-
lations any residence, cultivation, livestock keeping or hunting in the WMAs
(some 22% of Botswana’s land area). Suitable areas are declared as Controlled
Hunting Areas (CHAs) and zoned for various types of wildlife use, giving prior-
ity to existing residents, who are remote area dwellers in the literal sense of the
term, to enable them to diversify their economy by developing profitable wildlife
utilisation regimes, including an expansion into the country’s tourism and hunt-
ing safari industries. The blanket term used to refer to this bundle of measures
combining rural development and natural resources conservation is Commu-
nity-Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM).

In order for the residents to benefit from this policy they must form a legally
recognised Community Based Organisation (CBO) such as a Trust, Association
or Cooperative, and work out a land-use plan, on the basis of which they are
granted a long-term lease of the land from the Land Board. The Trust may then
sub-lease the land to a joint venture partner to work together within safari (hunting
and/or photographic) activities. It is somewhat unclear to what degree the com-
munities are allowed to continue to use the land for (traditional) subsistence
activities if they so choose, or whether they are required to start up commercial
enterprises. However, the Department of Wildlife and Natural Parks, that over-
sees this process, consistently advises communities to chose a joint venture model,
i.e., to sub-lease to commercial companies (Twyman 1998, Bolaane 1999).

The concept of community resource management is in line with global think-
ing on the protection of the environment. Participatory development is expected
to follow from a recognition of the rights of local communities to manage their
own resources. Among the stated objectives of the CBNRM policy in Botswana
is the increased involvement, responsibility, and hence empowerment, of the lo-
cal communities. The implementation of this policy, however, has so far been
slow, and the intended beneficial effects have been very varied indeed. There are
several reasons for this. 

The bureaucratic requirements for establishing a legally recognised trust en-
tail a complex process, necessitating administrative, legal and financial assist-
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ance. While the intended effect may be empowerment, the immediate effect is
one of increased helplessness. It is hard for illiterate community members to
appreciate the implications of ‘legal entity’ and ‘joint venture’, and it is not easy
to predict the practical implications of the loss of flexibility for the individual
hunter under the new regime. There is also a limit to how many such safari-style
operations the tourist market can absorb.

Another factor, closely linked to a central topic of this book is the question of
how ‘a community’ shall be defined. The new policy assumes the existence of
cohesive and homogenous communities. It comes with the territory, so to speak,
that a large proportion of the people living in Wildlife Management Areas are
Basarwa. However, their recognised communities are not the traditional bands
based on kinship and exchange networks, but the newly (within the last two or
three decades) established RAD settlements. These are administrative constructs
that often include people from different kinship groups, and in border areas
between language families they may include two or three mutually unintelligible
languages (Groot Lagte, Ka/gae and Diphuduhudu are typical examples). Reset-
tlement has disrupted their traditional procedures for bestowing authority. In
addition, many RAD settlements encounter the problem of non-Basarwa people
who move in and occupy the most dominant positions within the village struc-
ture, which is also the case in the formation of new trusts. While some gazetted
communities may actually coincide with the sociological reality, many do not,
and thus the basis for joint action is weak. As we shall see in the section below,
the policy of villagisation was motivated by very different concerns than those
behind the new resource management policy.

The settlement strategy

The strategy to relocate people to special areas set aside for RAD settlements, is
the only policy component that is exclusive to the RAD Programme. However,
as a model for how people should live, it is founded on the most cherished ideal
of Tswana society: the well-organized village as part of the orderly structure of
villages, lands and cattle-posts.

The emphasis on settlement follows from the problems of the way the target
group was defined in the first place, as being ‘... people living outside village
settlements’. There is much support both within and outside government for the
idea that the Basarwa should be settled. The main justification given for wanting
RADs to abandon their previously dispersed, and mobile, settlement pattern for
nucleated villages, has been the costs to provide services such as water, schools
and clinics. For standard infrastructural investments there must be a minimum
size user population. The special predicament of the sparsely dispersed RAD
population is recognised in the undertaking of the programme to provide village
type services to groups smaller than the standard policy requirement of 500
people.1  Considerable expense is often incurred in taking services, particularly
the bowsering of water, to small, remote groups of people.

 1 The lower limit indicated for approval of RAD settlements is 50 households or 250 people. In
practice, however, the availability of water, more than population size, has turned out to be the
determining factor for when and where a settlement is established.
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The settlement strategy has further been justified by the steady reduction of
land that could freely be allocated to RAD use. The feeling soon after Independ-
ence that Botswana had unlimited unused frontier land in the West, there for the
taking, gave way to the gradual realisation that, even in a country as sparsely
populated as Botswana, all land was in some way in use. The Ministry of Local
Government, Lands and Housing has, quite reasonably, pointed to the pressure
of an increased population ‘whose demand for land may lead to it no longer
being available to Basarwa when they finally settle down’ (Daily News 18.06.92).

However, whether stated or not, the settling of the Basarwa has also facili-
tated the bureaucratic control over them. Motivated by the distaste for a ‘no-
madic disposition’, the best way to foster ‘integration into the mainstream’ was
seen to be to remove people from remote areas to the villages, where they could
settle among the more advanced Batswana, and learn from them the ways of
civilisation. The assumption has been that the incorporation into a conventional
Setswana lifestyle would facilitate new economic adaptations. However, the set-
tlement strategy has created a number of problems.

One of these is the effectiveness of the strategy, i.e. its ability to deliver what
was anticipated and promised. Water, schooling and health facilities are in many
cases better in settlements than they are in larger villages. But the assumption
that RAD settlements would become localities where sustainable income gen-
eration could take place, has proved to be dubious. The experience has very
much been that they provide services, but no source of livelihood.

One of the basic contradictions of the settlement strategy, is that while the
economy of providing infrastructure requires a certain minimum population size,
the low accruing capacity of the surrounding land, from which the people are
supposed to gain their subsistence, sets a maximum limit to how many people
can be engaged in a sustainable manner. When settlements grow too big, avail-
able game and veld food within reasonable reach, rapidly diminish, and grazing
deteriorates. In most settlements, the population size is rapidly exceeding the
carrying capacity of the land (CMI 1996). An evaluation of two RAD settle-
ments concludes that ‘most RADs who settle in these new places experience a
deterioration in their standard of living’ (Mazonde 1994:51).

Another recurrent problem is that the services provided attract people who
are not themselves RADs (that is to say, not poor) to the settlements. These
people often bring their cattle, and often take up dominant positions in struc-
tures such as the Village Development Committees. In the end, the poor people
for whom the settlements were designed get squeezed out. A much publicised
example is the conflict over access to the Boro and Morgan Boreholes in the
Ka/gae Development Area, Ghanzi (L. Molamu, personal communication). Kedia
is another example. Hitchcock observes:

A major problem facing Remote Area Dwellers is that local authorities, including
District Councils and Land Boards, have taken the position that settlements devel-
oped under the RAD Programme are open to anyone. The argument they give is that
citizens of Botswana have the right to live anywhere they choose. In practice, what
this has meant is that fairly sizeable numbers of non-Remote Area Dwellers have
moved into RAD settlements. In many cases, they have taken over the water points
and have turned domestic water sources into livestock watering points. As some RADs
note, the settlements have become the equivalent of cattle-posts, where larger
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stockowners get free water, paid for out of donor funds or Domestic Development
Funds. (Hitchcock 1995b:2–3)

Botswana’s record on land and resource policy has been described as a mixture
of ‘righteous motives and unintended consequences’ (Yeager 1992:126). There
is a structural conflict between poor people’s need for defensible land rights, and
the interest of cattle owners to make use of any public services available. The
Government’s neutral rural development strategies, with an emphasis on not
being seen to single out any one group for special favours, have not been suffi-
cient to solve these contradictions. In some areas of the country, Basarwa are
leaving the settlements and giving as reasons the high level of social conflict
encountered, and feelings of powerlessness in dealing with these problems; in
settlements of mixed habitation they feel they cannot easily take part in kgotla
meetings, and they often find it difficult to play an active role in the Village
Development Committees (van der Maas 1995).

Another unintended effect of RAD settlement schemes is the social upheaval
that follows the physical movement of people. It means that people lose the
previous advantages of intimately knowing an area and its resources, and there-
fore have to abandon old ways and become dependent on new alternatives being
provided by the government. Villagisation, then, has reinforced the process of
clientisation.

Land issues and conditions for bilateral development assistance

We have seen that the process of national consolidation manifested itself in a
downplaying of cultural or ethnic diversity. Since efforts to promote the cattle
industry, mining, the preservation of wildlife, as well as securing a sustained
livelihood for the Basarwa, all are competing for the same land and are managed
by the same government, there are apparent difficulties in serving all these inter-
ests at the same time. The Government of Botswana has not seen it as problem-
atic to grant the cattle industry and mineral prospecting increasing access to

Small scale private enterprise: baskets for sale. Khwai village.
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land and resources that were traditionally under the stewardship of the Basarwa.
Botswana has achieved its economic progress through a policy of national con-
solidation, but many aspects of this process have perpetuated the marginalisation
of the Basarwa.

Because of the increasing scarcity of land, the only way that land can be
targeted specifically for the Basarwa, is through a reorientation of economic
priorities inherent in the current land tenure. This would mean less emphasis on
the cattle industry, while at the same time recognising the special need of the
Bushmen, in other words redefining the very political ideology on which the
present system is built. So far there are no indications that such concessions are
forthcoming. The Government has vested interests in the maintenance of the
status quo, partly because many leading politicians and officials are large cattle
owners or shareholders in parastatal companies, but also because any special
rights granted to the Bushmen would be seen as an infringement of the univer-
sally held assumption that access to communal land is open to everyone. The
policy of Community Based Natural Resource Management tries to remedy the
situation, but even though its language emphasises empowerment and commu-
nity control, the underlying message is that of subordination to a complex bu-
reaucratic regime.

A perspective on indigenous empowerment, such as is introduced in this book,
sees empowerment as closely tied up with the need for land. While it would be
wrong to perceive all aspects of Basarwa development as a zero-sum game, the
conflicting interest between groups, and the importance of access and control
over land for the group in question, can hardly be overemphasised. In an assess-
ment of the RAD Programme, and of NORAD’s role in supporting this pro-
gramme, the criteria for access, possession and ownership of land are critical
variables.

The next chapter will address the role of development assistance in this process.
Has donor assistance provided ‘the poorest of the most desperate poor’ with
support that substantially improves their lives? And more specifically; how has
NORAD assistance contributed to the realisation of the various development
objectives of the RAD Programme?

The basic thinking about recipient responsibility in state-to-state development
assistance identifies a crucial role for the national government. The way to the
target group goes via the diplomatic relations with the partner state. However,
bilateral aid is effective only to the extent that the identified needs of the target
group are consistent with the recipient government’s general priorities for devel-
opment. If some needs of the target groups are inherently political demands,
challenging the political, social, or economic priorities of the government, the
assistance will not have the desired ultimate effect. These were some of the chal-
lenges meeting the Norwegian involvement.

∫
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In 1985 the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD) was
approached by the Botswana Government to seek support for the Remote Area
Development Programme.1  A survey team produced a comprehensive report
(Gulbrandsen et al. 1986), and following the recommendations of this team, an
agreement was signed in 1988. From 1989 to 1996 NORAD was the principle
foreign donor to the programme. The bilateral relations during this period went
through four stages:
– The first phase, spanning the 1988 agreement up to 1991, stressed the con-

gruence of objectives and confirmed a consensus regarding RADP’s character
as a welfare programme.

– In the second phase, 1992, some of the inherent ambiguities of the programme
came into the open in a series of confrontations that brought Norwegian-
Botswana relations to an all-time low. It was not Norwegian participation in
the RAD Programme, however, that sparked the controversies, but a third
group of actors appearing on the scene: San representatives.

– A third phase brought diplomatic relations ‘back to normal’ from the end of
1992 on to the Second Regional Conference on Africa’s San Population at
the end of 1993.

– From 1994 onwards the relationship changed again. NORAD involvement
has been phased out, following a 1993 Memorandum of Understanding be-
tween the two countries announcing the end of Norwegian bilateral assist-
ance by the end of 1996. Botswana’s commitment to the RAD Programme
has reverted to a low-intensity continuation of the infrastructure components.
This and the next three chapters chronicle the ‘rise and fall’ of Norwegian
involvement.

The programme agreement

The RADP agreement was entered into within the framework of a general agree-
ment on development cooperation between Norway and Botswana dating back
to 1972, guiding all Norwegian bilateral development assistance to Botswana.
The Agreement signed in September 1988 made available to Botswana develop-

CHAPTER 9.

NORAD Involvement

1 NORAD is an implementing agency under the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In the
formulation of development assistance,  the Ministry makes the policy decisions,  while NORAD
works out the rules and regulations for implementation. Unless otherwise specified, NORAD policy
and Norwegian Government policy can therefore be taken to be the same.
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ment assistance from Norway amounting to NOK 40 million (Pula 12 mil.) to
be disbursed over a four-year period, 1988–91. The Agreement specified the
terms and conditions with regard to financial support to the RAD Programme,
including mutual obligations and the division of labour between NORAD, Bot-
swana’s Ministry of Finance and Development Planning (MFDP), and the Min-
istry of Local Government, Lands, and Housing (MLGL&H). While NORAD’s
responsibilities in this agreement mainly were restricted to providing funds for
the programme, the two Botswana ministries were responsible for all aspects of
planning, administration and implementation. The Agreement furthermore out-
lined procedures and schedules for disbursements, reporting and accounts. Fi-
nally, in a separate article (VI), a monitoring component, to be carried out in
accordance with a monitoring plan, was given particular mention.

An Addendum to the agreement was signed in 1991, making a further NOK
19 mil. (Pula 6 mil.) available for the period spanning 1991 to the end of March
1993. In 1993 Addendum no. 2, was signed, extending the support of the Pro-
gramme until April 1994 and providing NOK 2 mil. (Pula 1 mil.) for the ‘financ-
ing of activities under the Programme, hereunder technical assistance personnel,
research/studies, training, cultural activities and sponsoring of a regional confer-
ence’. It was noted that ‘the activities to be covered by the Grant shall mainly
consist of ongoing activities under the Programme, and it is the intention of the
Addendum to keep those activities going until the future of the Programme, and
the future Norwegian support to the Programme has been decided upon’ (GOB/
GON 1993a). During Norwegian-Botswana consultations in April of 1994,
Norway expressed willingness to further finance ‘software components’ of the
programme, but by that time Norwegian effective withdrawal from the pro-
gramme was already an established fact.

This policy decision notwithstanding, an evaluation of the RADP was de-
cided upon by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1993. It got slowly
underway in 1994; a draft report was presented in May 1995 and the final
report was printed in 1996 (CMI 1996). By the time the evaluation had been
through the standard hearing procedures, all policy decisions on the Norwegian
side had been taken and the NORAD office in Gaborone was closing down. The
evaluation report from the Chr. Michelsen Institute is generally considered to
give a fair assessment of the RAD programme, however, and a few activities
recommended in the report have been supported through other channels.

The terms of the agreement

The general objectives of the agreement are briefly presented in its main text,
and are expanded upon in an annexe to be:

to contribute to the improvement of the living conditions of the Remote Area Dwell-
ers (RADs) of Botswana. This should be done by ensuring that public services are
extended to RADs, that their economic opportunities are promoted and that they are
ensured political and legal rights.

RADs are under this Agreement understood to be people living permanently outside
established villages. They will mainly be descendants of ethnic minority groups living
under poor conditions in remote rural areas. (Annexe I, GOB/GON 1988)
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The Annexe further commits the two parties to recognise that the ‘basic prereq-
uisites for improving the living conditions of the RADs under the Programme’
will be :
– securement of land areas to cater for productive employment development in

and around settlements
– provision of adequate water supply and water facilities in old and new settle-

ments
– provision of basic infrastructure and staff to enable public services like health

care, education, transport, employment promotion, vocational training and
extension services to take place in settlements

– promotion and formal recognition of local institutions and leadership to rep-
resent target groups

– retainment of RADs’ cultural integrity (ibid.).
The agreement lists the seven districts where programme activities will take place:
Kgalagadi, Ghanzi, Central, Kgatleng, Southern, North West and Kweneng, with
the important proviso: ‘The Parties recognize that activities related to the pro-
posed resettlement of the population presently living in the Central Kalahari
Game Reserve shall not be a part of the Programme covered by this Agreement’.
A similar point is repeated in a separate final paragraph that emphasizes: ‘All
activities under the Programme shall be based on the principle of voluntary par-
ticipation by the target population’.2

A 1991 Addendum to the Agreement stipulated that the Norwegian funds
should cover 70 per cent of the programme activities, except for two compo-
nents, the Studies and Monitoring Programme and Technical Assistance, which
were fully funded by NORAD. Two new components were introduced: Labour-
Intensive Work, to partly compensate the settlements for the anticipated removal
of famine relief handouts, which a large part of the population in RAD settle-
ments relied on for their daily subsistence, and an Information component to
fund initiatives to combat negative attitudes towards the Basarwa. Both compo-
nents were added in response to the programme review in 1990 by Kann et al.

In making the decision to support the Remote Area Development Programme,
Norway accepted the definition of the target group as laid down by Botswana.
The consensus was officially established by the formal agreement cited above.
However, from the very beginning the ambiguity that is seen implicitly in the
Government of Botswana documents, appears more explicitly in Norwegian
documents. The official Norwegian designation of the programme was BOT
022: Minoritetsgrupper i utkanstrøk (Minority groups in remote areas). This is
not a direct translation of the title in English – a fact which in itself is rather
unusual. It does, however, better convey the dual reasons for Norwegian in-
volvement: that the RAD Programme addressed a general development objec-
tive of poverty alleviation, consistent with a basic needs strategy; but in addition
that it was seen as a means to reach a particular disadvantaged minority group.
Behind this second consideration lies an implicit recognition of the Basarwa as
an indigenous group, in need of special assistance. The experience from Norwe-

 2 The decision of the Ministry of Commerce and Industry to freeze social and economic develop-
ment in Xade and other settlements in the Reserve, and to create sites for economic and social
development outside the Reserve, had been made in 1986, and has been controversial ever since.
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gian-Saami relations was seen as a relevant background, and also a justification
for involvement.

The ‘poverty alleviation’ concern was obviously more congruent with Bot-
swana’s policy than the ‘minority’ concern, and will be considered first.

Norwegian perspectives: Poverty alleviation

As in most other countries, Norwegian development policy is a combination of
development ideologies, i.e., normative expressions of values and desired objec-
tives; and development strategies, i.e., instrumental, often pragmatic ideas about
how to achieve desired development objectives (Hettne 1990:135). There has
been a consistent ideological focus on assisting the poorest countries, and the
poorest sections within these countries, but the strategies have shifted over the
years in line with international trends in perception of causes and solutions. The
1960s were dominated by prevailing modernisation theories that growth would
be promoted by spurring domestic productivity and industrialisation. As the
basic needs approach was gaining prominence in the mid-1970s, NORAD’s ide-
ology turned to the traditional sectors of the economies of developing countries,
advocating ‘increased contributions to the basic needs sectors, food supplies and
employment, water supplies, health and education’, and defining social and eco-
nomic development as a process that ‘ ... reduces poverty, promotes equality and
increases employment within the framework of a growing economy’ (GON Re-
port to Parliament No.36 (1984–85):21–22, my translation).

The basic needs approach which dominated Norwegian thinking at the time
when the RAD agreement was signed thus aimed at transferring assistance in a

Spectators at a football match, D’Kar.
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service oriented fashion, rather than radically attempting to reform economic
structures. Norway’s support built on a central welfare doctrine: a recognition
of the failure of market mechanisms to benefit all individuals equally, and a
belief that it is the government’s responsibility to act on behalf of particularly
vulnerable individuals and groups.

Norwegian development assistance is relatively high (aiming at 1 per cent of
GNP), and has mainly been given as grants, not loans. It has been concentrated
to countries with the lowest per capita income (in the English-speaking part of
the world), and the most marginalised sections of the population within these
countries. It is commonly noted that in selecting areas for involvement, Norway
tends to choose the most difficult ones.

The main objectives and guidelines for Norwegian development cooperation
were reiterated in GON, Report to Parliament No 51 (1991–92). Development
assistance should lead to the greatest improvement for the poor sections of the
population, and cooperation should strengthen the developing countries’ own
ability to promote economically and environmentally sustainable development
An important principle of Norwegian assistance is to integrate the cooperation
into the programme and priorities of the recipient countries. This was expressed
in the principle of recipient responsibility, meaning that the recipient country
should be responsible for the planning, implementation and monitoring of all
development activities.

GOB/GON bilateral cooperation

We find all these ideas reflected in the bilateral agreement between Norway and
Botswana. The main reasons for selecting Botswana as a new partner in 1972
were: 1) that it was one of the 25 nations listed by the UN as the least developed
countries, and 2) its difficult geo-political situation as a land-locked country
surrounded by South Africa, Rhodesia and South-West Africa (Granberg and
Parkinson (eds) 1988:vi). It was further assumed that Botswana’s political lead-
ership was able to create conditions necessary for Norwegian assistance to con-
tribute effectively to combat widespread poverty in the country (ibid.). Sectoral
programmes emphasised primary health care, rural welfare, labour intensive pro-
grammes and district development. Assistance to Botswana further emphasised
institution-building, and in particular technical assistance support and training
provided for various departments of government.

A comprehensive review by Granberg and Parkinson (1988) concluded that
the cooperation had been successful in reaching development goals as well as
programme goals. The review noted the considerable economic progress that
had been made since Independence, as well as the destabilising policy of apart-
heid South Africa, and it was recommended that assistance be kept up to coun-
teract the adverse effects of South African policies. Following these recommen-
dations, Botswana has been one of NORAD’s main partners during 20 years of
development cooperation (up to 1993), and has received the largest amount of
aid given by NORAD to any single country, measured in per capita terms
(Granberg and Parkinson (eds) 1988:161).

We can see that on all counts, support to the Remote Area Development
Programme was in accordance with the Norwegian paradigm of basic need ori-
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entation, poverty alleviation and recipient responsibility. This was also the con-
clusion arrived at by an evaluation undertaken in 1986.

The Gulbrandsen et al. report 1986

The evaluation undertaken by Gulbrandsen, Karlsen and Lexow is an extensive
documentation of the different components of the RADP: settlement schemes
and land issues, community leadership, economic opportunities, public services,
programme planning and financial aspects, followed by a district-by-district ex-
amination of the progress of the RAD Programme.

The conclusion is an endorsement of the policy at the time, with a number of
recommendations for adjustment, assuming a generally higher level of activity
following Norwegian funding. The report subscribes to a socio-economic defini-
tion of the target population as different ethnic groups with ‘different adapta-
tions: mobile hunters and gatherers, farm labourers, herders, and settled groups
who are presently mainly agro-pastoralists’ (Gulbrandsen et al. 1986:v). Despite
variations in adaptations, similarities are listed: extreme socio-economic mar-
ginality; limited access to public services; weak administrative and juridical in-
stitutions; lack of representation in public decision making bodies and progres-
sive loss of access to their traditional subsistence base. The report also points to
the marginalised position of groups with this background who have moved to
established villages where they live as squatters at the outskirts, under extremely
difficult conditions.

The report comes out as quite positive towards the settlement scheme which,
at that time, was beginning to be implemented in Ghanzi. In the view of the
team, the settlement scheme would ensure RADs access to communal land re-
sources, make RADs accessible with respect to Government’s development pro-
grammes, and enable RADs to form local political and administrative institu-
tions, ‘like other Batswana’ (Gulbrandsen et al. 1986:vii). It was noted, however,
that such advantages must be seen in light of the alternatives, namely the ex-
tremely difficult conditions of freehold farms, or a precarious existence as squat-
ters. ‘Such settlement schemes are not equally appropriate to all groups of RADs.
In particular, it is suggested that different development strategies should be de-
vised for mobile hunting and gathering RADs’ (ibid.).

The review team concludes that the policy objectives concerning social serv-
ices, economic opportunities and political/legal rights, are not particular to the
RADP but are understood as principal national policy objectives.

The Government’s intention with the RADP is to realize national development objec-
tives vis-à-vis people of the remote areas who are not easily reached by the national
development programmes. That is, the target group of this programme requires spe-
cial attention, not because of their ethnic distinctness, but rather because of their
socio-economic characteristics and their particular pattern of residence. (Gulbrandsen
et al. 1986:7, emphasis in original)

The team thus endorse the official view that the target group requires attention
‘not because of their ethnic distinctness’. In fact consideration of cultural char-
acteristics, values and norms of the target group is notably absent, despite a vast
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amount of empirical details.3  To some extent this absence of a cultural dimen-
sion follows from the definition of the target group: a large and heterogenous
socio-economic category, with poverty as a common denominator.4  However,
for a report going into such a complex and controversial area as the situation of
the Bushmen of Botswana, there is remarkably little analysis of the problems
that the RAD Programme is supposed to address. The report advocates well-
known objectives such as the formation of representative bodies and election of
headmen, and land to be set aside for the use of the target group. But it does not
consider the obstacles to achieving these objectives. There is no discussion of
international perspectives on human rights, minority rights and indigenous peo-
ples’ rights, which may have a bearing on the Bushmen. In short, the target
group has ceased to be Bushmen; they have become RADs.

However, the mandate of the report was to give recommendations to Norwe-
gian authorities, not to be a statement of Norwegian policy. To uncover the full
range of concerns that came together to determine Norwegian involvement, we
have to look beyond the Gulbrandsen report, to the wider context of Norwegian
international commitment at that time. Among the arguments and analyses leading
to the decision to support the RAD Programme, one important consideration
was the commitment to human rights issues.

Norwegian perspectives: The indigenous dimension

The priority given to democracy and human rights issues in development coop-
eration reflects a long term commitment to a humanitarian tradition in interna-
tional affairs. A concern for disadvantaged groups is an important part of the
preferred image presented abroad, and it is reflected in the kinds of causes that
Norway takes up or supports in international fora.

Indigenous issues have become part of this wider concern for civil, political
and cultural rights, democracy and good governance. Early landmarks have been
Norwegian participation in the UN Sub-Commission on Human Rights, argu-
ing the acceptance of a ‘maximalist’ interpretation of Article 27 of the UN Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights, i.e., an interpretation that clears the way for
positive measures to protect the culture of minorities, and recognises the need to
protect their material base (Eide 1985). The same thinking is reflected in ILO
Convention No. 169 concerning indigenous and tribal peoples in independent

 3 An exception is the following brief paragraph, in the section discussing the settlement schemes:
‘The requested assessment of RADP objectives with respect to cultural considerations and dimen-
sions, is difficult because these objectives are not clearly stated. Nonetheless, it is the team’s view
that the present settlement schemes do not conflict with RADs’ cultural values and goals. On the
contrary, the groups of RADs recruited to the present settlements are provided a  much better plat-
form for expressing and reproducing their cultural values and identities than previously. This point,
of course, does not refer to those RADs who have deliberately been displaced from their territories
and moved into service centres. Accordingly, to the extent the RADP settlement schemes involve, for
instance, that mobile hunters and gatherers are virtually enforced to settle, the schemes would be in
serious conflict with fundamental cultural values of these groups’ (Gulbrandsen et al. 1986:viii).
4 In NORAD documents reviewing the programme proposals it is noted that the authors of the
report had been requested by the Botswana government to leave out a discussion of cultural institu-
tions. Whether this amounted to a mild form of censorship is hard to tell, but the absence of this
topic is evident.
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countries. Norway played an active role in the preparation of this convention,
and was the first country to ratify it (GON Proposition to Parliament No.102
(1989–90)). Likewise, in the process leading towards the formulation of the Draft
Declaration on Indigenous Peoples, Norway has contributed with a large del-
egation and a strongly worded commitment (IWGIA Yearbook 2000 and previ-
ous volumes, Wille 1995).

The agenda in this international process has not only focused on the atroci-
ties committed against indigenous peoples in certain countries, but also, more
constructively, on the rights that ought to be granted in order to strengthen their
position. The prevailing emphasis has been both the need of indigenous people
to maintain their cultural identity even during an inevitable process of moderni-
sation, and on the value to the international community at large that cultural
diversity is being preserved. Recently these issues were reiterated by the World
Commission on Culture and Development in Our Creative Diversity (WCCD
1995).

The Saami background

In this international process, Saami participation has become gradually more
institutionalised. Saami organisations have been a driving force behind Norwe-
gian engagements in international debates about and among indigenous peo-
ples, and Saami involvement has become part of the image Norway has wanted
to present abroad. Saami have been part of official delegations (from 1987 as
delegates from the Saami Parliament), and as NGO delegates (representing the
Saami Council or national organisations) (Thuen 1995, Minde 1996).

This international concern has not always been reflected by a similar liberal
policy on national issues. A less-than-honourable past history is part of the ex-
perience that has shaped the contemporary situation. The Saami were a margina-
lised group both geographically and socially, being subjected to an active assimi-
lation policy up to the 1950s. Even when special policy-measures were formu-
lated to benefit the Saami, they were not recognised as a distinct group, but were
identified according to criteria such as language (Saami speaking), domicile (in-
ner Finnmark), or by economic adaptation (reindeer herding) (Mathiesen 1978).
It took the greatest civil conflict in postwar Norway (the Alta-Kautokeino case
in 1981) to establish a political climate where the Saami claims were taken seri-
ously and dealt with through the established system (Paine 1982, Thuen 1995).
The two government commissions that subsequently were appointed introduced
some significant changes. The 1984 Report on the Legal Position of the Saami
introduced a change in the Constitution, to recognise that the Kingdom of Nor-
way is inhabited by two peoples, Norwegians and Saami. It also recommended
the establishment of a Saami Parliament (NOU 1984 No.18). The Report on
Saami Culture and Education proposed a number of steps to promote language
development and mother tongue education (NOU 1985 No.14).

The strides forward made by the Saami people were strongly influenced by
the international indigenous movement, and also contributed to the same move-
ment. Saami organisations were active in the establishment of the World Coun-
cil for Indigenous Peoples in 1975 and in subsequent lobbying in ILO and UN
fora (Minde, 1996). Norway has been involved from the start in the broad inter-
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national discourse on indigenous issues, as well as in a debate about its national
implications. The emerging Saami organisations have engaged in two directions
simultaneously: towards setting an agenda in international fora, and using these
achievements as a lever for further changes in national affairs (Eidheim 1992).

A good illustration of the changes that have taken place in prevailing atti-
tudes is the difference between the handling of the two ILO conventions on
indigenous and tribal peoples. While Norway never ratified ILO Convention
No. 107 on Indigenous and Tribal Populations from 1957 (the forerunner for
Convention No. 169), the reasons for non-ratification underwent dramatic
changes. When the Nordic states considered whether or not the Saami were
covered by this convention, the decision was negative on the grounds that the
Saami were well integrated into society generally, and therefore could not be
considered as being ‘semi-tribal’. However, in Geneva in June 1989, when ILO
Convention No. 169 was adopted, the justification given by the Norwegian del-
egate Arne G. Arnesen, who spoke on behalf of the governments of Denmark,
Finland, Norway and Sweden, was as follows:

The reason for our non-ratification of Convention No.107 is to be found in its
integrationist approach and paternalistic form, which is acceptable neither to our
indigenous peoples nor to our Governments. In our countries, we seek to establish a
situation of cooperation and mutual respect between governments and indigenous
peoples, with self-identification and cultural freedom as keywords.(GON, Proposi-
tion to Parliament No.102 (1989–90):38)

And he added, as further justification for a revision of Convention No. 107:
More so, because our indigenous peoples themselves have for a number of years been
very active in the support of indigenous peoples around the world and in helping to
develop standards for indigenous rights in international law. One might say that in
this case governments are now following in the footsteps of indigenous peoples in
recognising and addressing the needs for such standards (ibid.)

Such was the prevailing thinking about indigenous peoples by the end of 1980s,
that is to say at the time when an agreement to support the Remote Area Devel-
opment Programme was negotiated. The strong moral – sometimes missionary –
commitment to human rights in Norwegian development assistance has been
reflected in steadfast support to liberation movements in Africa (Angola, Mo-
zambique, Zimbabwe, Namibia), and to the anti-apartheid struggle in South
Africa. Violation of human rights was the reason for the withdrawal from Uganda,
and the break with Kenya. The Report to the Parliament on foreign aid being
prepared around that time (GON, No.51 1991–92), promised ‘increased em-
phasis on the rights of ethnic minorities and indigenous people as part of the
efforts towards democracy and human rights’ (p. 219, my translation). Thus,
included in NORAD’s overall strategy of basic needs and rural development, the
need to identify especially disadvantaged parts of a developing country’s popula-
tion can be said to have followed logically.

It seems reasonable, then, to conclude that at the time the Norwegian in-
volvement in the Remote Area Development Programme in Botswana was being
negotiated and signed, the Norwegian position on what would be a ‘right’ policy
towards indigenous peoples had been stated repeatedly, clearly, and publicly in
international fora. Moreover, it may be reasonable to assume that this position
also influenced the priorities for development assistance. To unravel the precise
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linkages, however, between a general concern for indigenous peoples, and the
specific formulation of priorities with regard to the Remote Area Development
Programme, is to some extent a case of interpretation and reconstruction. To
what extent did the arguments for Norwegian participation, and the measures
Norway supported, add up to a policy addressing an indigenous people’s situa-
tion? And to what extent does this make it an indigenous people’s programme?

Out of deference for Botswana’s non-racial policy, the concern for indig-
enous peoples was communicated in a very cautious terminology. The official
justification for the support to Botswana’s Remote Area Development Programme
was that the programme was providing benefits to poor and marginalised peo-
ple. In other words the programme was categorised as a case of ‘poverty allevia-
tion’. To understand the preference for this label we need to consider again the
particular situation in Botswana.

‘From Bushmen to RADs’

Norway has never suggested that the policy pursued in Norway should be repli-
cated in Botswana. The parallels in the problems encountered have regularly
been hinted at, but a respect for Botswana’s non-racial policy has prevented
more explicit statements from the Norwegian side on what the policy implica-
tions of a recognition of the Basarwa as an indigenous minority might be. On
the whole, there is much double communication and euphemism in how the
linkage is suggested, rather than stated explicitly. While the internal discussion
in NORAD stressed that support to the RAD Programme was in fact support to
the poor Bushmen of the Remote Areas, great care was taken not to force this
terminology into the official project documents. Instead the more rounded for-
mulations referring to groups who ‘tend to rely on hunting and gathering’ and
‘tend to be culturally and linguistically distinct’ have been used.

The title of a pamphlet produced by NORAD in 1989 to inform the Norwe-
gian public, (the year Norway became the main foreign donor to the RAD Pro-
gramme) illustrates some of the Norwegian thinking. It is called Frå Buskmenn
til RADs (From Bushmen to RADs, Eidhammer 1989), and gives a balanced
discussion of the problems the Bushmen are facing in contemporary Botswana
society, describing their structural position as an indigenous people. A historical
sketch outlines stereotypes in attitudes and expressions that the Bushmen have
suffered over the centuries, the realities of the contemporary precarious adapta-
tions, and the need for innovative measures in order for them to survive in a
country undergoing rapid socio-economic transformation. The double nature of
the programme is emphasised: ‘The programme for minorities in remote areas in
Botswana is a complicated project that includes most aspects of rural develop-
ment generally, and the special problems concerning the relationship between
minority groups and the society at large’ (Eidhammer 1989:2, my translation).
The pamphlet acknowledges that international ideas about indigenous self-gov-
ernment do not go down well with the Botswana government, hence it accepts
Botswana’s position: that Bushmen have to become RADs. The readers are re-
minded that a major feature of the cordial relations between Norway and Bot-
swana is their opposition to apartheid policies, and Botswana’s objection to ‘sepa-
rate development’ is to be understood against that background.
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The author worked at the NORAD office in Gaborone at the time when Norwe-
gian support to the RAD Programme was negotiated, so one may assume that
the text reflects quite closely the official view. Permeating the entire discussion is
a belief that the Norwegian presence may make a contribution through the fur-
ther development of the most progressive components of the programme, and
that this contribution is a question of influencing attitudes, not only to allocate
some money.

From this and other documents one may infer the outline of a strategy: the
best way to show a concern for the Bushmen is through cooperation with the
authorities in Botswana, and the way to achieve cooperation is through the for-
mal agreement. The spirit from Geneva 1989, of ‘cooperation and mutual re-
spect’, should guide both the bilateral cooperation between sovereign states, and
the relationship between a state and its minorities. It was tacitly assumed that
over time it would be possible to steer the implementation of RADP in the ‘right’
direction, i.e., to contribute to a process whereby internationally recognised stand-
ards would gradually be taken into consideration, and that this would be possi-
ble whichever terminology was used. If this meant ‘swallowing some camels’, as
one programme officer expressed it later, this was seen as a small price to pay for
the opportunities provided for presence and dialogue.

A hidden agenda?

Assuming my analysis is correct, does this strategy make for a ‘hidden’ Norwe-
gian agenda? And do the attitudes outlined above add up to a Botswana-Norwe-
gian disagreement underneath the surface of cooperation? The question cannot
easily be answered by a yes or a no. I would suggest, however, that to the extent
that there are some differences in the agendas, these have in no way been hidden.
However, the ambiguities reflect some rhetorical conventions frequently used in
political communication.

It is important to remember that the communication about the Remote Area
Development policy and programme has taken place in a public arena, between

This hostel at Kuke is one of the best of the RAD hostels.
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different stakeholders, and with different audiences in mind. Communication is
not only between the two governments, but also between the governments and
their respective constituencies. It is a strategy with a proven effect, in Botswana
as in Norway, to formulate policies in a terminology that is sufficiently vague to
command the broadest possible support, and to eliminate possible criticism. It
can be claimed with considerable justification that the ostensibly neutral RAD
terminology has been essential for getting the programme under way. Wily’s
account of the years of the Bushman Development Programme showed the con-
sistent pressure to phrase the policies in a terminology that might be acceptable
for the power structure. Chapter four showed some of the historical and geo-
political reasons why the dominant discourse in Botswana did not allow for the
public recognition of cultural and ethnic diversity. But with equal justification it
can be claimed that the ambiguous terminology used in the programme agree-
ments has invited much of the misunderstanding that came up at later stages,
and certainly has made it difficult to make realistic adjustments as the programme
progressed. The complex layers of communication and meta-communication
about Bushmen that characterise Botswana society, gave little reason to expect
the terminology of the RAD Programme to be straightforward, but should per-
haps have prepared better for the problems in communication that arose at a
later stage.

Whichever way one looks at the problem, however, there is little discernible
disagreement between the Botswana and the Norwegian sides that the Bushmen
make up the greater part of the target group, described as ‘the poorest of the
most desperately poor’, and as losers in all the inevitable conflicts accompanying
an expanding economy. The Remote Area Development Programme has tried to
modify some of the negative effects of the current cultural and social transfor-
mation which the Bushmen are experiencing. Moreover, the ambiguity created
by combining very different criteria in one bureaucratic category has not neces-
sarily been a problem in practical terms, because of the considerable empirical
overlap of the two sets of criteria: while not all the poor people in remote areas
are Basarwa, most of them are; and while not all Basarwa qualify for assistance
according to the RAD concept, most of them do. For many practical purposes,
the programme deals with clients who are mostly both ‘Bushmen’ and ‘RADs’.

The dynamics of development cooperation

By the time NORAD agreed to fund the programme in 1988 the RADP was well
established in the districts, with a concentration on infrastructure development
and social welfare projects, and an expansion of educational facilities. When
NORAD agreed to provide assistance, it did so without proposing any major
overhaul of the programme or any change of direction (CMI 1996:33).
NORAD’s priority was to keep communication channels open and make use of
the opportunities provided for dialogue. The ‘settlement strategy’ on which the
programme was built remained more or less unchanged, at least up to the 1990
review. NORAD was committed by its policy of recipient responsibility to sup-
port the official position in Botswana that the RADP was directed at people in
need of welfare. The minor adjustment and changes that were added were largely
consonant with a basic needs approach, viz. the establishment of an Economic
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Promotion Fund and the strengthening of implementation capacity in the dis-
tricts through the recruitment of expatriate Business Advisers.

The fact that there is no document spelling out a specific Norwegian stand on
Bushmen development does not mean that this has not been expressed. As noted
earlier, the RADP is referred to as a minority programme in NORAD docu-
ments, and from time to time the term indigenous or aboriginal population is
used. A clause in the Annexe to the Agreement of 1988, that modifies the RAD
definition – ‘people living permanently outside established villages’ – by adding
that ‘they will mainly be descendants of ethnic minority groups living under
poor conditions in remote rural areas’, is probably a concession to NORAD’s
emphasis on an ethnic dimension. The Chr. Michelsen evaluation mentions that
one of the last issues taken up (but rejected) in the negotiations before the sign-
ing of the agreement was a proposal from NORAD that the RAD Programme
should also cover Basarwa squatters in or around established villages in the
eastern part of Botswana. Such a suggestion would only make sense in the con-
text of an ethnic definition of the target group, and would have made it clear
that the programme did aim to target the Basarwa specifically (CMI 1996:23).

Subsequently, NORAD policy has been to take up such issues when opportu-
nities allowed, and NORAD was for some time very good at getting into posi-
tions which allowed such opportunities. The most formal occasions for this kind
of dialogue were the Annual Country Consultations, and Programme Review
meetings. At these meetings, progress was ascertained, and each party had the
opportunity to raise issues for comments or debate. Such meetings were actively
used as occasions for taking up contentious issues related to the RAD Programme.
Even though the objectives of the programme were articulated in the agreements
and their addenda, there have been debates about how these goals should be
implemented, and what the end result of the whole process should be. Overall,
the substantially increased funding from Norway, and the optimism indicated
by adding ‘Accelerated’ to the name, probably occasioned a higher profile within
the implementing Ministry. NORAD had reason to assume that any assistance

Tuck-shop, Gaborone.
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given to the so-called RADs as defined by socio-economic criteria of poverty
would also in large measures benefit the Bushmen. The expectation, which can
be read both in and between the lines, was that over time it would be possible to
take up the more problematic aspects of the RAD Programme more explicitly. It
is a rather sad paradox, then, that at the same time as an ‘indigenous’ dimension
was first addressed as a topic in Botswana’s national discourse (I would put this
point to be the Second Regional San Conference, October 1993, to be discussed
later), the first steps towards Norwegian effective withdrawal were taken.

The Ghanzi Farms issue, 1991

During the first period of cooperation, one small issue brought up some of the
inherent controversies that were to be exposed more fully later. The issue con-
cerned three leasehold farms in the Ghanzi Block. In 1989 the farms were allo-
cated by the District Council as additional land for three RAD settlements –
Groote Laagte, Chobokwane and West Hanahai – and support for drilling for
water and other infrastructure was promised from the RAD Programme. A con-
sortium of supporting NGOs was set up to assist in the actual planning and
development of the farms.5  However, actual development on the ground was
slow to materialise, and in 1991 an attempt was made to have at least one of the
farms withdrawn from the RAD allocation and handed over to a syndicate for
commercial development. NORAD raised this issue in a letter to MLGL&H,
pointing out that such a reallocation would go against the agreed objectives of
the RAD Programme, which included an obligation to ‘provide necessary land
areas for the development of employment opportunities and income generating
activities’. The issue was also raised in the annual Country Programme consulta-
tions. Both local and international press showed an interest in the matter. The
result of the events of 1991 was that the District Council reaffirmed the alloca-
tion of the three farms to three RAD settlements, apparently after Ministry of
Finance intervened (CMI 1996:31). In the process the NGO consortium was
blamed for being slow in promoting the interests of the RAD settlements, and
was asked to withdraw, thus very much taking the role of the scapegoat for the
whole controversy. Further responsibility for developing the farms was left with
the RAD unit in Ghanzi, and proper leases for the farms were issued (CMI
1996:31).

As a symbolic issue the three farms were important, although one should
perhaps keep the proportions right: the case involved three pieces of land, each
the size which otherwise is given to one individual user under the TGLP scheme
(some 6–10,000 hectares). However, the issue of the Ghanzi Farms exposed that
in principle the large problem of securing land rights for the target group of the
RADP, as required in the agreement between the governments of Botswana and
Norway, remained unresolved. It demonstrated the weak linkages which existed
between the programme’s investments in infrastructure and the land rights which
these investments were intended to secure.

5 These were Co-operation for Research, Development and Education (CORDE), Permaculture
Trust, Rural Industries Innovation Centre (RIIC) and Thusano Lefatsheng.
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The Ghanzi Farms issue was also important in terms of NORAD’s continued
involvement in the programme. NORAD documents make it clear that in 1991
NORAD was prepared to continue funding the RADP for the whole period of
NDP 7, that is to say up to March 1997 (CMI 1996:31). The events in Ghanzi,
however, caused doubts about some of the preconditions for the programme to
succeed. NORAD therefore decided that it would prefer to await clarification
from MLGL&H with respect to how it intended to secure land and water rights
for the target population. This was supposed to be a part of the policy review of
the Remote Area Development Programme, which MLGL&H had announced
that it would undertake and present to the Rural Development Council. Thus
the First Addendum only extended the Agreement up to the end of Botswana’s
financial year 1992/93.

The events surrounding the Ghanzi Farms in 1991 caused some tension be-
tween NORAD and the Ministry of Local Government and Lands, as the imple-
menting Ministry and the one responsible for land matters. The legal tangles
connected with these particular farms were eventually resolved. However, it would
be wrong to conclude that the Ghanzi Farms issue demonstrated a conflict with
the main dividing line drawn between Norway and Botswana. Rather it demon-
strated the fragile nature of the commitment to land rights within the Botswana
administration. In this case the main conflict was with some wealthy private
individuals who had acted out of personal greed and who had secured some
degree of support from within MLGL&H. Once the case was exposed, the ma-
noeuvre was opposed by the Ghanzi Council and the MFDP, which in this case
insisted on proper procedures being followed.

Diplomatic constraints

Based on the account so far, we may draw some conclusions about NORAD’s
role in the Remote Area Development Programme. From NORAD documents
we can infer a de facto understanding of the situation of the Bushmen as an
indigenous group. There were, however, diplomatic constraints that caused this
to be communicated in a very cautious and pragmatic manner. Each of these
factors led to the conclusion that in order to be successful NORAD’s involve-
ment would have to be very long-term.

What is here called the ‘Saami background’ raises a more general question
about shared knowledge and consistency within the bureaucracy. The vague ter-
minology in much communication about the RAD Programme made the pro-
gramme especially vulnerable to diverse interpretations. All bureaucracies have
problems to establish an adequate institutional memory, but this problem is larger
for issues which do not belong in a proper category for classification. The promi-
nence given to Norwegian involvement in ‘indigenous issues’ internationally, is
not reflected in the allocation of clear responsibilities to offices or positions within
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Moreover, the division of tasks, and hence of
experience, between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as the policy maker and
NORAD as implementing body, add to the likelihood that repeated reference to
a ‘Saami background’ does not necessarily ensure a consistency in views shared
by all levels of the bureaucracy. So far, Norwegian commitment to indigenous
peoples, within the framework of a development assistance policy, has been ‘im-
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plicit, pragmatic and sporadic’ (Saugestad 1997a), characterized by a consistent
well-meaning rhetoric but less marked by stated principles and permanence.

Part of the reason for this are the constraints of a diplomatic nature inherent
in communication in bilateral relations, which differs radically from the free-
dom to voice progressive (or radical, depending on one’s perspective) views in
international fora. Should NORAD have come out and stated its position more
clearly in these matters? NORAD would probably answer no to such a question,
because NORAD’s stated policy has been to support Botswana’s policy. At the
same time, Norway was propagating new measures in international fora, and
many NORAD officials have certainly seen the Remote Area Development Pro-
gramme as a way to empower the Basarwa with regard to their status as an
ethnic minority and as an indigenous people. To accept this perspective on the
Basarwa as a valid basis for policy measures, would lead to a different type of
debate in Botswana, and Norway wanted to encourage this type of debate. While
accepting policies formulated along socio-economic and welfare dimensions, the
Norwegian assumption has been that it would be possible to steer the implemen-
tation in what was seen as the right direction, i.e., contribute to a process whereby
the internationally recognised standards would gradually be taken into consid-
eration. It was believed that it would be possible to achieve this, whichever ter-
minology was used at the outset.

Both the two points above show the need for a diplomatic balancing act. On
the one hand was the question about what would be the ‘right’ development for
the Basarwa, according to humanitarian, moral or legal parameters. On the other
hand, this was a question of international relations. The implicit development
objective was not only to reach a particularly impoverished target group, but
also to persuade the Government of Botswana that the programme ought to
contribute towards the empowerment of the Basarwa as an ethnic or indigenous
minority. This had to be balanced against the right of Botswana as a sovereign
state to determine its own policy. There is a practical limit to foreign interfer-
ence, as Botswana has a right simply to refuse to listen, but there is also a moral
issue involved. To what extent does donor assistance – being an expression of
inequalities in wealth – give one country the moral right to interfere in another
country’s development priorities?

As noted above, Norway is committed to the principle of recipient orienta-
tion. However, with due respect for this attitude, it must be recalled that the
strongest arguments internationally for the recognition of special needs and hence
a special status for indigenous peoples, is the understanding that their national
position is such that their interests are not adequately safeguarded by the major-
ity. This applies even to countries with well established democratic traditions,
such as Norway and Botswana. Such an understanding encourages new types of
discussion and definitions of a state’s legitimate power and of the need for devo-
lution of some of this power.

However, the main conclusion from the above analysis, and strongly cor-
roborated by available experience from similar ethnopolitical processes, is that
aspirations towards empowerment require a long-term perspective indeed for
their achievement. By any standard for a development programme, but even
more so considering the particular complexity of this particular issue, NORAD’s
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full-time involvement was very short, only five years, from 1989 to 1993. After
the 1993 signing of the Memorandum of agreement about the phasing out of
Norwegian development assistance (GOB/GON 1993b), no substantial new ini-
tiative was taken, and the concern of the NORAD office in Gaborone became
gradually more directed towards winding up ongoing commitments, rather than
considering new ones.6

In the decision leading up to Norwegian withdrawal, the reasons were geo-
political, and the particularities of the RAD Programme were not an issue. Logi-
cally, the many arguments for Norwegian involvement outlined in this chapter
could equally have been used as arguments for special arrangements for contin-
ued support in some form when the state-to-state agreement came to an end,
particularly as arrangements were made for the continuation of cooperation
within fields such as health and environmental protection, in the succeeding
years. Such arguments were not forthcoming.

A discussion of NORAD, and of achievements or lost opportunities, needs to
distinguish between the potentials within the confines of the Remote Area De-
velopment Programme, and Bushman empowerment as a broader development
issue. From what has been reported so far, we may ask how far, or in what areas
of development, RADP could be expected to have an effect? Are there alterna-
tive development strategies that could be considered? This will be the topic of
the next chapter.

∫

 6 Support has been given to activities at the Kuru Development Trust using Norwegian Church
Aid as NGO channel, and a Collaborative Programme for San/Basarwa Research between the Uni-
versity of Botswana and the University of Tromsø started up in 1996 with support from the Norwe-
gian Ministry of Foreign Affairs through NUFU (Norwegian Council of Universities’ Committee for
Development Research and Cooperation).
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Since its inception, the Remote Area Development Programme has provided a
key arena for the articulation of the relationship between the State of Botswana
and the Basarwa minority. Within the confines of this programme, policies have
been formulated and actions have been taken, or avoided. The programme has
provided incentives for Basarwa development, but the limitations of the pro-
gramme have also come to represent limits to development. The achievements of
the programme have been evaluated many times (Wily 1979, Egner 1981,
Gulbrandsen et al. 1986, Hitchcock 1988, Gulbrandsen et al. 1986, Kann et al.
1990, Karlsen 1992, Saugestad 1993c, GOB n.d., Economic Consultancies 1994,
Environmental Services 1994, CMI 1996), and key conclusions are included in
different sections of the present study.

Using these reports, policy papers and evaluations as a point of departure,
the aim of the present analysis is not primarily to list the details of its achieve-
ments and failures, but more importantly to assess the adequacy of the develop-
ment thinking behind the RAD model. In other words, given (a) the kind of
social context which has been described for Botswana, and (b) the perspective
on indigenous peoples introduced earlier, how well does the Remote Area Devel-
opment Programme – as a concept, as a policy, and as a component of the public
administration of Botswana – reflect and address the problems of the San peo-
ple?

Both logically and empirically we need to examine the assumed links be-
tween the basic activities of the programme, and the desired development objec-
tives described as ‘community mobilisation’, ‘local leadership’, ‘land rights’, and
‘cultural integrity’. The guiding assumption is that the unclear relationship be-
tween the programme’s stated objectives and the means mustered to achieve
those ends constitutes a main weakness of the programme. A procedure known
as Logical Framework Analysis may help in clarifying this point.

A logical framework analysis

A Logical Framework Analysis (LFA) distinguishes between elements in a goal
hierarchy. The ‘logic’ is that the different elements are assumed to build on each
other, contributing to an overall development objective (NORAD 1992, NMFA
1993). The constituting activities are usually quite concrete, while the objectives
may be more general and abstract. In the model, inputs refer to the various
resources (funds, equipment, personnel, etc.) necessary to carry out the activities

CHAPTER 10.

Bushmen or RADs?
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needed for a desired output. The outputs are the anticipated results of the activi-
ties, within a given time frame. These outputs are assumed to contribute to the
purpose of the project. The purpose is the concrete effect which the project is
expected to achieve within a foreseeable time frame. In the longer run, the project
is expected to contribute to broader development goals or objectives, which are
the main motivations for the project. Thus, a project may be viewed as a cause-
and-effect chain on several levels, addressing a hierarchy of development objec-
tives.

In this hierarchy of objectives, a logical distinction is made between, on the
one hand, the stipulated outputs that the project administration should be able
to guarantee (mostly quantifiable, brick-and-mortar-type components) and on
the other hand, the more intangible development goals to which the project is
meant to contribute. The achievement of broader development objectives may
lie beyond the direct control of the project, yet it is anticipated that the project
will contribute towards them. Activities on each level will necessarily depend on
some external factors that are beyond the control of the project (such as climate,
market trends, available infrastructure or popular support), nevertheless assump-
tions must be made about their likely impact.

The Logical Framework Analysis is a planning tool designed to facilitate a
detailed design of projects that afterwards can be evaluated according to OECD/
DAC’s stringent criteria for efficiency, effectiveness, impact, relevance and sus-
tainability (NMFA 1993:30). This terminology was not in fashion when the
Remote Area Development Programme was being planned. However, as a con-
ceptual model, LFA may also be used post hoc to identify the different compo-
nents of an ongoing programme, and to asses their relative contribution in an
overall means-to-an-end perspective. For this purpose one need not stick too
closely to the LFA terminology. The usefulness of the model is that it helps dis-
tinguish between different logical levels. Thus we can ask more specific ques-
tions about how activities on the input-output level contribute to the ultimate,
less quantifiable, development objectives of the RAD Programme.

The logic of the RADP

Many components of the Remote Area Development Programme fit nicely into
a LFA matrix: the RADP has a hierarchy of objectives, where the immediate,
tangible, outputs are assumed to contribute to more general, intangible, devel-
opment objectives: ‘the promotion and formal recognition of local institutions
and local leadership to represent target groups’ and ‘retainment of RADs cul-
tural integrity’ (GOB/GON 1988), ‘ to assist the RAD communities to obtain
land rights and to form administrative structures such as headmanship and Vil-
lage Development Committees’ (statement Ghanzi seminar 1992), more gener-
ally ‘securing existing rights and promoting community participation’ (draft RAD
policies), and priority of ‘land rights issues, employment and education oppor-
tunities, institution building and leadership training’ (NDP7:390). In sum, these
goals fall under the general heading of an ‘empowerment strategy’, and are of
two kinds:
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– To promote community mobilisation, participation and leadership
– To ensure political rights, economic rights and land rights
To achieve such objectives, certain activities are needed, identified in the LFA
terminology as input required, activities to be undertaken and outputs antici-
pated. They are of three kinds:
– The provision of public services and infrastructure
– Economic promotion
– Securement of land areas.
The means-to-an-end aspect is often emphasised, as in the four drafts for a Policy
on the Remote Area Development Programme prepared in 1992–1993. These
identified the main objectives of the programme as being:

To facilitate the social integration of the marginalised sections of the population into
the mainstream of the society and to develop rural settlement on to a level that is
comparable with that of other rural villages in the country by providing adequate
supply of potable water, education, health and other facilities necessary to improve
the living conditions in those settlements. (MLGL&H, 1992–93)

An examination of some of the inputs and activities meticulously listed in the
quote above, shows considerable achievements (i.e. output) registered by the
evaluations.

Initially, the activities of the programme focused on providing infrastructure.
The output of such components, in terms of water points provided, small schools
and health posts built, are relatively simple to measure, and there is a general
consensus about their usefulness. An evaluation of district level expenditure also
shows that as far as implementation of infrastructure components goes, the pro-
gramme has a decent record of efficiency and fiscal accountability (Karlsen 1992,
Economic Consultancies 1994).

Other components of the programme have been designed to stimulate in-
come-generating activities. An Economic Promotion Fund (EPF) was set up with
the purpose of promoting productive activities and developing skills. Activities
include the provision of livestock (in some areas), poultry projects, vegetable
gardens, bakeries, and sewing classes (MLGL 1989). For a number of reasons
these efforts have been less successful: the activities have been initiated by out-
siders (extension workers, consultants) but depend for their sustainability on
local skill, motivation and follow-up. Moreover, economic profits depend on
control over local resources, a reliable supply of production factors, and market-
ing facilities, in short, an enabling environment. In other words, economic pro-
motion is subject to the general constraints in the rural economy, which are
considerable. To the extent that the RAD target group is even more impover-
ished, less educated and more marginalised than the rural population generally,
the possibilities for breaking the downward spiral, and for generating sustain-
able economic activities are correspondingly meagre. So, while the recorded
progress is slight, the problems probably rest more with the rural economy as
such than with the Economic Promotion Fund.

Many Bushmen complain about difficulties in obtaining land when they re-
settle, either because available land is insufficient, or because the Land Board is
inert and discriminatory. One aim of the RADP is to remedy this. However, the
Government of Botswana uses the concept of ‘land rights’ in a very restricted
sense, defining land rights as the ‘securement of land areas to cater for produc-
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tive employment development’. This refers to the types of rights that are allo-
cated by the Land Boards, i.e., residential land granted for house plots and fields
for ploughing. These plots are for the exclusive use of the grantee. All citizens
enjoy this right, and as is repeatedly stated: ‘the Basarwa have the same right as
any other Batswana’. The examples of discrimination that can be proved are
treated as cases of misadministration, and are firmly disapproved of. In this
restricted sense of ‘land-use’, the Government is correct in saying that formally
all citizens enjoy ‘land rights’, and RADP extension workers have consistently,
since the first period recorded by Wily (1978) tried to instruct and assist Remote
Area Dwellers to exercise their land rights.

The snag is that this is not the type of access to land that can secure a living.
Rain-fed agriculture is a hazard even in the densely populated south-eastern
parts of Botswana, where conditions are best. It is unpredictable, bordering on
unproductive, in the more arid parts of the country, with the most fragile, infer-
tile land, which is where the majority of the San people live. Land rights for
productive purposes are first and foremost secured by access to water, i.e., con-
trol over boreholes, or when territories are gazetted for alternative use, e.g. in
the few cases where Community Based Natural Resource Management schemes
are in place. The few official RAD settlements of 20x20 km or the much smaller
Service Centres undoubtedly represent a certain kind of land right, but they are
(a) not exclusive rights, as the many documented cases of encroachment on the
use of those facilities show, and (b) in terms of territories, we are talking about
rather small proportions of land.1

To sum up: evaluations have judged the output of these components to be
good in terms of infrastructure, but less impressive in terms of income creation.
The land issue remains unresolved. The RAD Programme has permitted the pro-
vision of services and infrastructure components to smaller groups (a lower limit
to settlement size required before investments are made), and in some cases pro-
vided extra economic stimulants (cattle funds, training schemes, etc.). The pro-
gramme has encouraged members of the target group to exercise their land rights
‘like any other Batswana’. Such activities are useful. However, these components
are basically variations of regular council services, and in many cases it is diffi-
cult to identify achievements that may be credited to the RAD Programme spe-
cifically. In one sense, then, it may be unfair not to dwell more on the number of
classrooms built, clinics equipped and water points drilled, as valuable activities
in their own right meeting very real development needs. On the other hand, as
Wily pointed out in the 1970s and what was equally true in the 1990s, the more
‘neutral’ the components of the RAD Programme are, the more these compo-
nents are but varieties of regular rural development policies and welfare pro-
grammes. These provisions are thus regular citizens’ rights, and should not be
seen as special privileges favouring the Remote Area Dwellers.

’Success’ for the RAD Programme, then, should primarily be assessed by
how much the components contribute to the ultimate development objectives.
We therefore need to examine more closely the statements of objectives before

1 Good (1994:4) calculates the proportion set aside for Basarwa in Ghanzi District ‘to secure their
land rights’ and concludes: ‘In quantitative terms, 42 per cent of the district population had access to
– but did not have exclusive rights to or even adequate control over – 2,400 sq.kms, representing
only 1.7 per cent of the district’s land’.
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we return to an assessment of achievements. Inevitably, a text analysis brings up
the problem of ambiguity discussed earlier. It has already been noted how the
wording in various programme documents seeks to recognise the specific nature
of the problems of the Basarwa, delicately termed ‘peculiar circumstances’, with-
out being too explicit. The failure of the Government of Botswana to adopt a
policy document, which has been on the cards since 1991, (referred to here as
the Draft RAD Policy) is perhaps the best demonstration of how difficult it has
been to make explicit statements on this issue. 

Outlines of an empowerment strategy

We return to the major development objectives, and our two questions: To what
extent have they been achieved? And does the RAD Programme provide an ap-
propriate structure for securing them? The second question can be formulated in
more general terms: To what extent can these objectives be met within the exist-
ing political and administrative structures? An evaluation undertaken in the early
1990s provides some of the answers.

Let Them Talk, 1990

A comprehensive review of the RAD Programme by Kann, Mbere and Hitchcock
makes a very clear distinction between infrastructural development and the
broader development objectives:

In its sixteen years’ existence, the RAD Programme ... has already achieved much,
and the services and opportunities now available to many RADs are far better than
they were when RADP started in 1974. Much of the achievement has been in particu-
lar in the provision of physical infrastructure, e.g. schools, health posts, and water
supplies, and in recent years the big strides made in these areas have been funded by
NORAD through the RADP.

However, although there have also been some achievements in less tangible aspects of
development, e.g. economic development and employment, the provision of land rights,
and education and training beyond a few years at primary school, these achievements
in such critically important areas are far less than can be observed in infrastructure
development.

Much has been achieved – but even more remains to be done ... The five main issues
faced by the RADs themselves, and therefore by RADP are Poverty, Insecurity, Inad-
equate Education and Training, Weak Institutions and Leadership, and Negative Pub-
lic Attitudes. (Kann et al. 1990:ix)

Kann et al. identified the two last-mentioned as the most serious problems: weak
institutions and leadership, and negative public attitudes. The report has been
credited with introducing the ‘empowerment’ strategy as a contrast to the previ-
ously dominant ‘settlement’ strategy of the programme (CMI 1996). The need
for access to land resources is in no way overlooked, but the review team recom-
mended that greater attention be given to the political preconditions for access
to resources, as well as to the actual ability of the implementing agency to achieve
its own goals within the development programme. The team noted that the low
status of the RADs in social, political and economic terms was matched by the
low status of the RADP staff in terms of background, training and position
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within the hierarchy of the public administration. Among their main recommen-
dations were the following:
– that District Council staff intensifies and extends its leadership training at

local level to help improve the quality of settlement administration and the
work of Village Development Committees, and other committees and groups

– that ULGS [Unified Local Government Services] raises the status, morale and
effectiveness of RADP staff by improving their level of training … and

– that the RADP invests time and money in informing and educating the pub-
lic, including government officials from other departments, as to what is hap-
pening now, and what is planned for the future (Kann et al. 1990:151).

Many of the concerns that this report voiced were reflected in the reasons the
Ministry of Local Government gave for initiating a policy review of the pro-
gramme in 1992, identifying as weaknesses in the current policy:
– The complaint from Remote Area Dwellers regarding lack of employment

and economic opportunities, particularly for their children who have attended
school.

– The complaint regarding Land Boards’ refusal to allocate Remote Area Dwell-
ers land …

– Reports about the exploitation of Remote Area Dwellers as a source of cheap
labour at cattle-posts by some cattle owners.

– Complaints about the unfair process of identifying representation of commu-
nities in terms of leadership (MLGL&H 1992–93).

And finally, the National Development Plan 7 (1991–1997:390) which was be-
ing prepared at that time, also picked up some of the recommendations and
made them government policy: 2

Government remains committed to raising the standard of living of the RADs, who
are among the poorest sections of the population and live outside the structured vil-
lage network and agricultural economy. The envisaged policies and activities are:

– The priority will be shifted from basic infrastructure development (primary edu-
cation, health and water) to land rights issues, employment, and education oppor-
tunities, institution building and leadership training.

– A campaign will be launched aimed at changing negative public attitudes towards
the target groups, through information on language, culture, lifestyle and traditions.

The documents quoted above express a considerable agreement on what the
RAD Programme had achieved, and also agree that ‘much remained to be done’.
Bearing in mind that these statements were produced at the very height of the
NORAD-funded ‘acceleration’ of the programme, and given the considerable
resources that were made available at that time, how can the very limited achieve-
ment be explained? Some critics will point to a lack of genuine commitment by
the government: the voice of the target group, which the Kann report very rea-
sonably suggested should be heard, has not been allocated any position from

2 A story circulating within the Norwegian expatriate community at the time was that a Norwe-
gian Planning Officer seconded by NORAD and given the task of preparing the MLGL input to the
National Development Plan 7 was frustrated as no policy statement concerning the RAD programme
was forthcoming. Eventually he cut some sections from the Let Them Talk report and inserted them
into the text. Whether correct or not, the story illustrates the general perception of the low priority
given to the RAD programme within the Ministry.
       The subsequent National Development Plan (NDP8 1997–2003) makes no substantial changes
in the presentation of the RAD programme.
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where to speak.3  During the whole NDP7 period (1991–1997) there was no
institution building or leadership training, and there was no ‘campaign’ or other
efforts to change ‘negative public attitudes towards the target groups’. The un-
clear relationship between the perception of the target group, and the design of
the programme remained unresolved. Apparently the acceleration of the pro-
gramme had come about mainly because of donor willingness to foot the bill.

It is certainly important to examine the government commitment behind the
policy. However, the main thrust of the present argument is a somewhat differ-
ent one: Even assuming a commitment to the laudable development objectives
stated in the programme documents, does the RAD Programme provide the ap-
propriate model for achieving them? The question can also be asked differently:
In order to achieve the ‘empowerment’ objectives, what new innovations in in-
stitutions and representative structures are needed? If the rights referred to are
mainly existing citizens’ rights, already laid down in the Constitution and in
common and statutory law, if land rights refer to the traditional Tswana pattern
for land-use, and leadership is specified to mean the appointment of Tswana-
style headmen, how appropriate and desirable are these development objectives,
considering the culture and values of the assumed target group?

Some muddles in the model

Is ‘integration into the mainstream’ logically possible?

A common statement of objectives is the seemingly uncontroversial ‘integration
into the mainstream’. The meaning appears obvious enough: the government
has persistently claimed that it makes no distinction on ethnic grounds, and
everyone should enjoy the benefits of development. The image conjured up is
very much one of pulling the less fortunate sections into development, and indi-
cates equality of a kind: ‘We too were like them, but now we have developed’.
But is ‘integration into the mainstream’ logically possible?

No policy can be formulated without an assumption about the nature of the
target group. If cultural characteristics are not specified, they are implied and
assumed, and a policy defined as culturally neutral inevitably reaches different
sectors of the population differently. By defining the target group for the RAD
Programme by negations (as lacking some common Tswana characteristics), the
development objective easily becomes synonymous with making the RADs more
like the Tswana. The popular term for this is ‘integration’.

As long as such implied assumptions belong to what Bourdieu (1977) calls
the doxic field of the undisputed, they are not easy to question. To achieve a
change in the power structure requires that the arbitrary nature of prevailing
classification is exposed, and that alternative interpretations are presented. The
dictionary definition of integration with a focus on ‘equal membership’, and a
recent UN report, defining integration as a ‘process by which diverse elements

3   The Let Them Talk report was followed by an effort to launch a public debate.  A video
presented the main conclusions, and recorded people from different settlements expressing their
opinions about remote area development.  The video illustrates nicely the double meaning in the title
of the report: the most common interpretation being to ‘allow the RADs to speak’, while many of
the speakers from the target group wryly noted that one might  as well ‘just let the politicians speak’,
as they come and make promises, but their talking rarely  brings any improvements.
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are combined into a unity while retaining their basic identity’ (Thornberry
1991:4)4, both underscore that integration means that the majority must also
change. Unless there is an agreement that the ‘new unity’ must accommodate the
‘equal membership’ and ‘basic identity’ of all those included, integration be-
comes in effect assimilation. Integration is more easily achieved in societies de-
fined as pluralistic or multi-cultural, and it can be argued that in a precise sense
of the term ‘integration into the mainstream’ remains a contradiction in terms.

For a number of reasons, nation-building in Botswana after Independence
came very much to mean that Tswana culture was elevated to the status of the
national culture, in other words it became ‘the mainstream’. How does this rea-
soning apply to our analysis of the Remote Area Development Programme? To
what extent can we see a ‘Tswana hegemony’ reflected in the definition of objec-
tives and design of some of the infrastructure components? The efficiency and
effectiveness of these components (i.e. the usefulness of classrooms built and
boreholes drilled) is obvious enough. To build schools, engage teachers, or send
children to schools with hostels, are clearly defined programme outputs. How-
ever, factors such as the quality of teaching, its cultural appropriateness, and the
social surroundings in a hostel situation, determine to what extent the education
contributes to the child’s development. So far, there has been no change in cur-
ricula or teaching material to accommodate the San cultural background, and as
we noted from the brief examples quoted in chapter six, to the extent the Basarwa
are mentioned in school text books they are assigned the role of the quintessen-
tial ‘other’ of the less civilised past. What is notably lacking is straightforward
factual information, be it about (and in) their languages, oral history or other
elements of their culture that are cherished among the people themselves. The
result, as forcefully documented in Willemien le Roux’s study Torn Apart (1999)
is that the education system remains problematic for San children. They still
have cultural and material problems in adapting to mainstream education and
they need to be supported throughout their school career. The children are bur-
dened with expectations from both parents and the educators, but find them-
selves without the full support needed to answer these expectations. (See also
Kann 1991, Biesele 1994, 1995, for examples of Ju/’hoan language develop-
ment and innovative teaching procedures in the Nyae Nyae Village School Project
in Namibia.)

Water projects frequently expose conflicts of interest. Boreholes have been
drilled and pumps have been installed with considerable efficiency. However, in
many instances the new boreholes have made previously inaccessible areas at-
tractive for grazing, and this has meant that others have moved in with their
livestock to exploit new pastures. This has caused considerable tension, as there
are no established mechanisms to prevent this sort of encroaching (Environmen-
tal Services 1994, Hitchcock 1995b).

International perspectives on ‘indigenous rights’

The need to ‘secure Basarwa land rights’ has been a stock phrase in programme
documents and reviews, but the issue has only recently been addressed by legal

 4 The same report defines assimilation as based on the idea of the superiority of a dominant
culture, aiming to produce a homogeneous society by getting other groups to discard their culture in
favour of the dominant one (ibid.).
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expertise (Ng’ong’ola and Moeletsi 1996, Ng’ong’ola 1997, Bishop 1998). As
noted above, the Government of Botswana uses the concept of land rights in a
very restricted sense, to mean types of rights that are allocated by the Land
Boards, i.e., residential land granted for house plots and fields for ploughing.
Steps to secure land rights are primarily seen as a question of education: to
inform RADs about their citizens’ rights, and to train the Land Boards to allo-
cate land impartially.

In international jurisprudence, however, ‘land rights’ for indigenous peoples
refers to exclusive or shared communal rights to ownership and/or use of tradi-
tional territories. ‘Land rights’ – in the ILO Convention No. 169 sense of ‘own-
ership and possession of the peoples concerned over the lands which they tradi-
tionally occupy’ and the safeguarding of the right ‘to use land not exclusively
occupied by them, but to which they have traditionally had access for their sub-
sistence’ (Article 14) – have not yet been addressed in Botswana.

Land has an economic significance in a modern market economy, but it is
also a symbol of identity. For the San, the relationship to the land has several
layers of meaning; the closeness to the land and the ancestors, and the security of
familiar places is manifested in the statement by Aron Johannes: ‘When I say
land I talk about my mother’; the sustenance that land can give is expressed by
John Hardbattle noting that ‘moving around our territory was a good thing, for
as you move you are gardening’; and James Morris pleads for a homeland for
others to recognise: ‘Why is it that the Bakwena and the Bamangwato have land
they can call their own, and we have nothing? We want some land that can be
named after us’.

Several policy statements address the need to promote leadership ‘such as
headmanship and Village Development Committees (VDCs)’. A recognised vil-
lage must have a headman and a development committee, which are the modern
equivalents of the traditional Tswana institutions of a chief or headman and the
kgotla. The policy lays down criteria for electing leadership, but these criteria
neither reflect traditional San decision-making processes nor ways of bringing
forward leaders. The quality of leadership is also very difficult to measure. The
number of settlements where a person holds the formal position of headman can
certainly be counted, but unfortunately this does not tell much about the
representativity of the person who holds the position. In the existing RAD settle-
ments there are well-known cases of headmen (and a few women) perceived to
be genuinely representing the local people, and equally well-known cases of head-
men (no women) perceived to be outsiders installed by the nearest Tswana chief.
A relevant question to ask is whether the VDC structure provides the most suit-
able form for bringing forward representative leadership. The transition from
participatory to representative democracy among the San is a difficult one. Re-
ports from Nyae Nyae in Namibia on early efforts to establish a representative
structure show (predictably) that people find it difficult to accept being repre-
sented by others, and have a preference for more participatory decision making
(Biesele 1995).

In Botswana, modern organisations such as the First People of the Kalahari,
Kuru Development Trust and the umbrella organisation Working Group of In-
digenous Minorities in Southern Africa (WIMSA 2000), recognise that their ‘con-
stituency’ is not made up of clearly demarcated and localised groups, but is
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rather based on self-identification. San groups are related through a mixture of
kinship and affinity, and have a communality in territorial organisation, gender
relations, ritual, and cosmology. They display – or have until recently displayed
– socio-economic systems and practices associated with a foraging lifestyle. But
over and above all this, they are connected by a shared experience of subjuga-
tion and poverty, due to the disadvantaged position that they occupy within the
Botswana nation-state. These factors to not always affect all people in one local-
ity, but more often include the most marginal (literally and metaphorically) sec-
tion of the population in very many settlements and villages.

Somehow, the characteristics of the intended beneficiaries make the achieve-
ments of seemingly uncontroversial RAD development objectives extremely com-
plex. Some of the reason can be found in the question of who gets to define these
objectives. The discussion above has shown how the (implicit) Tswana domi-
nance, which is legitimate according to the legal and formal decision-making
structures in Botswana, is inadequate for insuring the involvement of the puta-
tive target group. In practice, the more benevolent concept of clients has re-
placed earlier categories of subjugation.

A ‘client’ model

Over the years the definition of the target group has changed in detail, but has
been consistent in being descriptive. If we go back to the earliest references to
the target group for the RAD Programme we find that the definition reads very
much like a catalogue of social problems. They ‘ ... tend to be outside/poor/
marginalized ... lack access to water/resources ... have no leaders/representation’
(MLGL 1989).

The statement that RADs are poor is in a way tautological: the programme
was set up to address the poor. The implication, however, of this emphasis on
poverty and need for welfare provisions has been that the programme has pro-
gressed very much as a ‘conventional’ welfare programme. The focus has been
on what the target group is lacking, and the obvious remedy has been to provide
some more of what is needed. Absolute and relative deprivation are good justifi-
cations for a welfare programme, but lead inevitably to a clientisation of the
recipients. There is no such thing as a free gift, writes Mary Douglas (1990:vii)
in the foreword to Mauss’ The Gift, and what is wrong with the so-called free
gift is the donor’s rejection of mutuality between the donor and the receiver. The
gift that cannot be returned becomes a humiliation.

For the development objectives outlined above, with aspirations for commu-
nity mobilisation, involvement and leadership, it is clear that a position as ‘cli-
ent’ is not a good point of departure for reaching such objectives. Any standard
manual in community development and a whole school of community develop-
ment theorists (from Chambers 1983 onwards) argue convincingly that in order
to achieve development, one has to take as a point of departure the resources
people possess. This does not primarily mean material resources, as poverty will
always be a defining feature of a development programme. But development
must be based on local values and skills. It is only by taking stock of what people
have got in terms of resources, aspirations and organisations that a sustainable
programme can be set up.
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Within the political and social context of the programme reviews, the wel-
fare-oriented definition of the target group has not been much questioned, and
the analytical distinction between a descriptive definition and a more generative
perspective have not been made an issue. All reviews include a discussion of the
existing list of criteria, and suggest some changes or additions to this list
(Gulbrandsen et al. 1986:3–6, Hitchcock 1988:2 23–27, Kann et al. 1990:14–
17). Gulbrandsen et al. (1986), stressing the settlement angle, noted a number of
impoverished RADs living under extremely difficult conditions in the vicinity of
established villages, and recommended that such groups who resided near vil-
lages be included in the category of remote area dwellers (this was rejected by
the GOB). The emphasis on welfare was spelled out by the Minister of Local
Government in his opening speech to the Regional San Conference in 1993:

The beneficiaries of the Remote Area Development Programme are defined geographi-
cally and not ethnically. It is unfortunate that some people associate the term Remote
Area Dwellers with Basarwa. The programme, thus, forms part of the government’s
overall strategy for the integration of the marginalised and disadvantaged sections of
the population, irrespective of their ethnic background, into the social and economic
mainstream of society in pursuit of the national objective of social justice. (Butale
n.d.:18, emphasis added)

To borrow a concept from gender studies, one may conclude that the RAD Pro-
gramme, in its effort to be culture-neutral has become culture-blind. In the Bot-
swana context, the carefully worded neutrality of the RAD Programme, trying
to be all things to all people, has in effect deprived the target group of a cultural
identity which could have been a mobilising factor in local development. It has
also deprived the target group of dignity as they are reduced to being passive
welfare recipients. Moreover, by disregarding cultural characteristics which sin-
gle out the San (and other minority groups) as distinct ethnic groups, the accu-
mulated professional knowledge about the characteristics of such groups is, al-
most by definition, considered irrelevant. In its place, strategies of implementa-
tion are formulated according to prevailing, often superficial, stereotypes about
the Basarwa: namely as people of the past who, because of their nomadic dispo-
sition, have not yet learned to value village life.

This ostensibly neutral approach does not merely serve as a brake to the
mobilising and creative potential that may be released though an ethnopolitical
mobilisation. It also runs contrary to a most basic lesson in development studies
about the need for community development to be firmly based on the ideal of
community ownership. The statements of objectives as laid down in bilateral
GOB/GON documents reflect ideologies widely shared among African and Eu-
ropean governments about development and modernisation. The design of the
Remote Area Development Programme may be well-intended, but is neverthe-
less top-down: initiated from a Ministry, delegated to the District Councils, and
dispensed to the communities. It may be said that the lack of community in-
volvement follows logically from the way the target group has been defined, but
therein lies also the most serious constraint on its achievements.

Any assessment of the RAD Programme needs to make analytical distinction
between a ‘welfare’ concept of the target group, and an approach that identifies
a stigmatised minority status as the main problem. The distinction is not merely
an academic exercise, but reflects empirical processes. Campbell, in a socio-eco-
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nomic survey from the Southern District, describes the difference between Basarwa
(in this case Balala) and ‘other’ RADs (in this case Bakgalagadi) in this way:

It is anticipated that within 10 to 15 years, RAD Bakgalagadi will disappear naturally
and this time period could be drastically and easily shortened by assistance. One of
the major reasons for this is that these Bakgalagadi are despised by the rich only
because they are poor, not because of their ethnic background; they are seen as part of
the community.

On the other hand, Balala are despised both because of their poverty and because of
their ethnic background, and will find it much harder to be integrated in the general
community. (Campbell 1989:14, emphasis added)

If the target group is described as Remote Area Dwellers (RADs), the problem is
seen as a matter of relative deprivation. The RADs are lacking certain resources
or services; the solution is to provide what they are lacking. An alternative ap-
proach could be to analyse the generative processes (Barth 1981) that have led
to systematic inequalities in Botswana society, and thereby systematically ren-
dered one section of the population more disadvantaged than others. A genera-
tive analysis of, for instance, the social position of San squatters at the margin of
villages reveals as part of the dominant cultural tradition of Tswana and neigh-
bouring tribes that their members by definition belong to a village. San social
organisation, however, does not follow the Tswana ‘village’ concept, hence their
social marginalisation is not eliminated solely by the physical vicinity to a vil-
lage. A characterisation of the target group as Basarwa, or Bushmen, San, or
N/oakwe recognises certain special attributes shared by these people. The choice
of terminology reflects the understanding of the problems, and also shows what
can be done to solve them. 

Bureaucratic status ascription

A political discourse about which statuses are relevant in a given context, may
easily include disagreement on what kinds of arguments are legitimate. As noted
by Foucault (1980) among others, discourse is always enmeshed in relations of
power, because it is being applied to the regulation of social conduct in practice.
The debates at the RAD policy review conference in Ghanzi 1992 provide a case
in point. This conference was called with the explicit objective of discussing
experiences from the Remote Area Development Programme, as part of a policy
review process initiated by MLGL&H. Invited participants were politicians, RAD
Programme staff and extension workers, and representatives from RAD settle-
ments. In common parlance everyone would describe this conference as an occa-
sion addressing ‘the Bushmen’. The event epitomised a type of asymmetry com-
monly found in inter-ethnic relations. The strong party, in this case the organiser,
defined the purpose of the situation, the statuses that were considered relevant,
and the arguments that were seen as legitimate. Ostensibly, this was a culturally
neutral context. However, more than once during the conference, a poor person
from one of the settlements would stand up and complain about the suffering of
the Basarwa. Then he would be admonished by some official person pointing
out that this conference was about poverty and the RAD Programme, not about
Basarwa specifically (Saugestad 1992). San people experience this type of cross-
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communication all the time. They argue with reference to their ascribed status as
Basarwa or Bushmen, which is the one they feel has constrained their opportuni-
ties in life. Then officialdom replies to them in their capacity as poor, deprived
RADs. The meta-discourse is about the legitimacy of different social identities,
because they legitimate different arguments about power and inequality.

An example from Norway

The universal nature of the asymmetry in state-minority relations in Botswana is
perhaps best illustrated though a comparison with similar relations elsewhere.
We turn to Norway for an analysis of a Norwegian housing programme in the
Saami region, undertaken in the 1970s, that is to say before later changes in
policy recognising a distinct status for the Saami. The programme was set up to
address the special housing needs of nomadic reindeer herders (Mathiesen 1978).
However, a state programme intending to distribute goods with reference to
ethnic criteria met with the problem of delineation, as the Norwegian bureau-
cratic vocabulary at that time did not distinguish between Saami and Norwe-
gians.

In the case of the housing programme, a geographical delineation was cho-
sen, to include all clients in need within certain given areas. However, in order to
limit the scope of potential beneficiaries, the programme was further identified
as a ‘poor people’s relief programme’. In this part of Finnmark ‘poor’ was under-
stood as synonymous with ‘Saami’. Thus the housing programme, with an os-
tensibly neutral definition of its target group, was very soon perceived as a wel-
fare programme for poor Saami, with ‘ ... the familiar implications to the local
people of assimilation and degradation’ (Mathiesen 1978:239). The vagueness
in defining the target group had implications for the types of communication
that took place. Good bureaucrats use specific codes in order to produce unam-
biguous messages. This usually works well in intra-ethnic relations. However, in
cases of inter-ethnic encounters, like the implementing of a housing programme
in a plural setting, uncertainty about the relevant statuses involved in different
types of interaction inevitably created problems for the intended beneficiaries.
In this Norwegian example there was no legitimate complementarity between
the two ethnic statuses involved, those of (Norwegian) bureaucrat and (Saami)
housing applicant. The result (unintended but clearly evident) was that the rela-
tionship was transformed to one of super- and sub-ordination between the per-
sons taking part in the interaction, fostering a self-identification as a ‘poor Saami’
rather than ‘Norwegian citizen with a legitimate need for a house available for
Saami people’ (Mathiesen 1978:243).

The interaction in the case of a housing programme in the Saami region of
Norway mirrors the problems encountered by clients of the Remote Area Devel-
opment Programme. All modern states and their bureaucracies strive to develop
unambiguous categories, and they perceive indigenous peoples as diffuse and
enigmatic categories, difficult to define and hence difficult to administer. Much
of the present difficulty in establishing a constructive debate in Botswana on
issues of RAD or Basarwa development may be explained by the official rejec-
tion of the ethnic status of Basarwa as a legitimate aspect of the situation, and
the rejection of the validity of Basarwa’s own description of their problems. The
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ambiguity and use of euphemisms when expressing such rejections add to the
problems of communication. Given the extremely asymmetrical distribution of
power to define the rules of interaction, encounters will continue to increase
rather than eliminate a disadvantageous minority position.

The way the achievements of the RAD Programme are being presented often
reinforces the clientification of the recipient. Typically, a speaker will list all
components of the programme, creating a clear impression that all these services
have been made available to all RADs (meaning Basarwa). Inevitably, the lis-
tener/reader is left with the distinct impression that the government is gener-
ously giving all RADs (meaning Basarwa) a number of attractive benefits, which
the non-Basarwa must work hard for, creating sentiments of envy or resentment
among substantial sections of the majority population. The impression that the
Basarwa are given some special favours, instead of receiving some compensation
for previous injustices, is among the most unfortunate side-effects of the pro-
gramme (especially as it is a moot point how many are actually reached by the
programme). The potentially very positive effect of giving some extra support to
RAD school children (soap, uniforms etc.) is reduced (unnecessarily) when RAD
children are given this in the presence of their schoolmates, a procedure felt as
deeply humiliating.

As long as the public handling of these issues oscillates between statements
made by, and on behalf of, Basarwa as people having some specific problems;
and statements made by politicians and officials insisting that they are just talk-
ing about a regular economic development programme addressing all poor peo-
ple in rural Botswana, frustration is bound to continue.

Research within the RAD Programme

The implications of a culture-neutral approach turned culture-blind, pervades
most aspects of the Remote Area Development Programme. The research com-
ponent provides an apt illustration. The agreement between the Governments of
Botswana and Norway included a plan for studies and monitoring. Robert
Hitchcock produced a comprehensive report (1988) and a plan was set up for
monitoring programme implementation, for impact assessment, and for a sur-
vey and study programme. Between 1989 and 1992 ten studies and three re-
views were produced. A monitoring study of eight settlements was undertaken
in 1990/91 and repeated in 1993 (Environmental Services 1994).

As the reports began to accumulate, a position of ‘research facilitator’ was
set up to assess the research component, and to suggest how to make use of the
reports. (This was the job I held from 1992 to 1993.) The documents produced
span a wide field in terms of areas covered, methodologies used, and recommen-
dations offered (Saugestad 1993c). The best ones give a wealth of detailed infor-
mation and observations, noting the precarious situation of people in the remote
areas of Botswana, and report on the problems in bringing development pro-
grammes into these areas. However, taken as a whole, the research component
had two main weaknesses.

First, the reports were so different in methodological approach and in pres-
entation of data that it was extremely difficult to combine any of the findings
into more overarching aggregate patterns. Some reports addressed the living
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conditions of all people within a given geographical area, while others were of
the survey type giving tabulations of variables, more than descriptions of social
organisation. Generalisations were hard to make.

Second, there were remarkably few links between the research commissioned
for the RAD Programme, and the considerable amount of ‘basic’ research avail-
able. Literature on the culture, language, social organisation, traditions and eco-
nomic activities of the San/Basarwa was hardly used, despite the fact that they
form the greater part of the target group for the programme.5

To conclude, the research commissioned within the RAD Programme has not
been cumulative. With a few exceptions the research has been undertaken as
isolated projects, and has not built on previous research nor contributed to ca-
pacity building. The research has had limited impact on policy matters, and one
might ask whether the whole research component has been another ‘exercise in
futility’ as Hermans (1995) characterised research commissioned during colo-
nial times. Consultancies are not primarily expected to add to cumulative re-
search. Under the strict constraints of a standard Terms of Reference, the time
allocated is primarily calculated with reference to actual data collection. There is
disproportionally little time (in my opinion) allowed for the write-up of results,
and no time allowed for the examination of other written sources. Neither the
complex nature of the RAD Programme nor its rather heterogenous target group
has modified this conventional, businesslike approach to commissioned research.
The cultural characteristics of the group have remained unstated, functioning
more as a constraint on exploration than as a focus for the inquiry.

This attitude has had negative consequences for the research community in
Botswana: insofar as knowledge about San/Basarwa culture and traditions is
not considered a prerequisite for undertaking a study, proficiency in this field
has not been seen as a necessary qualification either. There is no reason to en-
gage researchers with knowledge of the Basarwa if the task is not defined as
Basarwa research. Added to this has been the problem of personnel. Even in the
event that researchers with San/Basarwa research expertise were wanted (or will
be wanted in the future), such people have not been easily found in Botswana.
So far most research on the San has been carried out by people from Europe and
the USA. It means that the considerable research experience, capacity and knowl-
edge that has been accumulated over the years cannot be called upon easily for
teaching and training purposes in Botswana, or for guidance and input to policy
makers and administrators. Looking at the research challenges from this per-
spective, the myth of the ‘over-researched Basarwa’ seems distinctly exagger-
ated. What is wrong is not the scope of research per se, but rather a lack of links
between international researchers and local research institutions. This problem
has been recognised by the University of Botswana, and has resulted in a San/
Basarwa Research Programme in collaboration with the University of Tromsø,
(UB/UT 1995). Over time one may hope that this will improve the situation.

5 This omission is partly a matter of policy.  At an early stage, when questionnaires were discussed
by a MLGL&H reference group, questions eliciting ethnic background of respondents were rejected,
since ‘this Government makes no distinction among its citizens’.  Following the same guidelines,
official census data make no distinction either, with the result that the latest figures giving tribal
affiliation are from before Independence, with more recent figures being  estimates.
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An ethnic group or an economic underclass?

A main objective of this chapter has been to juxtapose two contrasting concepts:
Bushmen or RADs, and to discuss the different implications of the terminology
chosen. This discussion cannot be concluded without some reference to a debate
in political economy invoking a parallel dichotomy: Should San people be seen
as an ethnic group or rather as an economic underclass? Not only the Govern-
ment of Botswana, but many social scientists argue that the San are so disadvan-
taged according to all conventional socio-economic criteria that the focus should
be on improving their lot within regular programme parameters. As the legal
basis for full equality is there, it is the praxis of laws and regulations that must
be improved on (Suzman 2000). This may in may cases be a valid tactical ap-
proach, and was probably part of the thinking behind NORAD’s involvement at
an early stage of the RAD Programme. However, an ‘ethnic group’ perspective
does not mean that their status as a de facto economic underclass is overlooked.
The question is whether an adequate analysis can be restricted to only economic
factors?

Some of the ‘revisionist’ analysis of history seems to argue along such lines.
The general argument is that the San/Bushman category is a product of capitalist
market segmentation, a means to relegate stigmatised people to the lower levels
of a labour pool. In this perspective, ethnic identity becomes a construct, im-
posed by the colonial forces on widely diverse groups of people. This view is
elaborated for example in Wilmsen’s analysis of the political economy of the
Kalahari (1989), in Gordon’s analysis of the making of a Namibian underclass
(1992), and a number of articles by Good documenting the continuous dispos-
session and the subsequent precarious economic status of the Bushmen ‘at the
ends of the ladder’ (1993). Proponents of this approach argue that in Botswana
the intersection of ethnicity and class has meant the creation of a ‘disposable
mass’ of labourers, which reproduces the basic relation between capital and la-
bour. At the same time the heterogeneity of labour sources is reinforced ‘by
ordering the groups and categories of labourers hierarchically with respect to
one another, and by continuously producing and re-creating symbolically marked
“cultural” distinctions among them’ (Wilmsen and Vossen 1990:7). The control
over labour relations thus becomes one variety of the divide-and-rule strategies
which characterised the colonial situation, where diversification according to
tribal lines was encouraged in order to keep the colonial ruling stratum safely on
top.

This description of a system of stratification developed during the Protector-
ate period ascribes intentionality to the creation of subordinate tiers of the la-
bour reserve that relegated the Bushmen/San to the bottom as ‘ethnicized serfs
and clients’ (ibid.:20). Wilmsen and Vossen argue that these relations have been
maintained in present day Botswana, as neither the economic system nor the
power structure have changed after Independence. Good and Molutsi make the
same point, noting ‘the extraordinary continuity between the poor of independ-
ent Botswana and their nineteenth century predecessors’ (1998:10). The profit
of individual employers depends on their being able to recruit cheap labour, and
there is ample documentation to show not only that the Bushmen are among the
lowest paid, but that their being categorised as Bushmen serves as a justification



170 S i d s e l  S a u g e s t a d

for paying them poorly (Silberbauer and Kuper 1966, Russel 1976, Hitchcock
1978, Wilmsen 1989, Kann et al. 1990, Campbell, Main and Associates 1991,
Mogwe 1992, Good 1992, 1993, Environmental Consultancies 1994, Good and
Molutsi 1998). Complaints about economic discrimination are a recurrent theme
on all occasions when San people are given the floor.

The present analysis concurs with the analyses of political economy that dem-
onstrate how ethnic labels are used strategically (but often underhand) to justify
economic discrimination. What is difficult to accept is the conclusion that ethnic
identity therefore is a construct imposed from outside which carries no intrinsic
meaning to the bearer of the identity. Rather than ethnic labels being a product
of economic domination, I would argue that existing and former relations of
difference have been used strategically to justify and facilitate economic subju-
gation. I have examined one particular aspect of this relationship: the striking
discrepancy between the way ethnicity impacts on labour relations and perpetu-
ates a class structure, and the official position that this is not happening. The
fact that ethnic manifestations have been referred to as tribalism and have been
ignored as a matter of policy, does not mean that discrimination in employment
is disappearing in reality. On the contrary, by denying its existence, the negative
effects of ethnic discrimination have not been made a topic for analysis, and
hence no solutions are found.

Fairness, not favours

There are good reasons for avoiding terms like ‘ethnic’ or ‘indigenous peoples’
and to refrain from an argument for ‘compensatory’ action. The extreme sensi-
tivity the Government of Botswana is showing to any mention of the problems
of the San being of a ‘special’ kind might in itself be a good reason for leaving the
inconvenient concept of indigenous groups aside, and instead concentrating on
basic livelihood issues such as economic inequalities and the class structure of
Botswana, labour relations and the need for a minimum wage for domestic and
farm workers, unemployment and poverty. However, any discussion of the eco-
nomic situation of the San will inevitably focus on the most degrading aspect of
their situation – their poverty – while issues of culture, identity and dignity are

Land filled with flies.
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ignored. Also, and paradoxically, even the most outspoken criticism of economic
exploitation and the effects of the class structure of Botswana, is seen as less
controversial to the government, because it easily implies a tacit acceptance that
the problem of indigenous peoples is one of poverty only. We have seen that as a
matter of policy the ethnic dimension is excluded from the official understand-
ing of the problem of poverty. The universally recognised need to address pov-
erty among the Basarwa thus takes the form of a welfare programme. This does
not exclude cultural assumptions from the way the target group is generally
perceived and communicated about, but the wording of such messages is vague,
and allows for layers of meta-communication which may convey very discrimi-
natory messages. A donor supporting a programme for poverty alleviation, is
right in assuming that this programme will reach the greater number of Basarwa,
but it will still miss out the objective of empowerment.

A policy of affirmative action also has its drawbacks. Unless the government
or the implementing agency makes sure that support is seen as compensation for
past deprivations, not as special favours, it may provoke envy from people who
feel that the beneficiaries are gaining unfair advantages, and a conservative back-
lash. However, one should not forget that the concept of ‘indigenous peoples’, as
it has emerged in international discourse, was actually coined to address the very
types of problems that Botswana is facing, and to contribute to their solutions.
By choosing to ignore the concept, Botswana is actually depriving itself of some
very sound arguments that have been developed internationally. These may be
used to explain and to justify policy measures that would go to the core of the
problems locally. In considering the concept’s potential usefulness one should
also keep in mind the comparative context in which it has developed. All liberal
democracies with indigenous minorities within their borders must find a balance
between equal and special treatment. The policy chosen must be defensible both
vis-à-vis the minority and the majority (Mogwe 1994). Documents like the ILO
Convention No. 169 and the UN Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples are produced to provide national governments with arguments that can
justify affirmative action and other suitable measures.

The analysis of the achievements of the RAD Programme has shown that the
two most important aspects are also the most controversial, and, not surpris-
ingly, where the least progress has been made: procedures for securing collective,
enforceable, control over land (land meaning territories of a size that allows for
diversity of productive activities) have not been established, and procedures for
bringing forward leadership and representative organisations have been too closely
linked to the existing structure, not allowing for alternative organisations of
indigenous leadership. Viable solutions to these problems challenge the constitu-
tionally entrenched, ‘mainstream’, interests, and cannot be expected to be found
within the confines of the RAD Programme. They raise issues related to policy
making, not policy implementation, and must be considered in a wider context.

So far in Botswana the negative effects of the ethnic dichotomy are the most
striking. Many of the former visible differences are gradually being modified:
many Basarwa now speak the majority language, very few are mainly hunter-
gatherers, large sections have moved to settlements and villages. But the social
boundary persists. Whenever challenged by the expanding cattle industry the
Basarwa have adapted or withdrawn. On the level of group encounters, the
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egalitarian structure of the San people has competed badly with well organised
Tswana chiefdoms and new bureaucratic structures. On the individual level these
processes have been reinforced by the negative stereotypes ascribed to the Basarwa
by the majority, and the stigma attached to their traditional way of life. This is
the culturally condensed empirical context in which the formally neutral trans-
actions of the Remote Area Development Programme are taking place. And this
is the situation from which the need and incentives for indigenous organisations
grow.

So far, no evaluation of the RAD Programme has incorporated the points of
view of the target group for the programme. That follows inexorably from a
view of the target group as a diffuse socio-economic category. In the next two
chapters we will chart their entry into the debate, and follow the new directions
the debate has taken. While the San have rarely been asked to comment on the
programme, many of them have a clear opinion. John Hardbattle, spokesperson
for the First People of the Kalahari, summed up the achievements thus:

Ask the average Bushman what the programme has provided him with. Nothing, he
will say. Then the Government asks him to consider the school, the health post and
the water taps, and he will agree to these things. But life is not better, because he has
gained no rights. 

∫



173T h e  B e g i n n i n g

Part 4

EVENTS UNFOLDING
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Kamana Phetso diligently taking notes.

The pre-conference meeting in Palapye Oct. 1993.

Intense debates as the audience splits into group work.
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When NORAD agreed that development support should be channelled through
the relevant Botswana Ministries, this did not rule out the use of other channels
to address the concerns of the Remote Area Development Programme. An im-
portant component in Norwegian development assistance is the provision of
support to NGOs, and a large number of registered NGOs in Botswana have
received such assistance. In 1992 a San-based NGO appeared, and this event
came to expose some of the underlying uneasiness in the relationship between
MLGL&H and NORAD, which had emerged more briefly in the controversy
over the Ghanzi Farms. The effect on the relationship between MLGL&H and
NORAD can only be understood with reference to NORAD’s downplayed con-
cern about the situation of the Basarwa, and MLGL&H’s explicit perception of
NORAD as a champion on their behalf.

The story started with a workshop in April 1992 on Sustainable Rural
Development, organised by the Botswana Society with financial backing from 
NORAD.

Speaking up at the Gaborone Sun Hotel

As events go, Komtsha Komtsha’s address to the workshop, reported on in the
Introduction, was rather modest. The workshop format covered different as-
pects of rural development, with each topic being introduced by an invited speaker:
the floor was then opened for debate. People spoke on issues of concern, and
Komtsha was one among many speakers. Little of what he said was news to
people familiar with the situation. Probably what was most striking in the first
place was not what he said, but the unprecedented fact that it was spoken in
Naro, in the presence of senior politicians and government officials. The venue,
the imagery he used, and John Hardbattle’s eloquent translation added impact
to the words.

The issues

Komtsha took up the question of identity, and the name given to his group as a
people. His basic imagery was of a people overtaken by powerful neighbours,
marginalised by economic development, and left without a name.

By which name should the Basarwa be known? Nobody has asked us what our name
is and how we should be called. All other tribes know who they are, and have a name
by which they are known.

CHAPTER 11.

The Beginning:
Speaking up at the Gaborone Sun
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In addressing the problem of terminology, he stressed that this is not a mere
query over words. The point was how the government could deal with his peo-
ple if they did not have a proper name, which could be recognised by others and
used with respect. The terms that the government use, like RADs and Ba
Tengnyanateng (Setswana for Remote Area Dwellers: literally, those who live
deep inside the deep) he felt to be insulting, and he asked: ‘If they do not respect
us enough to recognise the names that we use ourselves, how can they be ‘our’
government?’ 1

Another issue was tolerance. Komtsha described Botswana as a country in-
habited by different peoples. ‘God created the white man, the black man and the
red man. Now they want us to change colour, like a chameleon. I am as Batswana
as anybody else.’ And he asked for the difference to be recognised: ‘With all
respect, let me live in my environment and enjoy the wealth around me.’ (All
quotes from field notes. See also Nteta and Hermans (eds) 1992 and Hardbattle
1993.)

The increasing alienation from land and natural resources was also taken up
by Roy Sesana, a G//anna from Molapo in the Central Kalahari Game Reserve.

You say that we are all the same. But there are some people of a stock called ‘wildlife’.
These people make life uncomfortable for us because we have always hunted Eland,
and cannot live without Eland for food. Now the animals drink the water [from
boreholes provided by the Department of Wildlife, meant for the animals only] but
we are deprived of the right to draw water. I do not want to learn that I should move
to another place just to get water.

We want to be called by our own name. The name of ‘Motswana’2  makes it impossi-
ble for us to receive whatever assistance is available, because it comes to a Motswana
even if it may be meant for Basarwa. We want to be called by our name ‘N/oakwe’.

The background

The handful of N/oakwe who went to the Botswana Society workshop had gath-
ered more or less on the spur of the moment, but they did not come unprepared.
The month before, Komtsha Komtsha, as Chairman of the Kuru Development
Trust, had brought some people to John Hardbattle and raised the issue of ac-
cess to land. Like many other indigenous leaders, John Hardbattle had a rather
special background. He was the son of a Naro mother and a British father who
came to Botswana after having worked as a policeman in South Africa and who
settled as a farmer in Ghanzi. Hardbattle grew up completely mastering his
mother’s Naro language and culture, and finished his education in boarding
schools in Zimbabwe and in England. He also served as a British soldier in the
NATO forces in Germany. When he returned to Botswana he became concerned
with the fate of his people, and he founded the First People of the Kalahari;
becoming its first charismatic leader. As a leader he was an archetypal middle-
man and translator, and the international community was captivated by his abil-

 1 The term he suggested, ‘N/oakwe’, meaning ‘red people’, would serve precisely the purpose of a
good ethnic label: it singles out a group of people, not by any objective criteria (it is irrelevant to ask
whether their skin is red) but by contrast, in this case contrast to the ’black people’, the Bantu tribes.
2 A term with a double meaning.  Officially it means a citizen of Botswana, but literally it means
a member of the Tswana tribe.
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ity to mediate between two cultures. John Hardbattle died in 1996, aged fifty.
Probably the full measure of his achievements is still to be seen. This is how he
described the beginning of the organisation:

After the greetings and the drinking of tea, Komtsha Komtsha said:
‘John, we have come to ask you a question. You are the son of the N/oakwe so per-
haps you can answer this question. Whose land is this?’
I replied, ‘This land is the land of the N/oakwe’.
And then he asked me, ‘And Ghanzi, whose land is that?’
And I replied: ‘Ghanzi belongs to the Naro for they have never sold it. Just as the deep
sand places belong to the G/wikwe for they too have never sold it.’
‘That is what we wanted to hear,’ he said. ‘Will you show us the path and will you
open doors for us so our voices can be heard?’
And I said, ‘Yes’. And he said, ‘That is all right then.’
And that was how it started for us. (Hardbattle 1994:6)

When the invitation came from the Botswana Society to attend its workshop on
rural development this was seen as a good occasion to present some of the burn-
ing issues.

We did not expect much since in the past the voices of the N/oakwe had not been
listened to in meetings. Nor had the organisers expected the impact when, for the first
time, a N/oakwe stood up in a conference of this size, was not intimidated and clearly,
and in his own language, voiced and articulated the tears of his people. That man was
Komtsha Komtsha. Roy Sesana followed him. (Hardbattle 1994:6)

The dialogue that failed

As a response to the statements made at this workshop, the N/oakwe partici-
pants were invited to meet with the Minister of Local Government for consulta-
tions. A delegation of seven went to Gaborone.3  They arrived, expecting to dis-
cuss the agenda, to be consulted on the issues they were concerned about, and to
be listened to. They were met by top level politicians: the Permanent Secretary
and two Assistant Ministers from MLGL&H, the MP for Ghanzi, high ranking
district officials, and three councillors. The meeting turned out to be a confron-
tation more than a consultation.4

First of all, the question of proper procedures for representation was taken
up. The delegation was asked why they had not followed established procedures
and approached their elected representatives (who were present at the meeting).
The delegation answered that in their experience, the problem with the good
intentions of the system was that it did not work that way on the ground. The
feeling was that in the 26 years since Independence, the conventional representa-
tive system had not worked for the Basarwa. The delegation said that they could
speak at the kgotla, but they were not listened to; and they could vote for coun-

3 With John Hardbattle went  Komtsha Komtsha and Aron Johannes, both Naro from Ghanzi
District, Roy Sesana, a G//ana, and Saikuta,  a G/wi, both from within Central Kalahari Reserve, and
Gomme Kgao and Tsao, both Ju/’hoansi from Northwest District.
4 The present account is based on personal communication with John Hardbattle and others after
the meeting, on notes that were taken down by an NGO volunteer immediately afterwards, and on
the newspaper coverage.  With few exceptions, what actually took place during the meeting has not
been a matter of dispute. The controversy was – and is – over what should be legitimate issues to
debate.
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cillors and go and see district commissioners and council secretaries, but their
problems were not taken seriously. For this reason they wanted some kind of
representative council for Basarwa delegates as an instrument for consultations
with the government. This idea was rejected outright.

Language added to the problem. The multilingual delegation came prepared
for translations, but were told that all communication should be in Setswana. It
was known that Hardbattle, who was also the person to whom the invitation
had been addressed initially, did not speak Setswana. This added confusion and
frustration to a situation which already was very difficult.

The feeling of the delegation was that MLGL&H was not prepared to have a
serious consultation with the delegation on broader national issues, but wanted
to focus on Ghanzi District only. It seemed that the Ministry had convened the
meeting to tell them that the problems in Ghanzi were adequately taken care of
by government, and existing channels of communication should be used if they
thought otherwise. When the members of the group realised it was not going to
be a consultative meeting they brought out a written statement prepared before
the meeting. The Ministry refused to take it, and expressed scepticism as to the
authenticity of the document. As the statement was written in English it was
suggested that it did not really contain the Basarwa’s own words. In a similar
vein, the PS warned the Basarwa not to expect too much from foreign help in
general, saying in effect that foreigners would later leave the country again and
just forget about the Basarwa and their problems. One politician reportedly added
to this point with an infamous remark that ‘the Batswana own the Basarwa’,
much quoted in the press, but later denied by the one who allegedly had said so.

The delegation mentioned the upcoming Regional San Meeting in Namibia,
and the MLGL&H made it clear that the Basarwa would not have any voice as
to who would go to Namibia, as this was entirely a government matter. After the
meeting, the delegation sent its written statement to the Ministry. There was
never a reply. This was the first communication using the name of the organisa-
tion-to-be: the First People of the Kalahari. The full text reads as follows:

The First People of the Kalahari

May 17, 1992

The Honourable Minister
Ministry of Local Government Lands and Housing.

Twenty-six years of independence have brought Botswana forward and us, The First Peo-
ple of the Kalahari, backwards.

The problem is that Government has not been able to identify representatives with
whom they can work in order to adapt the development programmes of the Botswana
Government to meet the special needs of the N/oakwe, who have been consistently
marginalized.

We now feel the need for the Government to acknowledge us as one people, recog-
nising the diversity in terms of language and territorial ownership.

When we had control of our territories there was a network, a constant interaction
and contact amongst us. Territorial rights were recognized, whilst sharing resources with
neighbouring groups.
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In order to meet the development objectives of the Botswana Government, we pro-
pose that new ways are tried out to create representative structures.

To meet these objectives, we therefore propose to set up a national council and ask
Government to recognize this council as a legitimate negotiating partner.

We suggest a vote be set aside to cover consultations amongst us in order to estab-
lish this council.

We strongly ask that ongoing or further alienation of land be halted, either through
resettlement or fencing until the council has been established.

We therefore ask you to bring our words to the Government so that these words can
be considered. We would like a meeting so that we can negotiate and settle this before
we attend the conference in Namibia on June 16–18, 1992.

Signed: Komtsha Komtsha, Roy Sesana, Saikuta, Tsao, Gomme Kgao, Aron Johannes.
Translation: John Hardbattle.
Contact address: First People of the Kalahari, P.O. Box 173, Ghanzi. 

Communication in the press

The meeting with the Ministry was unprecedented in that it was a high level
meeting between representatives of the Government of Botswana, and a delega-
tion defining themselves as Basarwa. It promised entirely new opportunities for
consultation and the exchange of views. But it went off rather badly by all counts.
At that point in time there was no one in an official position who was able or
willing to enter into a serious dialogue on the relationship between the Basarwa
and the Government. A number of unfortunate and unnecessary statements were
made.

The meeting might have ended in oblivion, had it not been for the Ministry’s
decision to have the rebuff reported in the press. These first reports contained a
series of accusations, not only directed towards the Basarwa, but also their al-
leged allies: the donors and the NGO community. A rather heated press debate
followed, in which the N/oakwe also had their (much more limited) say.

The Government’s first message to the public was: ‘Delegation Advised to
Consult Their People’, and ‘Basarwa Demand Self-rule.’

An eight-man Basarwa delegation from the Ghanzi and North West districts were on
May 18 advised to return to their districts and consult with other Basarwa, their
chiefs, councillors and Members of Parliament over complaints over alleged lack of
development, access to land and hunting rights in their area. (Daily News 21.05.92)

The newspaper quoted the Assistant Minister on this:
Mr Swartz expressed surprise at the issues raised, and asked the delegation why they
had not followed laid down procedures of approaching him as their MP and council-
lors. In support of Mr Swartz, the councillors, three of them Basarwa, said as elected
representatives, they had not been informed of the grievances. The delegation, among
other issues, requested that they be allowed to secede from Botswana and form their
own state … Ms Venson warned the delegation to be aware of the ‘indigenous mi-
norities fashion’, under whose guise, some outsiders want Basarwa kept as a tourist
attraction. (Daily News 21.05.92)

Other newspapers followed up, also alleging that Basarwa demanded self-rule:
Basarwa people from the Central Kgalagadi District want their area to be declared
independent from the rest of Botswana ... Pelenome Venson said that representatives
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of the Basarwa people had visited her office demanding that the government grant
them self-rule ... But Venson said she believed that the Basarwa’s demand for ‘self-
rule’ was being instigated by some non-governmental organisations and some donor
agencies from outside the country. ‘We have long known that some Basarwa have
been attending workshops in Namibia at the invitation of some foreign organisa-
tions, which want to see them lead a nomadic life’, she said. (Mmegi 22.05.93)

What they want is the establishment of Basarwaland and their own council. (Bot-
swana Guardian 22.05.92).

To expand on the issue, the press reported that the PS, who had recently been on
a study tour to Norway, had expressed that the idea of a national council for the
Basarwa ‘probably originated with the Norwegians, as it seemed to conform to
what had been organised for the Saami people in Norway, which she had just
visited’ (Botswana Gazette 03.06.92).

And some weeks later:
The Ghanzi District Council meeting reacted angrily to reports that some members of
the Basarwa community wanted self-rule, saying this could have been instigated by
some people who are not Basarwa. The reaction came after the District Commis-
sioner ... briefed the council about the eight-man Basarwa delegation from Ghanzi
and North West districts who recently met with the two Assistant Ministers of Local
Government, Lands and Housing. (Daily News 15.06.92)

Is this what was actually stated at the meeting? It is quite possible that one or
two of the delegates might have expressed their wish to control their own terri-
tories and to have some land that they could call their own. After all, a large
number of place-names in Botswana describe the land as ‘belonging to’ such-
and-such tribe. But no one has been known, before, during, or after this meet-
ing, to be seriously advocating anything resembling secession. Nevertheless, it
was more than a month before a small paragraph appeared, stating that:

The [Basarwa] delegation, however, underlined that they had been misquoted in the
press and that they had never demanded a secession from Botswana. They told ... that
they were Batswana and were very proud of being part of this country, all they pleaded
for was a piece of land they could identify with as other groups like Barolong, Balete,
Bakgalagadi to mention but a few. (Mokaedi 04.07.93)

When members of the delegation tried to describe what they saw as their most
basic problem, shared by all N/oakhwe of Botswana, namely lack of recognition
as a people, this was construed as implying the most negative aspect of tribalism,
namely the threat of secession. The meta-message – as this was conveyed through
the press – was that the demands of the Basarwa delegation were totally unrea-
sonable, the implication being that no-one needed to take them seriously.

Furthermore, the Ministry displayed a rather paternalistic attitude by ques-
tioning the delegation’s ability to speak for themselves. A subversive interference
from outsiders, i.e. international donors, was indicated. Since the remarks clearly
hinted at donor involvement in the RAD Programme, and Norwegian involve-
ment in particular, it might have been expected that NORAD representatives
would express their views, and come forth with support for the delegation. The
Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) did so. A headline dated 27
May read ‘SIDA Sides with “Voiceless” Basarwa’:

SIDA’s resident representative pointed to the similarities between Basarwa and the
Saami people, saying that the Saami ‘ ... are nomadic like the Basarwa, but they have
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got their own representation in the form of parliament ... It is a model that one can
look into’. [The paper went on to observe] ... their support has been interpreted by
the Botswana Government as a desire by donor agencies, some non-government or-
ganisations and individuals to preserve the Basarwa who to this date still lead a no-
madic life and are a tourist attraction ... Said the PS ‘They seem to have been sold on
the idea that Basarwa should not be integrated into the Botswana system ... These
organisations have been talking to Basarwa behind the back of the Botswana Govern-
ment’. (Botswana Gazette 27.05.92)

NORAD, however, refrained from siding publicly with the Basarwa. Instead a
high ranking NORAD official called attention to another aspect of GON/GOB
cooperation, the mutual commitment to regular briefings on all matters pertain-
ing to the RAD issues:

We are in almost daily contact with MLGLH and they never told us of the Basarwa
delegation which was in Gaborone last week. We were truly shocked by the com-
ments which we read about in the newspapers. (Mmegi 29.05.92)5

Ideas in opposition

The events following the Gaborone Sun workshop, and the press coverage, have
been recorded in some detail because they bring up issues which go to the core of
the concerns of the Remote Area Development Programme, but which are not
adequately handled within the constraints of that programme.

The first point is the relationship between the Government of Botswana and
the San people. The statements from the First People of the Kalahari raised the
issues of representation and the relationship to land, and were immediately in-
terpreted in the most negative way imaginable: secession. The second point con-
cerns the relationship between the Government of Botswana and the interna-
tional community, in this case embodied by NORAD and SIDA. It reflects a
rather persistent belief that the Basarwa are not able to articulate their particular
needs unless under some outside/expatriate influence.

The question of legitimacy

Included in the statement which spurred the whole controversy was the proposal
that representative structures should be set up by the N/oakwe and be recog-
nised by the government, since: ‘Government has not been able to identify repre-
sentatives with whom they can work… to meet the special needs of the N/oakwe’.
It went on to suggest that new ways be tried out, and that they ‘therefore pro-
pose to set up a national council, and ask the Government to recognize this
council as a legitimate negotiating partner’. Overall, the statement appears as a
reasonably balanced document, describing some well documented problems, and
suggesting some constructive steps towards a solution.

5 The tone of innocent surprise was formally correct, as no communication had been received
from the Ministry. However, Hardbattle had participated in the Norwegian National Day celebra-
tions the day before the meeting with the Ministry, so informally, the Norwegians knew about the
plans.  Given the surveillance under which Hardbattle and his associates were kept, this was cer-
tainly known to the Ministry. But then again, Hardbattle participated in the celebration because of
his friendship with a Norwegian volunteer; this was not an official event.
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As we have seen, the interpretation of the requests grossly exaggerated the
extent of the N/oakwe demands. However, the government was right in perceiv-
ing the approach as a threat to some established interests. A recognition that the
San were presenting a justifiable case, and serious consideration of possible con-
cessions, would require a change in current political and economic priorities.
Maybe one should not be too surprised by the strong reactions expressed at this
meeting. If one looks to other democratic states with structurally similar minor-
ity situations, e.g., Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Norway and Sweden, there
is no instance where the Government has readily accepted claims put forward
for recognition of indigenous organisations. Once reasonable representative or-
ganisations are in place, however, they often make policy formulation and im-
plementation easier, as devolution of power means that more problems are taken
up at a level where they also can be solved (Saugestad 1993b).

Who was (t)here first

Another incident added to the heated atmosphere. In March 1992 the Botswana
Christian Council (BCC) produced a highly critical report on human rights in
Botswana, entitled Who was (t)here first?, in which the situation of the Basarwa
was closely examined (Mogwe 1992). Although the report took up a broad spec-
trum of issues relating to land, civil rights, the position of women, and of farm
workers, its reference to allegations of torture by the Department of Wildlife
and National Parks received the most attention in the press. NORAD had pro-
vided support to BCC as part of its policy to support local NGOs. In the debate
and publicity which followed, a senior official in the Department of Wildlife and
National Parks was quoted as saying about the report ‘I haven’t seen it, but I’m
almost certain it originates with expatriates’ (Mmegi 29.05.92). In fact the au-
thor is a Motswana, and NORAD had not been involved in the commissioning
by BCC of the human rights report.

Foreign concerns

To find the right balance between on the one hand the interests and concerns of
indigenous peoples, and the role development assistance can play in meeting
their needs, and on the other the respect for the recipient country’s own percep-
tion of its problems, is a diplomatic challenge. It is one that NORAD is quite
aware of, and in the Remote Area Development Programme it has been an issue
ever since the beginning of the programme. The events of 1992 served to expose
a considerable gulf between the foreign perception of the problem as basically
concerning a subjugated ethnic minority, discriminated against and politically,
economically and culturally dominated by the majority, and the official view
that the problem is simply one of economic deprivation (CMI 1996:33). In the
words of Hitchcock and Holm (1993:314) ‘Tswana society has not yet reached
the point where it is considered acceptable, even in educated company, to con-
demn public expressions of prejudice toward the San’.

The fact that the proposal for a representative structure had similarities to
models tried out in other countries triggered off an initial negative reaction from
the Government, asserting that this whole idea was a foreign import and not a
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genuine Basarwa claim. This is a spurious complaint. Indigenous organisations
emerge as attempts to solve problems in the relationship between nation-states
and indigenous peoples, and to the extent that these problems are structurally
similar from one country to the next, the solutions suggested may easily show
similarity. And only one month after the meeting with the ministry, a meeting in
Windhoek was driving home precisely the similarity in circumstances across
national boundaries.

Windhoek June 1992: First regional conference

One specific issue raised by the First People of the Kalahari concerned attend-
ance at the upcoming Regional Conference on Development Programmes for
Africa’s San Populations. This conference had been in preparation for a long
time, in close cooperation between local NGOs (the Nyae Nyae Farmers Coop-
erative, the Nyae Nyae Development Foundation and ELCIN) and the Namibian
Ministry of Lands, Resettlement and Rehabilitation. Funding was provided by
SIDA and NORAD. The main objective of the Windhoek conference was to
make available a meeting place for San representatives and for government offi-
cials from the region to discuss areas of common concern, and to promote col-
laboration across the border.6  In Botswana, however, little was known before-
hand about the conference, and the suggestion that the First People of the Kala-
hari might be part of a Botswana delegation was, as we have seen, rejected out-
right. In the end the Botswana Government put together a delegation consisting
of MLGL&H officials, RAD officers, two District Commissioners, two Mem-
bers of Parliament and three councillors of Basarwa descent.

At the conference, the Namibian Government came across as deeply con-
cerned with the problems of the San people, as signified by the opening state-
ment by President Sam Nujoma, who ‘recognised their dire plight’ and ‘vowed
to help them find their place in the new Namibia’ (Daily News 18.06.92). Moreo-
ver, the preparatory meetings had brought forward a group of well prepared and
vocal representatives who criticised the Government and demanded a more con-
certed effort by the Government on a number of issues: ‘Govt efforts don’t go far
enough’ (Gazette 24.06.92). In contrast to Namibian outspokenness, the Bot-
swana delegation, headed by the Permanent Secretary of MLGL&H, made a less
favourable impression. Venson outlined the current Remote Area Development
policy, and reiterated Botswana’s commitment to a policy to ‘avoid development
that segregates people, or defines people on ethnic groupings’. She stressed the
need for Basarwa to get settled, and identified as the main shortfall of the policy
so far the Basarwa’s failure to fully exploit their right to land. ‘This she said was
due to the nomadic nature of the Basarwa or because land authorities did not see
it as their duty to remind the Basarwa to settle while there was still land’ (The
Guardian 26.06.92). The supporting statements from the Basarwa in the delega-

 6 At a preparatory meeting in Mangetti Dune in May, some 40 delegates from all over Namibia
met, together with the local people.  A dozen or so representatives from ministries, media and do-
nors attended as observers.  A number of topics were discussed and 32 delegates to the Regional
Conference were elected (Republic of Namibia 1992).
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tion who noted that ‘Government had found them suffering and assisted them’
(The Guardian 19.06.92), came across as uncritical praise of the Government.

To the utter dismay of those who have closely followed Botswana’s track record on
the Basarwa issue, the Botswana delegation claimed that the country had made major
strides. While the Namibians urged their government to build health posts, clinics
and hospitals among the San communities, the Botswana delegation reassured the
conference that such problems were unheard of in their areas.

Said Councillor for D’Kar in the Gantsi District, Xukuri Blockman: ‘My government
has built schools, clinics and hospitals and even drilled boreholes for us. We are now
a healthy community.’ (Mmegi 26.06.92)

The Daily News summed up the official view on the conference, stating cat-
egorically:

Basarwa in Botswana today have schools, medical facilities and other different forms
of facilities offering them strong incentives to join the mainstream of the economy in
unity with their other fellow countrymen. All they have to do to back up their Windhoek
appeal is to utilise fully these existing facilities. (Daily News 26.06.92)

The effect in Botswana was mainly negative. The composition of the delegation,
including a few persons of Basarwa descent who had been elected on the ruling
party’s platform, exposed the problematic relationship between the GOB and
the Basarwa. The sense of not being represented was strong, and was also ex-
pressed by a few independent observers who made their way from Ghanzi to
Windhoek on their own. Members of the press, however, were already alerted to
many of the main issues through the coverage of the meeting with MLGL&H in
May. They had been invited on the chartered flight with the official delegation to
Windhoek, and were, as can be seen from the quotation above, quite outspoken
in their reports (except for the Daily News, which is a Government paper).

The meeting in Windhoek was another opportunity lost for entering into
constructive dialogue. However, while there was no immediate reversal in gov-
ernment attitudes, we will see that by the follow-up meeting the next year, public
discourse on these issues had changed considerably. Press reporting had exposed
some of the complex nature of the RAD/Basarwa problem, and presumably the
critical media coverage was having an effect, as government circles took time to
ponder the issue. But before that, a RAD policy review conference was held in
Ghanzi. This had been planned for some time, and preparations seemed in many
respects to proceed unaffected by the upheavals of the previous months.

Back to normal? The RAD Policy Review Conference

The conference in Ghanzi was defined exclusively within the parameters of the
Remote Area Development Programme. At this conference, all the inherent con-
tradictions of the programme were exposed, the confusion about direction was
considerable, and the direct practical outcome minimal. Ironically, the key pres-
entation from the Ministry of Local Government, Lands and Housing on the
need for a policy review, showed again a broad consensus as far as the symptoms
of the problems went. What was lacking was an analysis of the causes for the
problems that could be observed. Once again, the occasion was not used as an
opportunity for discussions of new and different strategies.
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Background

A number of considerations led up to the conference. Following a decision to
discontinue Namolo Lebua (Food for work) in June 1990, the ministry found it
necessary to assess to what extent this left Remote Area Dwellers destitute, and
to ensure that the able-bodied should be engaged in labour-intensive public works
or activities initiated by the Economic Promotion Fund. As adequate data were
not available, the assessment was expanded to include a fuller review of the
RAD policy, a study of similar issues in other countries with ‘nomadic minority
groups’, and a national conference to discuss a draft policy (MLGL 1991b). At
one stage, the comparative studies were envisaged to be rather comprehensive.
According to a briefing to the Central District Council ‘The Ministry had so far
toured Norway (for the Sami) and the United Kingdom (for the Gypsies). The
Ministry further intends to study the Aborigines of Australia, the Red Indians in
both Canada and the United States, the Masai of Kenya, the Baka of Congo and
others. This would enable the Policy on Remote Area Development Programme
to be enriched with experiences learned from other countries’ (Minutes, 06.08.92).

At the same time NORAD was urging the Ministry of Local Government,
Lands and Housing to take a new hold on the RAD policy. This was basically an
expression of the general concern to include the Basarwa issue in a process that
might lead to a recognition of their ‘special’ problems and status. It was the
same concern that had justified SIDA and NORAD funding of the Windhoek
conference. By 1992 the completion of a policy review was laid down as a con-
dition for extended support to the RAD Programme. As a step in this direction,
a delegation from the Ministry had already made a study tour to Norway in
March 1992, funded by the RAD vote. The delegation met with officials at the
Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Labour (the line Ministry for
Saami Affairs) and NORAD. They met with researchers involved with Saami
issues at the University of Tromsø, visited the secretariat of the Saami Assembly
in Karasjok and its President, Ole Henrik Magga, and the Nordic Saami Insti-
tute in Kautokeino.

Experiences from this trip were reflected in the first draft for a Remote Area
Development Policy, which was circulated to the districts shortly before the con-
ference (Francis Johnston, personal communication). This draft touched upon
all the controversial issues revolving around the programme, and outlined rather
comprehensive and far-reaching measures to address the weaknesses, such as: 1)
a statutory minimum wage, 2) land rights and fair compensation for displace-
ment, 3) literacy programmes and initial teaching in mother-tongues, 4) a forum
of elected leaders to provide for free exchange of views and be a channel of
communication to the Government, and 5) sundry new initiatives, such as ratifi-
cation of ILO Convention No. 169, enactment of legal provisions, and an insti-
tute at university level dedicated to the study of indigenous peoples. In the same
spirit two Saami representatives were invited by the Permanent Secretary to at-
tend the seminar.

Proceedings

Invitations to the Ghanzi Conference included the District Commissioners, Coun-
cil and Land Board Chairmen, principal officers, and ten ‘RAD community rep-
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resentatives’ from each district. A sizable delegation from MLGL&H and other
officials attended from Gaborone, along with a broad range of concerned NGOs.
The venue was a large tent, accommodating the 200 people attending.

An opening presentation from the Permanent Secretary of MLGL&H, gave a
good overview of the need to review the RAD policy, and will be quoted at some
length.7

The issues that made a review of the policy necessary ... were brought to the attention
of the Ministry through consultations with programme officers and district repre-
sentatives. Included among these are specific complaints that have been obtained from
the programme beneficiaries themselves.

The first issue concerns the education of the target beneficiaries, which was said to be
lacking in effectiveness in that it had not made them assertive nor assisted in making
them realise their rights as citizens of Botswana. Further, the beneficiaries did not see
the need for education as it did not bring about employment for their children after
leaving school. Thus going to school is insignificant since they did not perceive any
difference between those going to school and those who did not, in terms of getting
jobs.

Another issue that has been raised concerned representation of the communities and
leadership. The beneficiaries complain that leaders are chosen from outside their com-
munities while their children are there but are not given that opportunity. This con-
tributes negatively to the effectiveness of various development institutions – such as
Village Development Committees – and the articulation of needs and aspirations of
Remote Area Dwellers.

Thirdly, there are some issues that point to the target beneficiaries not enjoying their
rights as regards land as compared to other Batswana. The people complain that land
boards tend to drag their feet when it comes to attending to their land requirements.
It is understood that some go to the extent of refusing them land on grounds that ‘o
kile wa bona kae Mosarwa a na le lefatshe?’ (Where have you seen a Mosarwa having
land?). Further, the people themselves have not yet come to appreciate the value of
land. This is because the land boards, in turn, complain that the people do not want
the 40 metre by 40 metre pieces of land that the land boards allocate them. Instead
they want to be allocated small pieces for residential purpose, based on their perspec-
tive of how much land a dwelling occupies, on grounds that they see the larger ones as
more of arable fields. They also do not see the value of having land because of their
still existing inclination to be mobile, moving from place to place. Lastly, it has been
mentioned that the target beneficiaries seem to be advised to apply for land only in
remote area settlements.

The fourth concern is that of the exploitation of Basarwa (who are a majority in this
programme) as cheap labour, mostly as herders in farms and cattle-posts.

The fifth concern is that of negative attitude towards Basarwa. It is common to hear
the derogatory use of the Mosarwa name, usually used to depict backwardness, non-
developed and generally uncouth character. There are some who have lowered Basarwa
to a status of nothing more than serfs who are at their beck and call to use as they see
fit. In general, they are taken to be people of no significance.

Lastly, it would appear that the settlements seem not to express themselves in terms of
their felt needs. Their general development would thus appear to be done for them
rather than in consultation with them. The issue needs to be addressed, for the benefi-

7 Quotations are from the draft report from the seminar, which the PAO/RAD M. Matome and I
prepared.  Since MLGL&H never published the report, I am listing it here as Saugestad 1992,
fieldnotes.
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ciaries view officers as not wanting to listen to their wishes. Officers, on the other
hand, state that they consult with the beneficiaries – the problem arises where the
beneficiaries do not understand what government can and cannot provide through
existing development programmes, and believe officers to be depriving them of their
benefits from government. It also occurs that officers may believe that they under-
stand better what the requirements of the beneficiaries are in terms of the provision of
health, education and other services, hence the lack of consultation. (Saugestad 1992)

The structure of the debate

The representatives of the target group were encouraged to provide their per-
spective of the programme, and not to be overwhelmed by the large presence of
officials and politicians. The debate, however, was structured according to top-
ics defined by the officials, and the arguments reflected very precisely the way
the different statuses held by the speakers marked their problem perceptions.
The overviews from the district administrations on accomplishments and prob-
lems of RADP consisted very much in listing achievements: number of children
at school, settlements recognised, training undertaken. Problems reported were
mainly of a technical nature: inability to strike water, shortage of staff. Two
districts called for the introduction of minimum wages in agriculture.

During the debates, some typical examples of miscommunication occurred.
High ranking officials would list all the components of the programme, leaving
the audience with the impression that these services are available to all RADs,
that is to say Basarwa, such as: training in handicraft, baking, sewing,
blacksmithing, provision of small stock, schools, uniforms and hostels. As noted
before, the effect of this manner of speaking is twofold: among non-Basarwa it
creates the impression that the government is generously giving all Basarwa these
benefits, which the average Motswana must work hard for. Not unreasonably, a
feeling of envy is evoked. At the same time, most putative beneficiaries know
from their own personal experience that they themselves have received few if
any of these benefits. Not unreasonably, they feel the government is either mak-
ing many promises that are not being honoured, or they suspect that maybe this
support is given to groups elsewhere, but is not reaching their own district.

A session entitled ‘Community views’, produced precisely these kinds of com-
plaints from people who felt that they were not getting their fair share: ‘Govern-
ment must bring us development’, ‘We do not see this development that is talked
about’, ‘The people in our settlement are so poor that they cannot afford soap to
wash their clothes’. Many speakers from the settlements commented on the pro-
gramme by way of listing specific needs: a school or additional classrooms, a
health post or a vehicle, accommodation for teachers or health staff, water where
fresh water is not available. These are all reasonable requests, although by and
large such benefits are included in Botswana’s general rural development priori-
ties, and are not special benefits for the Basarwa.

Other topics, like ‘Rights to land and development’, led to more diffuse dis-
cussions. Debates on land rights in Botswana often tend to be unproductive,
partly because of the differences in use of terminology. For the government, land
rights refer to residential land and arable land for ploughing, which in principle
are available to everyone. What most Bushmen mean by land rights is free access
to land for foraging, hunting for subsistence and sale, and for keeping small
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stock. Such land is scarce indeed. From a Bushman perspective, land rights are
closely associated with hunting rights, and resentments about the restrictions
imposed by the Department of Wildlife were clearly voiced. People wanted to
have a role in the decision-making about how to conserve wildlife: ‘They declare
certain animals as closed to hunting and do not show us the key that closed
them’. Some graphic descriptions of torture were presented. A representative
from a settlement in Northwest District wanted two hunting areas to be com-
bined into one so that they might be able to hunt a wider range of species for
their livelihood. The speaker complained:

I do not know any longer how big Mababe is: Each time I go out I am told by Wildlife
[DWNP] that I have gone too far, I am not in Mababe. Even for gathering berries we
are not allowed to go where we used to go, it is no longer Mababe. (Saugestad 1992)

An issue that came up frequently was the problem of ‘being given’ headmen
from outside their own communities. A speaker from Kweneng settlement said
there were rumours that a headman would be appointed from the outside, but a
competent local Mosarwa woman was already accepted by the people and should
be appointed as their leader. Some months later I visited the settlement, and met
the newly appointed headman, the brother of the Mokwena Chief in the neigh-
bouring village.

Obviously these interwoven issues of land rights, traditional land-use, com-
pensation and leadership, and the wider framework of international jurispru-
dence, could not be sorted out at a seminar like the one in Ghanzi. What is
unfortunate, however, and discouraging for people voicing their grievances, is
the way such issues repeatedly are exposed through the same complaints, with-
out the discussion bringing the problem analysis any further. It is natural that on
occasions such as this, the government will stress its achievements, and the in-
tended beneficiaries will be more concerned with the shortcomings. Some com-
plaints are plainly unfair, such as the laconic conclusion by one speaker: ‘Since
Independence there has been too much drought’. More serious are the misgiv-
ings about having the opportunity to talk, but no hope that actions would fol-
low. ‘We are allowed to speak freely, but I fear what we say will not go further
than this meeting,’ said a resigned representative from Northwest District, which
the Kweneng story above goes to prove.

Jim Morris, from D’Kar, gave an eloquent answer to the often repeated ques-
tion: What do the Basarwa want?

There is no government for the Basarwa. We want a consultative organisation, for the
government to consult with us. We are not requesting a separate government, but for
the government to seek our counsel. We are tired of asking, that was never our way of
life. We want development, a brick house, to be independent, to live a free life. To be
able to go to Gaborone. (Saugestad 1992)

Contentious comparative perspectives

The Saami presence added a comparative dimension which Botswana official-
dom found hard to handle. Harald Gaski, Associate Professor in Saami Litera-
ture from the University of Tromsø, and Nils Ole Gaup, Secretary General of the
Saami Council had been invited by the PS, and funded by NORAD. Compari-
sons were further elaborated by the present writer, who was asked to prepare a
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background paper. All three of us appeared on the programme under the session
heading ‘Comparative Perspectives on Minority Groups in Other Countries’.

The Minister of Local Government, Mr. Butale, had already set the tone in
the opening speech, stating that ‘this Government does not accept a develop-
ment approach that separates people in the same nation’, and further, ‘I am
aware that certain groups have started to exploit the situation of the Basarwa’
encouraging them to ‘form action groups outside the scope of Government’. My
presentation was probably perceived to encourage such groups. I mainly reported
on the experience of indigenous peoples elsewhere, using Norway and New Zea-
land as examples. My conclusion was that in these, as in similar cases elsewhere,
national governments have gradually recognised the need for indigenous organi-
sations with which they can consult, to form a better development policy
(Saugestad 1993b). The presentations of Gaski and Gaup reinforced this obser-
vation. They recounted some of the objectives behind the establishment of the
Nordic Saami Council in 1956, namely: to advocate the interests and to work
for unity among the Saami; to have the Saami recognised as a people, and to
ensure that the economic, social and cultural rights of the Saami are enshrined in
the laws of each nation-state. Some of the achievements of the Saami organisa-
tions were outlined, and parallels to the Botswana situation were indicated (Gaup
1992). Not only through their prepared speeches, but also by their very pres-
ence, they demonstrated a point which has not yet been fully appreciated in
Botswana: that it is possible to retain an identity as an indigenous person, and at
the same time to become a successful academic or administrator (Gaski (ed.)
1997).

The response was mixed. A councillor from Central District complained that
‘one presentation has proven aggravating as it wanted to divide people in two,
by referring to some as indigenous’. When the time came for the resolutions, one
was passed to the effect ‘that the paper on comparative perspectives be rejected’.
This point was later discreetly removed from the list of resolutions, which in any
case was never published. And while high-status people disapproved, more than
one settlement-representative or RAD Programme extension worker expressed
an appreciation of the contribution from abroad.

Conclusions

Aron Johannes tried to analyse the seminar by linking it to the preceding events
of 1992, and the needs presented by the First People of the Kalahari:

I am happy for the seminar, it started well. But now I am a bit frustrated. Government
officials have been talking about development, saying that those who need projects in
their community should come forth. I do not understand what kind of development
this seminar is talking about. I understand about roads and vehicles, but how does
this seminar benefit the Basarwa?

I was called to Gaborone before the Namibia seminar, to explain what we had to
complain about. We suggested that the Basarwa should come together and express
their concerns to Government. We also requested for assistance through council to set
up an information office, to help us get together and express our concerns. I under-
stand that this seminar is not a reply to these requests and concerns, this is just an
independent seminar. Why did you not take us to Namibia? Were you afraid of what
we would say?
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We want to have our own office for Basarwa where we can go. We must choose our
own people there, so that they can represent all of us. Then the Government can come
and consult us there. We will make our own development plans and we will look after
our culture. (Saugestad 1992)

The MP from Ghanzi expressed somewhat different sentiments in his closing
speech: 

Because of the policies that are being pursued, people are represented in VDCs, DDCs,
NDDCs and PTAs. In the 26 years since Independence Botswana has made com-
mendable improvements in providing Remote Area Dwellers with most of the neces-
sary facilities needed to improve their standard of living. Since Independence, Gov-
ernment has provided facilities such as schools and clinics in settlements to make it
possible for the RADs’ children to attend school as well as improve their health. In
the settlements Basarwa are represented by their local leaders. In Ghanzi District
there are two elected Basarwa councillors and three Basarwa serving in the Ghanzi
Land Board.

The question we are facing is that of the role of indigenous peoples in a modern
society. People from outside the country should first learn our policies and ways be-
fore they speak. (Saugestad 1992)

So, what came out of the seminar? Important issues were tabled, points of view
were exchanged, some learning probably took place. A report was never pro-
duced, the resolutions were not discussed by Parliament, and a draft policy was
never finalised. Probably the most disconcerting aspect of the seminar was the
double communication about precisely who were the target group. The Basarwa
were never identified as the target group. Yet, all participants perceived this as
an event addressing the plight of the Basarwa. The problems of being Basarwa
were taken up by one community representative after another, explaining what
it was like to be stigmatised, disadvantaged and discriminated against. Equally
persistently, the organisers rejected the legitimacy of such statements. The par-
ticipants were constantly reminded that they were ‘like any other Batswana’ –
only, as it happened, poorer, less competent and less conversant with Batswana
ways. The consistent message conveyed throughout the Ghanzi seminar was
that the Basarwa had to change.

Outlines of a new agenda

The three meetings reported on here all brought some new issues into the debate
in Botswana. None of the meetings can be characterised as particularly success-
ful, neither for the San people nor for the Government. Frustration was an as-
pect of all of them. But new issues were introduced, and despite controversies
and confusions, the issues raised during 1992 probably cleared the ground for a
more fruitful exchange in the year that followed. A significant contributing fac-
tor to this effect was a new attention from the media. The press was not always
well informed or armed with a clear perception of the issues, but nevertheless
had exercised an openness that allowed for different points of view to come to
the fore.

The first meeting introduced an entirely new element: a delegation that es-
tablished the two parties in the debate. The attempt to introduce a dialogue
between the nation-state and its indigenous population was not very successful
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in the short run: the rebuff in May was followed up by a Windhoek delegation
on government terms, and in Ghanzi there was an outright dismissal of any
ethnic dimension to remote area development. The meeting in Namibia became
in many respects an interlude. It took place outside the country and did not
touch upon Botswana’s national issues as much as it did Namibia’s. The fact that
it was an international, and much publicized event made the GOB delegation
defensive, as questions of national pride were at stake it was important to present
a united front. By far the most important outcome for Botswana was the pledge
made to reciprocate by hosting a second conference the following year. The meet-
ing in Ghanzi introduced, through the Saami element, a meta-discussion on the
relationship between two peoples living in one state. The fact that the idea was
‘officially’ rejected does not mean that its relevance was not noted. The meeting
demonstrated the significance of ethnic identities, both in the structuring of ar-
guments from the one side, and in their rejection from the other.

The dynamics of bilateral negotiations

The controversies in the press, as well as some diplomatic exchanges deliberately
kept away from the press, had created some consternation. The annual pro-
gramme consultations were postponed twice in June, and eventually took place
in September, after the policy review in Ghanzi. By that time relationships were
back to normal, and the meeting was over in a few hours. The Agreed Minutes
do not reflect any confrontation at all. This restraint was in accordance with
Norwegian strategies. The Norwegian delegation to the programme consulta-
tion was instructed to express NORAD’s willingness to support the programme
beyond the current agreement period (April 1993), depending on the outcome of
the policy review, and to commend GOB for arranging the Ghanzi seminar. There
was no debate on burning issues, only a restating of old positions.

On NORAD’s question about arrangements for representation of RADs; PS MLGLH
hinted that this was part of the policy review. She emphasised the need to educate
RADs so that they can be able to articulate their problems and rights, rather than
somebody or other population groups doing this for them (RADs). (GOB/GON 1992,
Agreed Minutes)

Some critics have characterised Norwegian bilateral assistance as ‘benevolence’
(Sandberg 1994), and argue that NORAD has played a rather passive role in its
support to RADP. The political decisions needed in order to safeguard the objec-
tives of the RAD Programme were never forthcoming, and, by the very nature of
NORAD involvement, could not be insisted upon. The CMI (1996) review puts
more emphasis on the repeated initiatives and varied forms of diplomatic pres-
sure that NORAD exerted. In retrospect it is easy to see that self-imposed re-
strictions followed NORAD’s commitment to recipient responsibility. The strat-
egies for reaching the target group made limited progress in empowering San
communities, and the political and economic changes needed to make participa-
tion on equal terms a reality were not forthcoming.

However, the important change that occurred during 1992 was that the tar-
get group became a ‘third party’ in the development debate, albeit still rather
vaguely defined. The challenge, seeing this from the point of view of the
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N/oakwe, was to know what to ask for as a service, and what to demand as a
right. A distinction made by Moser (1993) between practical and strategic gen-
der needs, aptly sums up the situation. In this first phase, the San speakers were
asking that practical needs should be met. That is to say needs identified in
socially accepted roles in society, being practical in nature and which are often
concerned with inadequacies in living conditions such as water provision, health
care, and employment. But addressing practical needs does not in itself challenge
a subordinate position in society. Strategic needs, on the other hand, are the
needs coming out of a subordinate position in society, and they relate to existing
divisions of labour, power and control. For strategic needs to be met – and this
applies equally to gender needs and to those of indigenous groups – a more
equitable organisation of society is required. This means that dominant posi-
tions are challenged.

To be able to address strategic development needs, the conditions that gener-
ate them must be understood, new implementation procedures introduced, and
basic policy changed. For practical development needs, improved assistance is
called for, but not a change of the system. We have seen how the Remote Area
Development Programme has been eminently suited to address important prac-
tical needs. However, the components of the programme have been insufficient
for addressing the strategic needs, as this would require changes in the very
social and political structure that keeps ascribing a subordinate status to the San
people.

∫

After a meeting:  waiting for transport back home.
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In an analysis of discourse development among the Ju/’hoansi, Biesele (1994)
describes a letter written in 1972 ‘To the chiefs of Botswana’ as representing a
stage characterized by a subservient plea for assistance: ‘please give us…’. She
contrasts this with later political statements from the Nyae Nyae Farmers Coop-
erative, expressing a detectable measure of self-reliance. And indeed many argu-
ments in the Botswana debate have been such pleas for assistance: ‘We ask that
we be given development’. This has been noted, and resented: ‘We are tired of
asking, that was never our way of life’.

Among ethnopolitical movements, it is usually possible to identify one particu-
lar period when there is a move from asking-to-be-allowed to deciding-what-to-
do, and when the focus moved from practical problems to more strategic think-
ing. This change began in Botswana in 1992, among a handful of San activists.
The debate at that time did not necessarily reflect all the aspects noted here, and
did certainly not involve all members of the target group at grass-roots level,
(after all, no political movement ever does). The complexity of the issues, and
the very different life situations people found themselves in, meant that the proc-
ess affected people differently. Partly for historical reasons, the Naro from Ghanzi
were more involved from the start than were other groups. There were Bushmen
in many parts of the country who heard little about these goings-on, and others
who did not like what they heard. But as the process moved on into 1993, the
important role of the organisations became increasingly clear.
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The importance of organisations and interest groups

In Africa, and indeed globally, there is a growing recognition of the importance
of civil society for democracy and ‘good governance’. Non-governmental or-
ganisations are established to reflect the diversity and plurality of interests in
society. They offer their members platforms from which to seek influence on
issues that affect them, act as a check on government use and abuse of power,
and speak up for humanitarian and human rights concerns. Although the consti-
tution allows for freedom of assembly and expression, there has so far been a
weak tradition of civil societies in Botswana, and the government has not en-
couraged the rise of interest groups of any kind. At the Botswana Society Con-
ference in 1993, in the session on ‘The future of multi-party democracy and
human rights’ Patrick Molutsi remarked: ‘The organs of civil society including
the media, trade unions, church organisations, environmental groups, women’s
organisations and many others find that their actions are unwelcome by govern-
ment’ (Molutsi 1994b:31). The government usually argues that consultations
are taken care of through the representative political system, and the institution
of the kgotla, while critics of this position argue that a vigorous civil society and
active non-governmental organisations are needed to supplement these struc-
tures. Clara Olsen, at the same session, noted that voluntary organisations and
interest groups enhance participatory democracy, as they extend people’s par-
ticipation in the development of their society and communities. ‘The existence of
non-government organisations ... should not be viewed as reflecting a weakness
in the multi-party democratic system, but rather part of its strength’ (Olsen
1994:39).

Thus there is in Botswana a growing appreciation of the contribution that
voluntary associations and interest organisations can make, but also dismissive
government attitudes, ranging from hostility to benign neglect. The challenges,
as well as the achievements, of the emerging San organisations should be seen
from this perspective. When San representatives argue that their voice is not
adequately heard through the regular political system and at the kgotla, part of
their problem is this general reluctance on the part of the government to enter a
dialogue with organised interest groups. In addition, they face problems and
challenges that are specific for them. Their representatives must address the prob-
lems of establishing some kind of representative organisation across vast geo-
graphical distances and with numerous language differences. They must speak
on behalf of a disillusioned, often discouraged and desperately poor ‘constitu-

CHAPTER 12.

The End of the Beginning
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ency’. Even though their special needs are well documented, San representatives
must address the formally non-racial policy of the government, and deal with
the argument that special measures are unconstitutional. Whatever indigenous
organisations have achieved must be understood against the background of these
considerable constraints.

Communicative conventions and transformation of traditional leadership

Bushman communicative conventions include a low voice, a lack of assertive-
ness, and an inclination to state a fact by the use of imagery and metaphors,
rather than according to bureaucratic procedures and protocol. Low key state-
ments are often ignored, which leads to the frequent complaint from administra-
tors that ‘These people have not brought forward a clearly stated case’. The
image of peaceful dialogue and conventions for talking out grievances, as de-
scribed for instance in Lorna Marshall’s classic ‘Sharing, Talking and Giving’
(1976), may well have been over-generalised, but this image still represents a
vital insight into conventions guiding interaction that are not shared by the ma-
jority in Botswana.

The need for organisations that can adequately represent traditional values
in a time of rapid transformation, is a recurrent theme in all efforts towards
empowerment. A meeting in Cape Town in 1996 provided one of the first public
occasions where representatives from Botswana, Namibia and South Africa de-
bated the challenges for organisations. Kipi George, from the Caprivi Region of
Namibia, represented the Working Group of Indigenous Minorities in Southern
Africa (WIMSA) and talked about the need to get organised:

The government of our fathers had its office under a tree. That was the place where
we discussed matters, made decisions and what others may call politics today. We
continued discussion under such wonderful shade-tree-offices for too long. We did
not take into consideration that other people, who had come to share our land, dis-
cussed and made decisions as well. Still today, our voices are not very loud and sel-
dom heard. Without appropriate organisations, we would mostly still discuss where
there are only trees to listen to us. (Saugestad 1996b:9)

Workshop for the San of North West and Ghanzi Districts, 1994.
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Popular stereotypes about Bushmen as ‘the harmless people’ seem to be an added
obstacle to gaining recognition. When John Hardbattle hit the headlines of the
Washington Post, he was blamed for not being authentic and typical. True, the
‘appropriate’ Bushman way of bringing forward an argument is by protracted
talks with emphasis on consultation and consensus, no matter how long this
might take; but, as Kipi George wryly observed, to argue in this manner easily
leaves only the trees as listeners. The inevitable, but ironic, conclusion drawn by
indigenous leaders worldwide is that, in order to defend the values inherent in
one’s own culture, one must often behave in ways that are in conflict with these
values. Rhetoric of equality notwithstanding, the onus is always on the minority
to gain competence in the language and culture of those in power, not the other
way round. For members of a minority to find ways of expressing themselves
that are being heard, and have an impact, is a protracted learning process. It
often requires reversal of roles, where the young, with school education, are
called upon to speak on behalf of the old, who are in possession of traditional
knowledge. Traditional leadership roles are not easily transformed into posi-
tions that articulate with the modern political and administrative structure in
Botswana.

The objective of the UN Year of Indigenous Peoples (1993), and the Decade
that followed (1994–2004), was to bring more attention to the plight of indig-
enous peoples worldwide. This was not primarily to be achieved by action taken
by the UN, but by national groups taking up issues as they saw fit in relation to
national governments and the specific challenges at hand. It was probably no
coincidence, then, that 1993 was the first time (after the demise of the Bushman
Development Programme in 1977) official statements appeared, acknowledging
the existence of Basarwa as a distinct group.

Pressure on the government came from many directions. Requests came from
Namibia to follow up with a second Regional San Conference, to which the PS
had committed Botswana. Local NGOs and the Gaborone office of UNDP wrote
formal letters asking about national plans for observance of the UN recommen-
dation, and a question was asked in parliament. The International Work Group
for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) arranged a hearing in Copenhagen and man-
aged to get both San organisations and government representatives from Na-
mibia and Botswana to meet. Kuru and First People went abroad: to Copenha-
gen, to Tromsø and Saami regions in Norway, to Amsterdam and London. We
will consider these events in turn, but first we will briefly look at the organisa-
tions that were in place by that time.

Organisations: An overview

The Kuru Development Trust

The longest and most sustained effort to mobilize Basarwa has been through the
work of the Kuru Development Trust (KDT) in D’Kar. They can now look back
on some 30 years of activities, which started as missionary work, and grew to
become a San community development organisation, including skills training,
language instruction and income generating projects (Phetso 1996, le Roux 1998,
KDT 1997, 2000).
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The projects were initiated by the D’Kar congregation of the Reformed Churches
of Botswana, as a way of addressing the problem of unemployment among the
large groups of destitutes settling on the farms in Ghanzi. The Kuru Develop-
ment Trust was founded in 1986 as a community-based organisation, and in
1996 Kuru officially changed into a people’s support organisation. The change
was motivated by a wish to involve people in other areas who were in the same
situation as those at D’Kar. Kuru is governed by a Council of 15 members, rep-
resenting the D’Kar community, other settlements where projects are undertaken,
and the Reformed Church of D’Kar. The very broad range of KDT’s activities is
reflected in a number of departments organising the operations:

The Extension Department is divided into two teams, one in Ghanzi District,
and one in Ngamiland, with an office in Shakawe. Extension workers assist
villages with development projects in agriculture and natural resource manage-
ment. The extension work is organised in a Community-Owned Rural Develop-
ment Support Programme, and the cooperating communities are encouraged to
form their own representative structures, join a savings and loans programme
and to attend training courses. A special project is the Dqãe Qare Game Farm,
designed to become a community based eco-tourism project.

The Education and Culture Department undertakes a broad range of educa-
tional tasks, chief among them is Bokamoso, a programme for pre-schools and
teacher training in settlements where instruction is given in Naro. The depart-
ment is also involved in language development and literacy classes in English
and Naro, and non-formal education. The Kuru Art Project has won interna-
tional acclaim for distinctive paintings and graphic work produced by local art-

Adult education has been an important activity at the Kuru
Development Trust.
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ists, which are displayed at exhibitions and galleries in Africa, Europe and the
USA. There is a small museum and library at the Kuru Cultural Centre.

 The Business Department supports income generating activities, including a
shop, the selling of arts and crafts, fabric painting, sewing and a tannery.

Since 1988 consultations and networking have been going on through the
visits of Kuru staff members and project participants to other San communities
in Botswana, Namibia and South Africa. In the effort to assist in a process of
empowerment by introducing ideas of self-development and village organisa-
tion, Kuru works with the Botswana Christian Council (BCC), the First People
of the Kalahari, and WIMSA (see below). By the early 1990s these activities had
brought forward an avant garde of politically accountable and capable Bushmen,
mainly Naro. The network established through these activities played an impor-
tant role in the preparations leading up to the Second Regional San Conference.

The First People of the Kalahari

From this milieu also came the initiative and core members of the San-based
interest organisation: The First People of the Kalahari (Kgeikani Kweni). The
group gained some notoriety after Komtsha Komtsha, distinguished elder and
then Chairman of the Kuru Development Trust, spoke up at the Botswana Soci-
ety Workshop in April 1992. At that time it existed as a loose organisation. It
was officially registered as a trust, with a board of trustees, in October 1993.
Among the main objectives of the organisation are:
– to work for the recognition of the N/oakwe as one people, and to advocate

the rights of the N/oakwe people vis-à-vis the Botswana Government and the
public,

– to create a National Council for the N/oakwe through duly elected repre-
sentatives, and to work for the recognition of land rights, and

– to invigorate the culture as well as the individual identification with the cul-
ture of the N/oakwe.

In April 1994 the organisation opened an office in Ghanzi. Funding for basic
office and travel expenses for an initial period has been granted from Denmark
through IWGIA. There is also contact with Canadian Indian, Native American,
Saami, and Inuit organisations.

Many of the people active in meetings and mobilisation work were affiliated
both with Kuru and First People. Gradually these two organisations have devel-
oped somewhat different and complementary profiles. While Kuru Development
Trust is a driving force in local development activities, initiating income generat-
ing and training projects, the main objective for the First People of the Kalahari
has been to become a national pan-Bushman interest-organisation, and to in-
form the public debate about San issues. Its first board of trustees included Naro,
Ju/’hoan, G/wi and G//ana representatives.

Working Group of Indigenous Minorities in Southern Africa (WIMSA)

As a follow up to the resolutions of the Second Regional San Conference (to
anticipate an event that will be described below) a workshop was held by Kuru
in early 1995. There it was resolved that networking across the national borders
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should be given high priority. The new organisation, WIMSA, was established in
1996, to provide a platform for San communities in Namibia, Botswana, South
Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe, and to
– advocate and lobby for San rights,
– establish a network for communication exchange, and
– provide training and advice to San communities on administrative proce-

dures, developmental issues, land tenure and tourism. (WIMSA 2000:3)
WIMSA is looking for successful rural development models that may guide the
implementation of income generating and cultural projects. The challenge, as
WIMSA defines it, is to steer development in a direction that builds on the cul-
ture of the people concerned and their concept of development, and at the same
time relates in a realistic manner to the expectations raised by economic devel-
opment, consumer patterns and material wealth spreading also to the remote
parts of the countries. WIMSA has a regional office in Windhoek and works
closely with the South African San Institute (SASI) a support organisation based
in Cape Town. A Botswana section, WIMSA/Botswana, is located in D’Kar, rent-
ing office space from the Kuru Development Trust.

Experiences from Namibia

Finally, the experience from Namibia should be mentioned. One of the very few
positive effects of the apartheid homeland-system was that a sizeable Ju/’hoansi
population in north-east Namibia was left on a tract of land large enough to
allow for the establishment of a territorially based development organisation.1

The Ju/wa Bushman Development Foundation (JBDF) was established in 1981
as a non-governmental development organisation working with the communi-
ties in Bushmanland in developing subsistence farming. At the time, lack of wa-
ter, the insecurity of land tenure, and the threat of predators were strong con-
straints on development. In 1991, shortly after Independence, the JBDF was
renamed the Nyae Nyae Development Foundation of Namibia (NNDFN). The
origin of the Development Foundation can be found in the contacts established
by anthropologists working in the area for decades, since the Marshall family
first went there in the early 1950s. Later a number of researchers and profes-
sionals have contributed their expertise to support practical development issues.
Political awareness and economic self-reliance aspects have become important
features of the work undertaken, and infrastructural measures, educational and
skills training, health programmes and income generating activities have been
integrated in the approach. The NNDFN has its headquarters in Windhoek.

The Ju/wa Farmers Union, later renamed the Nyae Nyae Farmers Coopera-
tive, and later again Nyae Nyae Conservancy, was established in 1986 to assist
the Ju/’hoansi in Eastern Bushmanland to re-establish their traditional land-use

1 The people of the area affected would probably not agree with the term ‘positive effect’ and for
a very good reason.  When in 1970 the Odendaal Commission proclaimed Western Caprivi and
Bushmanland as Bushman homelands, the Ju/’hoansi were officially dispossessed and left with only
30 % (approximately 8,900 sq. km) of their ancestral land (Nyae Nyae 1993:6). However, this is the
only piece of territory in all of Southern Africa where Bushmen exercise some semblance of collective
control or ownership, and the symbolic significance is considerable.

The total population of the Nyae Nyae area amounts to some 2,000 persons, with Tjum!kui as
the principal village, and Baraka as a center for development projects in the area.
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patterns, based on the right of access through kinship and marriage to water
points and the resources surrounding them, n!oresi, and to start subsistence farm-
ing in a modern manner, adapted to a market economy. Nyae Nyae is the name
of the geographical area, and the new name indicates more precisely that the
organisation carries responsibility for all people, land and natural resources in
the Nyae Nyae area (Nyae Nyae 1993:7–8). The Ju/’hoan concept of land ten-
ure, rooted in the individual’s inherited right of residence in and access to the
natural resources of a given place, n!ore, has been widely accepted as the cus-
tomary law land concept in force in Eastern Bushmanland (Hinz n.d.:112).

At the time of Independence the Development Foundation and the Farmers
Cooperative were well established organisations, and they were able to make
important inputs to some vital events during the first years, most notably the
important Land Conference in 1991, and the First Regional San Conference in
1992. Other NGOs, such as the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Namibia
(ELCIN), and regional organisations, e.g., in Caprivi, have added to an active
environment conducive to debating sensitive issues (Republic of Namibia 1992).
Another reason for a more open debate in Namibia is of course that Namibia is
still in a post-revolutionary stage, where many of the country’s serious social
problems justifiably can be blamed on the previous government. This has made
the Namibian government noticeably less defensive than its Botswana counter-
part.

The First Regional Conference on Africa’s San Populations, in Windhoek in
June 1992 was preceded by a preliminary meeting at Mangetti Dune in May,
where for the first time San representatives from throughout the country came
together in one place to discuss mutual concerns. The Conference passed a number
of resolutions on education and culture, land, health and social welfare, employ-
ment and economic opportunities, water, and communication. The preamble to
the conference report described the event as charting ‘an ambitious path to-
wards goals of social equality and dignity for San peoples, as well as a sustain-
able future for them as participating citizens of several new African states’ (Re-
public of Namibia 1992:2). We have seen that the effect of this first San Confer-
ence was less noticeable in Botswana, but on the whole the organisations in
Namibia have provided significant support to the fledgling organisations in Bot-
swana, both indirectly as examples for inspiration, and directly through a grow-
ing network of contacts and cooperations.

International perspectives: Copenhagen June 1993

The International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) is an independ-
ent international organisation which supports indigenous peoples in their strug-
gle against oppression. Since its inception in 1968, a secretariat in Copenhagen
has established links with a large number of indigenous organisations, initially
in Latin-America and the northern countries, and gradually expanding the focus
to include indigenous peoples in Africa and Asia as well (IWGIA 1999, 2000). In
this connection, a conference on ‘The Question of Indigenous Peoples in Africa’
was called in June 1993 (Veber et al. (eds) 1993). A broad range of organisations
representing African peoples, who defined themselves as indigenous peoples and/
or were defined by others as such, were invited. Conference themes touched on
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human rights issues, relationships to the state, and the aims and possibilities of
indigenous organisations. The conceptual problems and challenges in applying
the term ‘indigenous peoples’ to an African context were central in the debates.
In view of the preference for post-colonial African states to consider all their
citizens as ‘indigenous’, it is noteworthy that in fact representatives from Na-
mibia and Botswana governments did participate. It was partly a coincidence
that these two governments had been specifically invited, as the Director of IWGIA
had been on a recognizance trip to these two countries earlier that year, and
made the appropriate contacts (Jens Dahl, personal communication). However,
contact had also been made on the assumption that these two were among the
very few African countries with sufficiently liberal-minded governments willing
to participate in a debate on such a contentious issue.

The participation of a Deputy Permanent Secretary from the Ministry of Local
Government, Lands and Housing in a meeting such as this had a significance
beyond what was actually being said. His brief two-page statement was straight-
forward enough, providing a short description of Basarwa as hunters and gath-
erers, and listing their problems of integration, and the objectives of the Remote
Area Development Programme. The policy review was referred to and some key
areas for particular attention were indicated. Among these, the general need for
education, training and income-generating activities was recognised. The word
‘Basarwa’ was used (‘Basarwa and other Remote Area Dwellers’), and problems
more specific to the Basarwa were also mentioned: the need to recognise and
preserve their unique culture and traditions, the need to ensure social acceptance
of Basarwa by the general populace, and the need to promote Basarwa assertive-
ness. The statement was not devoid of self-criticism, recognizing ‘the need to
involve Basarwa in the decision-making process on matters relating to their Com-
munities’ (Ntwaagae 1993:140).

At the same conference, John Hardbattle, Aron Johannes and Komtsha Komt-
sha made statements, together with Kxao Moses =Oma and Kipi George from
Namibia. By participating in this seminar, the ‘first people’ of southern Africa
were established on the international circuit. Subsequently, the Copenhagen par-
ticipants joined others from Kuru Development Trust, and they went on to visit
the University of Tromsø, to meet with the Saami Council of Churches, the Saami
Assembly, and the Saami community of Karasjok.

Preparing for the second regional conference on development
programmes for Africa’s San populations

Four elements made the second Regional Conference in Gaborone a new, and
very promising event. In a rough chronological order they were:
– The commitment by the Government of Botswana, through its Ministry of

Local Government, Lands and Housing, and the considerable apparatus set
up to prepare and run the conference.

– The active involvement of local NGOs, at the request of the Government.
– The first-ever selection of Basarwa representatives, who were meeting with

representatives of the government in their capacity as Basarwa, and were
being recognised as such.
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– The unanimity on issues raised and recommendations passed. (Gaborone
1994)

Unfortunately a fifth feature has considerably reduced the potential positive
impact of these important efforts: there has been a deplorable lack of follow-up,
by the government and by donors, to the achievements of the conference. The
decreasing interest seems to be part of a broader trend, which will be discussed
more fully later. Briefly, its seems that the temporary ‘high profile’ of the RAD
programme functioned as a convenient response to the international attention
to things indigenous in 1993. As international attention decreased, along with
donor funding, Basarwa issues soon slipped back into oblivion. What little mo-
mentum that has remained is thanks to the NGO sector.

NGO involvement

When the First Conference for Africa’s San Populations was held in Windhoek
in June 1992, Namibia had come across as a leading advocate for San/Basarwa
emancipation, and Botswana had suffered criticism in the press for the alleged
‘hand picking’ by government of representatives to the Windhoek conference.
When GOB took the responsibility for convening the second conference, care
was taken to avoid further criticism of this kind.

When planning started in June 1993, the ministry in charge (MLGL&H)
realised that it would not be able to carry out a mobilisation process solely
through the regular RADP extension structure. NGOs and UNDP had already
approached the ministry suggesting that some action be taken and offering as-
sistance. In June and July a number of planning meetings were held between
GOB, NGOs and donors in the UNDP offices, and an NGO Ad Hoc Committee
was formed, with representatives from the Botswana Centre for Human Rights
(Ditshwanelo), the Botswana Christian Council (BCC) and the Centre for Con-
tinuing Education of the University of Botswana (CCE/UB) at the core.

Government commitment

The stated objectives of the pre-conference activities were twofold: to assist in
making the voice of the Basarwa heard, and to establish a lasting dialogue be-
tween GOB and the Basarwa (Working Document, MLGL&H 1993). To assist
in this work, MLGL&H called in a consultant, Leo Kenny, from Namibia, who
had been active in organising the 1992 conference. A planning document pre-
paring for the Regional San Conference strikes new chords:

The notion of a continuing dialogue between and about minorities should be seen as
crucial to equitable development of the region as a whole. Uppermost in the minds of
democratic Southern African countries must be the question of democratic and equi-
table land distribution and resource allocation, based on long term habitation and
land-use patterns in conjunction with local people’s rights to speak for themselves.

In the context of ‘nation building’, most African countries face the dilemma of imple-
menting affirmative action on behalf of specific groups, which could be misconstrued
as detracting from a policy of ‘equal opportunity/equal development’ in the nation as
a whole.

By virtue of their past tradition and relationship to the land, San peoples of Southern
Africa have, perhaps more than other groups, been adversely affected by twentieth
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century development. Clearly they will have to adapt their traditional way of life to
change. Isolation of these peoples as minorities is not a pragmatic solution. However,
it is clear the San are not coping well with the transition into the twentieth century; it
would be less than what is expected of civilised people to ignore their plight. Many
San have expressed the desire to incorporate positive aspects of development into
their lives, whilst retaining what is valued in their older traditions. (Working docu-
ment, MLGL&H 1993:9)

An NGO briefing meeting in D’Kar in August utilised the organisation and net-
work already established by the Kuru Development Trust, and set the agenda for
subsequent mobilisation in the districts. A number of topics were suggested for
discussion, and were taken up in meetings at various venues across the country,
facilitated by relevant NGOs working in the area, RAD officers, volunteers, and
people from Kuru.

Pre-conference seminar in Palapye, September 1993

The district-based consultations culminated in a seminar in Palapye where re-
ports on the district discussions were presented and common concerns were iden-
tified, to be presented at the Regional Conference to follow. Five or six repre-
sentatives from each of eight districts were elected as delegates to the Regional
San Conference.2  These delegates met at the Gaborone Sun the day before the
opening of the conference, discussed the resolutions and prepared their inputs.
Although pre-conference meetings often were improvised on short notice, and
depended on whatever local contacts were available, the mobilisation process
covered a fair part of the country and afforded opportunities for quite a large
number of people to participate. In fact, the number of activities, covering eight
districts, was impressive considering the vast distances and the short notice.

As far as it was possible to judge, the selection of the 40 or so representatives
transpired with no evident disagreements or problematic debates.3  In view of
the often repeated assertion that it is difficult to define who is a Basarwa, the
ease with which the elections were undertaken in Palapye is noteworthy. But
perhaps it should not surprise us. From what is known from other processes of
this kind, the criterion for representation at such an early stage of a mobilisation
process is not so much ascription according to any fixed set of criteria or defini-
tion, but self-ascription. In this case a willingness to speak for one’s community
and its problems, and a willingness to ‘be counted’ as a San representative, seem
to have been the operative criteria, and worked well.4

Important in the pre-conference process was the participation of the new
organisation, the First People of the Kalahari, along with Kuru. In retrospect it
may be hard to assess to what extent the First People acted as an organisation,

 2 The seven districts covered by the RAD Programme, plus Chobe.
3 I was present during the whole workshop, and sat next to friends who simultaneously translated
the proceedings of the plenary meetings, which were held in Setswana. I also discussed with some of
the participants, whom I knew from before, if they had felt that the selection had represented any
problems.
 4 A serious set-back during this period of mobilisation was the untimely death of two representa-
tives from the /Kae/kae area  in North-West District, Xumi N!a’an and Tshao Matze, who died in a
car accident on their way to Palapye.
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but this is largely a theoretical question, as a fair number of their members were
also affiliated with Kuru Development Trust. Jointly, they participated in all
stages of the mobilisation from D’Kar, into the districts, to Palapye, and then on
to Gaborone, setting the initial agenda and drafting the resolutions. The consist-
ency in issues taken up suggests that the two organisations represent attitudes
widely shared among San people. Below is an overview of the preliminary meet-
ings in Namibia and Botswana, given by Aron Johannes as one of the opening
statements.

Overview of preliminary meetings

Those of you who are inside, and those who are still outside, I greet all of you.
My name is Aron Johannes.

This conference that I see here is something very big. It can be the beginning of some-
thing big. I hope it is not the end of something big.

There is something I would like to say first. Everybody has been asked to stand up and
be recognized, but there has been an oversight along the way. I would like to introduce
the NGO’s that have contributed to the process:

Mambo Arts, Tirisanyo Catholic Commission, Kuru Development Trust, Thusano
Lefatsheng, Ditshwanelo/Botswana Centre for Human Rights, Centre for Continuing
Education, CORDE, Forum for Sustainable Agriculture, Permaculture, Maiteko
Tshwaragano Development Trust, Botswana Christian Council, Lutheran World Fed-
eration, and the First People of the Kalahari.

I would also like to mention a problem that we have encountered: We thought the con-
ference was specifically for the San people, but many of us have not been able to under-
stand the presentations of this first session, because only one language was used.

Now I would like to take us back to the beginning, and look at the way the relation-
ship developed between us, the N/oakhwe, and the government, up to this point where
we are now. I hope you can excuse us, as this talk has been going on for more than a year,
please excuse that some are not yet familiar with the background.

The fact that we are now in dialogue with government is something that started only
last year. For some here it is the first time they are meeting with government. It is possible
that some will bring up only local issues in their presentations, while some who have
been doing it for some time may speak more on a national level. Some of us are talking
about land for ourselves, that we may give a name – others are talking about specific
problems with water. But please understand us, we are still very young.

It was last year that the voice of the red people, the N/oakhwe, was heard for the first
time. Before that people were just given development, there was no talk. People were
sitting with tears in their eyes. They did not know where to go, and who would listen to us.

Then there was a meeting at the Botswana Society. It was the first time that every-
body heard this voice and recognised that this was the true voice of the Basarwa.

Because of some of the issues brought up at this meeting, the Ministry of Local Gov-
ernment invited the Basarwa delegates so that they could hear our voices. We were met
by Ms Pelenome Venson. That meeting is still confusing to me, because we still do not
know why we were called. We were not invited to explain what we wanted.
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After the meeting with the Ministry of Local Government, the San conference took place
in Windhoek. If I am to understand that the San Conference was for the N/oakhwe, then I
should be invited, because I am a N/oakhwe. Previous to this I attended the pre-confer-
ence meeting in Baraka. I still do not understand why I was not allowed to go to Windhoek.

1992 was a very difficult year, we could get nowhere in voicing our concern.
A conference was held in Ghanzi last year. Even if it was said that this conference was

for the N/oakhwe, I still do not know if it was for the government or if it was for us. We still
have not heard about any results.

That meeting was embarrassing. During the meeting it appeared that people were
told what to say. Those who wanted to say the truth were standing behind with tears in
their eyes, they stood behind and were not allowed to speak.

The land is a major issue. The tears we cry for our land do not mean that we want to push
other people out, and take back our ancestors’ land. The tears we are crying mean that we
should have equal access to land.

This time government has done something that seems to be good. The government
has consulted with NGO’s and done something decent this time. Consultation has taken
place.

First government and NGO’s met with people at D’Kar in August. They brought out
the message about this conference, and they came up with some of the major issues.
After that the N/oakhwe were meeting in settlements so that they could discuss their
problems.

Finally there was a meeting in Palapye last month. The representatives that are meet-
ing here in Gaborone were chosen by the people themselves. This is what happened, that
delegates were chosen by the people attending the conference in Palapye.

We are all here, representing all Basarwa, with out tears.
Those are tears so that people can understand our problems, so that the government

can understand our problems, so that we can get proper help.
The agenda which came out of our discussions in D’Kar and in the districts is the

following:

1) Land, 2) Leadership (traditional and modern), 3) Development, 4) Natural resources
(wildlife and veld products), 5) Name by which we are called,  6) Language, 7) Educa-
tion, 8) Women, 9) Children (sexual abuse and exploitation), 10) Discrimination and
racism, 11) Unemployment, 12) Economic opportunities and marketing, 13) Culture,
14) Harassment and 15) Public attitudes.

These are what our tears are about, over the whole country. You people who are here and
you who are our representatives, we hope you can bring our tears out to the whole coun-
try.

We have come to this conference, we have been received well and we have been
treated nicely. It should not be that after the conference we go back to our tears and to
the dust. We left the hunger behind us, here we are well fed. We should not go back to the
way it was before.
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The conference:  ‘Common access to development’

The conference was planned for some 150 participants, including press and spec-
tators, with maybe 200 expected for the opening session.5  In line with the credo
for the conference, ‘Common access to development’, there was open access for
the public to all proceedings. The actual attendance was beyond all expecta-
tions. On the first day there were approximately 400 people visiting for shorter
or longer periods, and the average daily participation was between 200 and 300
people. Thus, in terms of attention and attendance the conference was an as-
tounding success from the very first moment. The large number of people cre-
ated considerable practical difficulties. Papers and copies of the programme were
picked up more quickly than the photocopier could produce new batches. Me-
ticulous translations exceeded all set time tables. Two or three film crews were
documenting the event, adding glaring lights and heat to the overcrowded con-
ference hall. Such inconveniences should not, however, detract from the fact that
the large national and international attendance demonstrated the significance of
the issue and the event.

The agenda focused on four main areas: 1) rights: legal status, access to de-
velopment, land, cultural rights and public attitudes.; 2) education and culture:
relevance of education, adult and non-formal education, mother-tongue educa-
tion and language development; 3) economic opportunities: agriculture, game,
marketing, livestock, tourism and jobs; and 4) communication: representation,
government and community dialogue, role of NGOs, languages and the desig-
nation of Khoesan-speaking peoples (GOB n.d.).

Building on the experiences from preliminary meetings in Namibia, the ac-
tual format of the agenda was designed to accommodate a San ‘culture of com-
munication’. Thus each topic was examined several times, and from different
angles. The four themes (a fifth, on health and social services, was only taken up
the first day), were first introduced by speakers from Botswana and Namibia
who summed up the preliminary deliberations, then examined in academic pa-
pers, then debated in group work, and finally summed up once again, and com-
mented on in a plenary session. Presentations were in English, Afrikaans,
Setswana, Ju/’hoan and Naro, most of the time with improvised translation to
one or two other languages. The debates were earnest, concentrated – and uni-
versally exceeded all time frames set in the programme.

Three aspects stand out as highlights of the conference: the first is the outspo-
kenness of the large San/Basarwa delegations in addressing the topics on the
agenda and in introductory remarks by Aron Johannes, from D’Kar, Botswana,
and Kxao =Oma, from Baraka, Namibia. In his opening address Aron Johannes
gave credit to the organisations which had facilitated the pre-conference proc-
ess, and he gave an account of the issues that had been debated and the concerns
of people: ‘these are what our tears are about, over the whole country’.

The second point to note was the able joint chairing of the conference by the
Permanent Secretaries from the Namibian Ministry of Lands, Resettlement and
Rehabilitation, Ulitala Hiveluah, and from the Botswana Ministry of Local Gov-

5 Namibia sent 15 from the Government, 21 San delegates, and some 20 representing NGOs, the
press and diplomacy. From Botswana there were 6 from the Government, 41 San/Basarwa delegates,
and some 35 registered representatives from NGOs and donors.
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ernment, Lands, and Housing, Otse Pitso. The organisers, and the chairpersons
especially, managed to create an atmosphere of openness and frankness in a
rather crowded plenary situation. For the first time ever in Botswana, delegates
selected as representatives for the Basarwa met with the government in a formal-
ised setting, where they jointly debated and passed resolutions. (The resolutions
are included as an annexe.)

A third point worth mentioning is that the conference involved a number of
academics who presented background papers on the topics of the conference,
bringing professional insight and important new perspectives to the topics of the
conference. 

Follow-up: Actions and inactions

The Regional San Conference in Gaborone was hailed as a success from many
perspectives. A preliminary report prepared by Samora Gaborone (1994) de-
scribes as the major achievements:
– an empowering environment was created, enabling Basarwa to take part in

pre-conference activities, deciding on the content of the process, and present-
ing their views,

– the government acknowledged that using a development approach which
was top down and patronising, had been a mistake in the past, and

– a new partnership in development was created between GOB and NGOs.
 For a long time the involvement of NGOs in matters related to the Basarwa had
been low key and not much encouraged by government. This period of coopera-
tion developed a new degree of mutual respect and tolerance between the two
camps. Minister Butale identified these trends in his opening speech to the Re-
gional San Conference:

This form of collaboration between government and non-government organisations
conforms to our development objectives of diversification and self-reliance. Govern-
ment cannot do everything for everybody and, indeed, non-government organisations
are more efficient than government at doing certain things. (Butale n.d.:20)

In assessing the impact of the conference, most observers would stress the sig-
nificance of the pre-conference activities, which were indeed considerable. How-
ever, while the GOB deserve credit for facilitating a very open atmosphere that
invited the expression of different points of view, and the donors deserve credit
for funding and support, there has been a regrettable failure to carry on the
process that was started up. The report from the conference demonstrates graphi-
cally the lack of concern for a follow-up. It was printed three or four years after
the conference, and is a poorly edited document, with no name of editor or
publisher, with the wrong date for the conference printed on the title page, and
it gives no date of publication (GOB n.d.).

According to ministry officials, it is common procedure when the govern-
ment has participated in a conference that once a report with recommendations
is out, the responsible ministry asks the other relevant ministries to consider the
issues that are under their respective jurisdiction. The passing of resolutions does
not, of course, ensure that they will be implemented. However, the resolutions
passed (unanimously) in October 1993, were never even examined by the Min-
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istry of Local Government with a view to deciding possible future action (inter-
view with PAO/RAD June 1997).6

In the greetings presented at the opening of the conference, Swedish Ambas-
sador Sten Rylander, long time supporter of the democratization process in south-
ern Africa, expressed his concern:

If you go away from this conference without a commitment to further the process of
consultation between people and Government, and on that basis, formulate, modify
and implement policies with respect to the special needs of disadvantaged minorities,
no matter how impressive the resolutions passed at this gathering are, the whole exer-
cise is of little use. (Rylander n.d.:9)

The lack of follow-up is a major part of the learning process for the Basarwa
participants. It may not have been an entirely new experience, to judge from the
way Johannes concluded his opening statement: ‘We have come to this confer-
ence, we have been received well and we have been treated nicely … We should
not go back to the way it was before’. 

The Gaborone Sun conference closed the period I call ‘the beginning’ of a proc-
ess towards a re-definition of the relationship between state and minority in
Botswana. The more detailed chronicle of proceedings ends here. The events
from 1994 onwards are not covered in similar comprehensive manner, although
references to later events and statements have been included to illustrate a point
where relevant. On the whole, it seems that in the period following the Gaborone
Sun conference many of the central actors have reconsidered and redefined their
positions. The government is under much less pressure to comply with interna-
tionally formulated standards. The controversy over the Central Kalahari Game
Reserve has taken over as the focus for international attention. Government
insistence that development can only be supported outside of the Game Reserve
has caused great distress among those who had to move, and the feeling of crisis
caused by the relocation has diverted attention and energy away from the regu-
lar work needed to build up representative organisations. Whether this is an
intended effect of the government’s policies, or an unfortunate side-effect, is
open to question. NORAD has pulled out. The delegates who were so active
during the Regional San Conference have dispersed, some into oblivion (seen
from Gaborone), others in order to rearrange their strategies. The untimely death
of John Hardbattle left the First People of the Kalahari with a deep sense of grief
and a need to reorganise.

The next chapter will examine some aspects of this restructuring. We will con-
sider some statements that outline an emerging ‘San’ position, and look at new
configurations of actors and activities within interest- and development organi-
sations.

∫

6 Counting from 1992, some 41 resolutions were passed by the First Regional Conference in
Windhoek;  20 recommendations were made at the Policy Review Seminar on Remote Area Devel-
opment held in Ghanzi 1992; then there are 14 recommendations from Palapye and 11 resolutions
from the Gaborone Sun. Many of these have been similar or identical repetitions. A good case could
be made for more concentration on the follow-up aspect.
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A discourse of development seeks to identify appropriate and legitimate ways of
speaking about development, as well as practising it. A recurrent theme in the
present study has been the different perceptions of development, and attempts to
start a dialogue. The strength of the development model epitomised in the Re-
mote Area Development Programme has been its emphasis on basic needs and
poverty alleviation, which has earned it considerable donor support. Ironically,
the emphasis on poverty has also turned out also to be the main weakness of the
programme, leading to a perpetuation of client status rather than a process of
empowerment. But what are the alternatives? And who is entitled to a voice in
discussing the alternatives?

The events of 1992 and 1993 brought about very different reactions: concern
mixed with irritation in some quarters, optimism in others. It was a period when
things happened quickly. Some of us who noted the parallel of the situation in
Botswana to similar processes in other countries believed that a national assem-
bly for the N/oakwe was just around the corner. As it has turned out, there is still
a long way to go. Nevertheless, the years of 1992–93 represented in some re-
spects a point of no return. The changes cannot be identified as specific changes
in the RAD programme or in government policies, but in the way these issues
are talked about in the public discourse, and changes in the ‘semantic space’, the
field of signs of practices which people construct and use to represent themselves
and others, their societies and their histories. In this respect, the events in Bot-
swana reflect a global trend. Since the late 1980s development theorists have
highlighted the role of grassroots movements, local knowledge and popular power
in transforming development. Escobar notes how these works not only address
development alternatives, but look for ‘alternatives to development’ (1995:215).
Third World grassroots movements have emerged in opposition to the conven-
tional paradigm of development economics, and created novel forms of collec-
tive action and social mobilisation in the construction of new identities.

Far from the essentialising assumptions of previous political theory (for example, that
mobilization was based on class, gender, or ethnicity as fixed categories), these proc-
esses of identity construction were more flexible, modest and mobile, relying on tac-
tical articulations arising out of the conditions and practices of daily life. To this
extent, these struggles were fundamentally cultural. (Escobar 1995:216)

I see indigenous organisations as one particular form of such cultural struggle,
and would place the changes in Botswana within this broader trend. The first
people of the Kalahari – and by this is meant not the organisation specifically,

CHAPTER 13.

To Find a Voice
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but the population of first people in Botswana – need to change a social order
that so far leaves little room for the recognition and realisation of a San identity.

We have seen how the government’s reluctance to recognise the San as a
distinct and legitimate partner in dialogue, has also restricted the opportunities
for articulating their points of view. A recurrent comment on all meetings with
government representatives where San are asked to represent their view, is that
nothing much has come out of it. In the words of an informant to Mogwe
(1992:49): ‘Many people have come and gone with our words ... they never
return, and nothing ever happens’. This chapter will follow Kann et al.’s invita-
tion to ‘let them talk’ by presenting three rather lengthy extracts: a story by
Saikuta, renowned story-teller from Xade, John Hardbattle’s description of the
N/oakwe’s attachment to the Kalahari environment, and Aron Johannes’ pen-
etrating analysis of how development has turned the N/oakwe into beggars. They
are all commentaries on the present situation in Botswana, and in different ways
they challenge the government’s model for development.

Saikuta’s story

Saikuta’s story has become a kind of ‘signature’ for the First People of the Kala-
hari and can be read as a powerful metaphor for the relationship between the
state and the Bushmen. It was told by one of the founding members.1

Just before the time of the year you call Christmas I went hunting and shot a gemsbok.
The same day the Game Warden came around, took my hunting license, and said:

– Don’t you see that this has expired a long time ago?

And I said: But I only just got it.

– Nonsense, this license is very old, it expired a long time ago.

And I said: But you know I can’t read.

– Never mind, this one is expired. So, where is the animal?

So I go with the Game Warden, show him the animal, and he takes it all, skin, bones, meat,
horn.

He takes it to feed his own family. He tells me that this time he will not fine me.

Every time I see him I ask for my new license.

– Take it easy, this is not the time for hunting.

And I say: But this is the time when we Bushmen go hunting. This is when the game is
around.

– Nonsense, old man, you must wait until I tell you. This is the Government’s game, and we
decide when you are allowed to hunt.

Many, many days passed and we were nearly dying from hunger. My son was nearly dying
from hunger. I know well enough, he belongs to the Government. The Government owns
all of us, and we own nothing. So it was difficult for me to make this decision: should I
leave the Government’s son to die, or should I shoot one of the Government’s elands.
Which of the two had to die?

1 Translated from Naro by John Hardbattle. A version in Danish is found in Krasilnikoff (1994:67–
68).
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I decided that the Government’s son should live on, and so I went hunting. I shot an eland,
butchered it, and went home, but the Game Warden was already there waiting for me:

– You have shot an eland, now you must go to jail.

They took me and the eland to Ghanzi, and once we were there they started to sell the
meat.

And I asked: Is it the meat of the eland that I shot that you are now selling? You are not
allowed to sell game meat, that much I know.

– Now you watch yourself or you will stay in jail for so long that no one will recognise you
when you come out.

So I was silent.

Then I came before the magistrate, and I told him the story as I have told you now.

– You are too old to hunt. You are supposed to live from the mealie meal that the Govern-
ment gives you; the magistrate told me.

– But I never received any mealie meal.

– Yes, your name is in the book. Go home and wait, and you will get a bag every month;
the magistrate told me.

Then he gave me a six months suspended sentence.

Now it is May, and the mealie meal has been distributed five times already, but my name
is not in the book.

So now I again am faced with the same dilemma. Who should die, the eland or the son of
the Government?

Like the story told by Dr. Merriweather in the first chapter, this story can be seen
both as an account of a series of real events and as an allegory about a type of
relationship. It reports on the hard-won experiences that the N/oakwe have in
relation to what they see as the deficiencies of the hunting regulations (‘but this
is the time when we go hunting ...’), the inadequacy of its implementation (‘this
license has expired ...’) and the corruption of some of those tasked with enforc-
ing the regulations (selling game meat, threatening with jail).

On a deeper level, the story goes to the very core of a nation-state’s responsi-
bility towards its citizens. It describes a well-intended but inadequately carried
out welfare system (‘the mealie meal has been distributed five times already, but
my name is not in the book’), and deplores the moral inadequacy of a Govern-
ment that deprives some of its citizens of the basic human right of self-reliance:
‘Should I leave the Government’s son to die, or should I shoot one of the Gov-
ernment’s elands?’ The story addresses profound moral questions, and it illus-
trates precisely such experiences of unfair treatment that lead eventually to the
evolution of indigenous movements.

‘Did God make a mistake?’

The next text was transcribed from a narrative by John Hardbattle, presented
during a development education workshop in Canada in 1994. Hardbattle de-
scribes the traditions of the N/oakwe, their attachment to the fragile environ-
ment, their distinct cultural and spiritual foundations, and how recent develop-
ments in Botswana have left them dispossessed and impoverished.
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DID GOD MAKE A MISTAKE?

Our land is our mother. It has brought us up and so gave us life. When you wake up in the
Kalahari you hear the birds in the trees as they stir and sing to a new day. You hear the
powerful wings of the dove as it flies off to drink water. And as you walk outside, the rain
and wind touches your heart. As you walk along, you read the story of the night. You see
the play of the night animals and your heart is happy. You will see the game animals lie
like herded cattle on the ground and even God will be happy. You see yourself as a small
part of this and everything is on the ground. All the food and the tracks of people and
animals. That is how it was. But now it is only the memory of those foods that is on our
tongues.

Moving around your territory was a good thing – the people’s way to eat your land. For as
you move you are gardening. When you dig the root you don’t damage the vine. You
plant it so that ten more can grow. In summer and spring you hunt only the spring hare
for the big animals are bringing up their children. And you don’t burn the horns of the
antelope for they will smell it on the wind and move away.

The Sandface (Kalahari) is our country and our life. Our ancestral God gave us the Kori
Bustard. He gave us the names of all the animals and he gave us the little snare. That is our
life. The names of all the animals suit them. Look at the guinea fowl (cg’ane). It suits it. And
because you know the names you look after them. When you see a lion, you know the
name and it suits the name. Because our God gave the names in the language of the First
People.

But today others have come and made business with God’s work. Would God agree with
being sold? Would he agree with selling his hands’ work? Even with the medicines and
roots, we know where they are. Even if they are in the ground it is as though we planted
them there and we know their work. It is used for medicine. It is a food or it is for water.
God made us and the animals together for does an animal not recognize you when he
sees you? Does he not smell you on the wind and recognize your smell and run away
when you hunt him? If he sees your face shining in the distance does he not recognize
your red face and run away?

DID GOD MAKE A MISTAKE?

Yes, our God made us together – and even as we hunt together we respect his hand as we
respect all life. Even if you are starving and thirsty and it is in the territory of your ances-
tors, you know you are starving and dying in the territory of your ancestors. If you are
dispossessed and settled in a strange country, and starving and thirsty, your spirit is weak
and lost and if you should die, it will wander. Our Government say that we need a license
for our property, for our life, the food and the game. But all the licenses are no good. For
the roads of these licenses are not there. If we get a license and follow the tracks, they
lead us into the fences where a policeman is guarding the game. If we are caught we are
imprisoned and tortured.

Newcomers now have all the money and power, and so now the work of these forces is to
torture us, because now it protects our heritage, the game and the morama bean. Is life
from our Government not death for the N/oakwe? What has happened to the game that
once thundered like the rain across our land? And in whose hands have they been sold?
And where is the money for those things?

We are asking today, ‘Where is our cultural and spiritual property?’
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We want the tsgores of our mothers and fathers. We want that which is in the hands of
those that the powerful say can develop it. We have no hands, so say the powerful. And
yet if we start to name the plants that we know, from the time when the sun rises the
names would still be called as the sun sets, and still the names would not be exhausted.
For we know our country and the life it can bring. Are we the weak people? Why is it so
easy for others to come into our territory and take all that is ours? And where we have
always had a life we are now laughed at with words: ‘You Basarwa are useless’.

If we had the strength to ask, we would ask the Government: ‘Why is it that all men have
mothers and fathers? And why is it that they too have names like the plants and animals?
And why is it that now all men are not equal? That there are some eating and others not?’

There are the names of territories and the names of the places and if we should start with
the place names, we will not tire for we know the names of our territories and those of
our brothers. But why is it that we, the people of the Great Sandface, are without land
when we know the names? We ask this, ‘Where is the land of our ancestors? Did we not
have this land?’

Was it my grandfather who bent down over the little snare wearing only the skin of the
steenbok over his loins as he set his snares? We are asking for an accounting of our game
and veld foods. So someone may tell us the numbers of our game that has disappeared in
the hands of the powerful. We want to know and want no wars for we are a people with
cool hearts. And so we ask this thing with cool hearts, ‘What happened to the land that
God made us with?’

DID GOD MAKE A MISTAKE?

Eh! God made us people. Even if you are moving around on Sandface and live in the
shade tree. You know your food. Even if you cannot write, you hold in your hand the life of
your land. Even when a man dies, our medicine man sometimes chases his spirit into the
world of spirits and makes him live. Without education we know the power of God. Even
in death a person has a name but if you call him he will not answer you. God can take his
name and he is a corpse.

If the mark of the Government is on the game, you can say the eland is the property of the
Government. Where is the tally book? Ask us what food we eat and in which season and I
will tell you. If the game and the food is in the fences and are policed with the words ‘Kill
those who want the eland for we must sell them for money’, how can we then live? We ask
all Governments: Is this a life for our people? Do you agree with hobbling of our lives? Do
you agree with the fencing of our game for private ownership? The grass is fenced in, too.
Who is to eat the grass? The Great Sandface, our God made it for those who are now
asking.

Eh! We ask those things.

Did our God not make one life for the N/oakwe? Did He not make him to walk on the
Sandface or was he suspended in the air? When this Government came did it find N/
oakwe in the air or did it find him walking on the Sandface? What I am asking is what my
grandfathers showed me. They showed me the plants, the animals, the bow and the dig-
ging stick and said this is our life. When the Government came, did it not see that life was
here for our different peoples? And did it sell our land to Tswana People with us on it? We
are not Tswana People, we are N/oakwe. Which part of this country is ours? Since we no
longer have our names on it?
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Today our lives are in the hands of the Black man. The life our God gave us, in whose
hands is it? If there was no life in our hands as God showed us, what has been planted in
its stead for us to get a life? I ask this for today I speak with empty hands. I want to ask this,
‘Did God make us for you to sell me to the Black people?’ You must come and tell our
people and say you were born this way, you have always been a slave. For we have been
sold without our agreement.

When our grandparents were alive they told us this is our land and we saw it was true.
Some of our parents were policemen in the old days. And even as children we saw them
arresting those who had stolen. But today we see those innocent ones of ours arrested,
tortured and then thrown into jail. If the powerful want to develop the N/oakwe, why is it
that they do not develop them where they found them? Why is it that in the interest of
development they must be moved elsewhere?

DID GOD MAKE A MISTAKE?

The Village Development Committee represents the Government in the settlements we
are told, but is has no power. The only power it has is the plot with a land board certificate
allocated to it. Outside of that plot it has no authority. Is it this weak institution that is
suppose to develop us? Yes, we are a ‘sold’ people.

We the First People lived by the eggs of the Ostrich. Where she laid her eggs and hatched
out her chicks and then moved away with her children, we picked up the broken egg
shells and made the beads. They are our wealth. But today we have to have a license to
collect those broken shells so that you can use them. But my question is in whose store or
house do you collect them from to need a license?

Our things must be given back nicely. We have no power to fight others for our property.
We see the life we have been given by others. We have not sold our land, everyone shared
resources on that land. Leadership today is a money leadership only.

You are not asked: ‘Do you belong here?’ Our land, our resource areas are now inside the
fences. We ask those that have an understanding, ‘Where is that document that shows we
sold this land?’ Today the man who sells our land, is he the man God has chosen to be the
first to have a life? We would ask this, ‘Is this why the N/oakwe is a beggar today, because
he is last in the quest for a life?’

Did this Government come into being by bringing its own land here? If that is so, what
happened to our land from which we the First People sprung? If land is bought from God,
we need to know. Tell us so we can give up the idea of ancestral lands. Because if land can
be bought from God it means we too can be bought with the land.

Why is it that the Ghanzi District Council has a N/oakwe on its logo with a bow? What is
he doing on the logo when those things do not belong to them. We kindly ask those
things. If our land has been eaten up then those crumbs that have fallen must be re-
turned to us so that we can pick them up. Today we see big trucks bringing bricks from
the south, to build a big school and the artisans come from China, but we have no work
and no skills in the settlements. Is this the development promised to us, watching others
feed their children?

I see bricks coming but I don’t see land loaded on these trucks coming to us. I also hear
those who know reading and writing are eating the land and those who cannot read or
write have no land. What I want to ask is this, ‘Which came first, the man with his two legs
walking on the Sandface, or the skill of writing?’ (Hardbattle 1994)
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The understanding of the relations between the N/oakwe and their natural and
political environment that Hardbattle expresses here in poetic language, are also
expressed in very different language as the objectives of the First People of the
Kalahari, an organisation that fits into the global charter of indigenous organi-
sations. However, a close reading of the presentation above shows that most
elements of an ethnopolitical argument are also included in the imagery used
here. Hardbattle emphasises the spiritual attachment to the land ‘Our land is
our mother’ and then reports on the dispossession ‘... others have come and
made business with God’s work’. He resents the control exercised: ‘Our Govern-
ment says that we need a license …’, and argues that after Independence, condi-
tions have become worse for the N/oakwe: ‘When the Government came, did it
not see that life was here for our different peoples?’ Questioning the constitu-
tional foundation of their alienation, he asks, ‘Where is that document that shows
we sold the land?’

‘What is this thing called development?’

At a workshop for Basarwa of North West and Ghanzi District, held in Maun in
April 1994, Aron Johannes addressed the enigmatic nature of the term develop-
ment: the problem of defining the objectives of development, the problem of
who gets to define them, and the problem of defining the target group.

The main issue of this workshop is development. I am glad you are talking about devel-
opment to us who are down on the ladder. I want to ask some questions on the nature of
development.

1) What do we mean by development?

2) Who makes development for the people?

3) For whom is development meant?

I ask people to share their answers with me.

First, the Ministries say that development means houses, roads and clinics in the Remote
Area Development Programme. They are not mentioning development for other groups.

Second, who makes development for people? The answer is Botswana’s Government. In
Botswana, the people called in the language of the country, the Batswana,2  make devel-
opment for other people.

Third, for whom is this development meant? I will put it easily. Development is meant for
people who are bundled up and put in settlements. Bundled up, put together and called
many names. Those people who have been robbed of their properties. When I come to
the answer I say this means Basarwa.

I would like to say a few things about those to whom these things happen: Everybody has
been given the hands and intelligence by God. Basarwa were hard-working, skilled, in-
dustrious. What is it like now?

I want to mention a simple thing – when you ask you must ask humbly. When you ask you
are begging on your knees, and what you ask for should be given to you. Sometimes the

2 A play on the double meaning: ‘officially’ the term  refers to all citizens of Botswana, but the
speaker also refers to the privileged position of members of the Tswana tribe.
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one you ask postpones answering you – saying that ‘I am busy’. When you ask you are
making the person from whom you are asking great – and it makes you feel small.

I want to know why this Government divides people into beggars and non-beggars. This
is what I put forward when I talk about development. When I see what has been made for
other people I see that this should be for the Basarwa also. There are imbalances between
Basarwa and other groups. Development in government hands is keeping development
from people. Basarwa are made beggars while other people have property.

The answer in our present life – and the solution to our problem – is to put the Govern-
ment aside. To address the problems of the Basarwa ourselves.

We Basarwa complain we have been robbed of our land, we do not have jobs, we are
downtrodden. Our problem is not that we are Basarwa. Our problem is that Batswana
make us feel uncomfortable in our own land: we do not have money, and we despise
ourselves to the extent of being submissive to other peoples.

Our problem is that we should stand up and talk among ourselves.

We are free to talk about our own things, in our own land.

Let us not beg from Government – let us tell Government the things we want. When we
want to keep wild animals – let us tell ourselves that this is what we want – let us then tell
the Government. I want us to end begging.

—Let me pause—

A nation is dynamic. Nobody should abandon their culture, but uphold it. Some people
have caused us to abandon our culture.

We know what used to happen in our culture, when a girl reached puberty. The land was
green and happy because culture was followed. Our old men and women will tell us eve-
rything that has been lost in our culture. Some people from another country3  came and
asked us to abandon our culture. What do I mean by this: I have been put in one place and
made a beggar, this is what I mean when I say that the culture is lost.

If we look forward, what are the ways and means to mix with other peoples? There are
different peoples in this country: Basarwa, Lekgoa [Europeans], Batswana. How can we
mix? For us to be one country, is for each and every one to respect each other’s culture.

 Only one God made us all. God did not create us rich or poor, but made us all one. But sin
came on earth. When sin came among us – God called us and said that everybody must
do something. God has given us animals so that we must look after them, all of us. God
has put us on earth and given us everything, so that we are custodians of his creation.
Everyone should realise they have a share in what has been given them by God. When
God has given you something to do – and if you pass that job on to someone else – the
time will come when he will ask you what you did with your job.

Let me remind you of the names we are called: ‘You are a Mosarwa. What can you do, what
do you have?’ Let me also remind you that we are living human beings. We have to be
assertive. We have to talk and talk and talk among ourselves.

At the Gaborone Sun [October 1993] these recommendations and resolutions were passed
on to the Government.

 3 The Setswana word for country, lefatse, is often used to indicate distant parts of Botswana, so in
the remote areas of Botswana one may refer to the ‘country’ Gaborone, meaning it is far away.
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– We want our land that was confiscated by the Government.
– We talked about our children.
– We talked about our language that nobody seems to know.
– We asked that our languages be taught at school because we are the first people of

this country.
– We said we want to do things ourselves because we are people who are used to do

things.
– We talked about veld products that we are not allowed to pick.
– We talked about our leadership, and the development which is made for us.
– We talked about wild animals.
– We talked about our wives and women who are taken by other men.
– We talked about the fire we make from nothing.
– We talked about education.
These are the things we were talking about – and for which we are waiting for answers.
(Johannes 1994)

Community owned development

Johannes is very much in line with modern development thinking when he em-
phasises participation as a key factor in community development. The notion of
‘community ownership’ of development projects is at the core of contemporary
development paradigms (Chambers 1983, 1997, Escobar 1995). For social de-
velopment programmes to attain desired outcomes, the target community must
be involved in the planning phase and right on through the implementation and
evaluation. It also means that the target community must have some minimum
of insight into the development process, and the proper roles of various public
bodies. Even more important, it must have some degree of influence within the
wider context of the political and administrative system in which the process is
taking place. A representative democratic system is meant to work in a way that
gives people in a locality the feeling that their views are noted at higher (council
and national) level. A persistent complaint from the N/oakwe is that this is not
the case. ‘Having influence’ also implies that people seeking out administrative
bodies for permission and support should feel their legitimate claims are being
recognised. This too, is an area where N/oakwe often feel their requests are
ignored. A conventional state-initiated, top-down model for development such
as the Remote Area Development Programme, has not succeeded in meeting
local needs in the sense of establishing conditions for self-reliance and self-di-
rected development. Not unexpectedly, from the end of the 1990s the main mo-
mentum in development has come from NGOs more than from government
departments.

Johannes’ strong plea for the N/oakwe to stop begging, and to take develop-
ment into their own hands, addresses the feeling of discouragement that so often
constrains local people’s involvement in development programmes. Johannes ar-
gues that the particular needs that programmes such as the RADP are set up to
alleviate have their roots in the lack of access to land from which the N/oakwe
can make their living, underscoring the unfortunate consequences of develop-
ment being ‘given’ to people. This turns the Basarwa into beggars who must ask
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for assistance. ‘Development is meant for people who are bundled up and put in
settlements.’ Although the government, in its justification for the RAD programme
finds support in the regular rural development policies, we have seen that the
official rhetoric, particularly when officials feel called upon to refute allegations
that they are discriminating against the Basarwa, invariably ends up in state-
ments to the effect that development is ‘given’ to the beneficiaries. The mecha-
nisms of social exchange are such that, if the prestations are made in one direc-
tion only, over time the receiving end may gain in possessions, but lose in social
status. Being the recipient of generosity means to be inferior to the one who
gives. Thus, the semantics of development tend to reinforce social stratification:
‘When you ask you make the person from whom you are asking great – and it
makes you feel small’.

Alternative development models

It is hardly surprising, then, that the most promising efforts for community de-
velopment are tried out as independent efforts, disengaged from official models.
The longest functioning development organisation in Botswana, the Kuru De-
velopment Trust (KDT), has accumulated experience over many years, and in
1996 it went through a reorganisation process designed to make it a more effi-
cient support organisation. The formerly D’Kar based trust was changed into a
trust with a wider community base to supervise a Community-Owned Rural
Development Support Programme.

The main objective was – and is – to provide services to local community-
based organisations (CBOs), in Ghanzi and in other districts. The overall objec-
tive of the support programme is to stop dependency, by fostering community
self-help organisations that will have the capacity to define, direct and imple-
ment the community’s own development. Implementation has centred around
three fields of activities: the organisation of communities or groups in a way that
ensures democratic participation; the establishment of a savings and loans scheme
to accumulate development capital; and the acquisition of skills through active
involvement in productive activities and suitable training courses. The function
as a support organisation, providing accounting, training and marketing assist-
ance, is based on a number of very explicit principles, first and foremost a long-
term perspective, involving participants in both productive activities and train-
ing, and an emphasis on self-reliance. Culture, history and art are an integral
part of the development activities, and over the last couple of years there has
been an absolute rejection of free gifts or handouts (Phetso 1996, le Roux 1998,
KDT 1999, 2000).

On a regional level the same principles were reiterated at an Indigenous Peo-
ples Consultation held in Shakawe in 1998. The meeting brought San delegates
from Botswana, Namibia and South Africa together with indigenous people from
Australia, Brazil, Canada, Kenya and Norway. Addressing the problem of wel-
fare dependency, the meeting stated that ‘development projects should have no
hand-outs and there should be a clear relationship between income and work’
(KDT and WIMSA 1999:110), and generally emphasised non-economic aspects
of development, such as ‘spirituality’ and ‘empowerment’. The consultation
brought out introspective and self-critical reflections, candidly noting some of
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the problems in building organisations. The examination of obstacles as well as
the stress on solidarity were timely indeed, as the road forward has been any-
thing but smooth.

Problems of community ownership

The transition that San communities are going through requires new organisa-
tional structures. This is a complicated, and at times an extremely painful proc-
ess. In order to accommodate bureaucratic requirements, and in the search for
some economic prosperity, structures are set up that reflect the needs of the
encompassing society more than local needs. Some visible symptoms of the in-
ternal organisational strain have been recognised for quite some time, and were
summed up by Kamana Phetso in a paper given in 1996.
– Jealousy, because of the differences in income through different projects, people

can no longer share everything like they used to.
– Leadership, as modern times need skills that are different from what tradi-

tional leaders can offer. Now there may be conflict between younger people
and the older leaders.

– Alcoholism, as people have problems with alcohol because of their low self-
esteem.

– Problems of transparency within the organisations, as they have grown so
large that it is difficult for all the people to understand everything that is
going on.

– Dependency, as handouts have made people reluctant to take control, and
now they are without power (Phetso 1996:1–2).

In the formulation of new strategies, one of the problems has been to develop
representative structures that can also incorporate consensus-making. Experi-
ence has shown that the role of committees is quite problematic. le Roux (1998:26)
sums up from the earlier phases of Kuru: ‘Culturally, it is unacceptable for a
committee of a few people to manage the finances and other development issues
on behalf of the whole village … the community will immediately distrust all
activities and will refuse to take responsibility for its own future. As much as
possible, people must meet as whole villages, and not in committees.’ The same
point is noted by Biesele in an evaluation of community education among the Ju/
’hoansi across the border in Namibia. Biesele refers to what she calls the mis-
taken assumption of Americans, Europeans and Namibians that the ‘ideal of
representative democracy would also be a “naturally” desirable development
for the Ju/’hoansi’ (Biesele 1995:20). Recently, leaders have made it clear that
this ideal was often felt to be an imposition, as expressed in a remark made by
Kxao =Oma: ‘We never wanted to represent our communities. That was a white
people’s idea in the first place.’ In contrast to concepts introduced from outside,
the Ju/’hoansi society ‘has always valued moral leaders who point the way by
strength of character rather than via political power’ (ibid.).

Biesele’s distinction between participatory and representative forms of de-
mocracy sums up a universal dilemma with which San organisations are striving
to cope. Another dilemma is latent in the concept ‘community ownership’ and
has become a problem for the Kuru Development Trust. During the first forma-
tive period of the development of the Kuru Development Trust, it was empha-
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sised that Kuru ‘belonged’ to the D’Kar community where it was located, and
should gradually be taken over by the local community. Over time, the extension
of Kuru activities to other settlements gave a more political meaning to the con-
cept: the ownership was vested in the different communities participating through
their representatives on the Board of Trustees. Kuru’s success in starting up new
and innovative activities for income-generation and cultural awareness, inevita-
bly also created problems, as the organisation became so large it was difficult for
people to understand what was going on. An evaluation of Kuru undertaken
before the recent controversy, noted the inherent strain and concluded that the
organisation had become too complex, with too many layers of decision making
and too much need for specialised (i.e. expatriate) expertise. While participatory
rhetoric was being used, decisions had de facto come to be taken by the small
group of people who had the best educational background and overview of ac-
tivities. The evaluation recommended a clear division or ‘unbundling’ of activi-
ties and responsibility, that would benefit all concerned parties (Reynders et al.
2000).

The changes and the complexity of the organisation strained the relationship
with the ‘original’ D’Kar community, resulting in an open argument in 2000.
The Kuru Board of Trustees wanted D’Kar residents to establish their own com-
munity-based organisation, and to have some of the assets from Kuru trans-
ferred to its ownership, while Kuru continued its transformation to a profession-
ally-based regional support structure. Some of the D’Kar residents protested,
claiming the ownership, literally, of KDT, including projects, buildings and other
assets.

The case displays many aspects of general, and one could say ‘normal’, di-
lemmas of development and representativity, but it is also the specific outcome
of a very special historical process, particular to this place. The outcome of this
controversy will in all likelihood bring out a clearer distinction between repre-
sentative organisations on different levels: CBOs, eventually forming a national
San council or assembly, a network of different task-oriented structures, and
professionally-based support organisations that work for and with the whole
network. This carries forward the model tried out in the Shakawe/Ngamiland
branch of Kuru, which seemed to work quite well. It is also a model tried out in
South Africa, where the South African San Institute (SASI) provides support to
San communities within a broad range of cultural and economic activities. This
is also the recommendation from the evaluation team. (For further details on
Kuru reorganisation see Annexe 2.)

Ethnicity as a balancing act

In addition to the more or less inevitable internal problems, as outlined above,
there has been a need to adjust to the national policy of homogenisation, and the
problem of balancing specific ethnic concerns against a general concern to ad-
dress poverty.

One of the most difficult choices that has to be made is whether it is best to follow an
ethnic approach or not. We know that there are many culturally specific problems to
community development. However the concentration of support to San settlements
only, has led to a big influx to the San settlements by people looking for the same
privileges (e.g. BaHerero and Bakgalagadi people who moved to Qabo [a new RAD
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settlement]). Furthermore, poverty is experienced over a broad spectrum of the popu-
lation in Botswana. Poverty alleviation, improvement of the quality of life and a more
equitable development support programme for all, perhaps with special attention to
marginalised groups, might be the single most burning issue for the country over the
next two decades. (le Roux 1996:16)

The procedure followed has been to link development initiatives closely to cul-
tural programmes, using local cultural conventions, language and values as points
of departure for the formulation of development objectives. When providing
support and services to ethnically mixed communities, no distinctions are made
among the participants and potential beneficiaries. The challenges in balancing
the ethnic dimension in a fair manner within a community may be considerable.
However, the most serious problems arise when resourceful outsiders move in to
take advantage of specific development efforts or infrastructure, as such outsid-
ers almost invariably belong to more powerful sections of the society.

From the late 1990s, the new Community Based Natural Resource Manage-
ment Programme, is also beginning to have an impact in some places. The
CBNRM Programme has some of the same objectives as San organisations, to
enable communities to engage in income-generating activities in order to be-
come self-sufficient. The programme, however, can only be implemented in ar-
eas designated as Wildlife Management Areas, that is to say in parts of the more
scarcely populated northern and western parts of the country. The programme
has introduced a rather bureaucratic definition of what is meant by ‘community’
and is adamant that in the new dispensation no distinction shall be made on the
basis of ethnicity. The success so far has therefore been very variable, depending
on the extent to which the administrative map may have corresponded to the
actual social landscape. From Ngamiland, Bolaane (1999) and M. Taylor (2000)
have documented the wish of the Khwai community (almost entirely Bugakhwe)
to set up a constitution within the CBNRM Programme using their ‘Basarwa’
identity as a criterion for membership in the community trust. This has been
rejected by the authorities, and eventually they had to give up and replaced their
preferred formulation with a more neutral one about a required minimum time
of residence. The resistance of the Khwai community is linked to their long ex-
perience of marginalisation: they were evicted from the Moremi Game Reserve
in 1963 and are presently surrounded by three luxurious lodges run by South
Africans, which provide very few jobs or other benefits to the locals. Taylor
(2000) adds the experience of Gudigwa, a San community administratively joined
by the CBNRM programme with three others that not are San, which has ren-
dered the Gudigwa people a permanent minority. Some of the most interesting
consequences of this policy are those that were unintended.

[The] policy … has prompted the political empowerment of its subjects through po-
litical organisation to oppose the manner of current CBNRM implementation. This
may be the most important and lasting implication of the early phase of the introduc-
tion of CBNRM in the northern sandveld. Both Khwai and Gudigwa set up their own
committees, operating separately from the government-initiated Village Development
Committees (VDCs) to lobby for CBNRM to be shaped more according to their own
priorities. In both cases, this was the first time that residents of these villages had
themselves formed bodies with which to present their views to government repre-
sentatives. (M. Taylor 2000:260)
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The conclusion from these specific cases is to some extent positive: local people
are forming bodies among themselves to engage in dialogue with the authorities.
In another sense the conclusion so far is rather negative: local people have to
spend their time and energy on countering a policy, rather than constructively
building projects according to their own needs and designs. This uncertain
progress ‘two steps forwards, one step back’ seems to typify indigenous emanci-
pation in Botswana at the turn of the millennium.

While the Kuru Development Trust and other community-based develop-
ment organisations have been working out new models of economic empower-
ment, the First People of the Kalahari have become engaged in a different, but
equally important, controversy over land rights.

The Central Kalahari Game Reserve (CKGR) controversy

The question of settlements within the Central Kalahari (52,000 square kms set
up in 1961 as a reserve for people and wildlife) has been raised by the Govern-
ment of Botswana from time to time, and with more persistence since 1996. It is
an issue of great symbolic and material significance. Briefly, the CKGR contro-
versy raises three issues. (For further details, see the yearbook The Indigenous
World, IWGIA 1999, 2000, Gaborone 1996, Ditshwanelo 1997, and Erni 1997.)

(1) According to the Government, the reserve cannot carry both an indigenous
population and wildlife. The inhabitants must be moved out of the Game
Reserve to preserve wildlife and safeguard a tourist potential.

(2) Further, according to the Government, it is not economically nor administra-
tively feasible to provide public services to people scattered within the re-
serve, so they must be moved out to benefit from development.

(3) The crucial question then is what the proper procedure should be for making
decisions on such issues? Under what circumstances may national interest,
represented by the Government, override the interests of a group of people
who have occupied and used this traditional land since time immemorial?

While the two first issues could be debated, and compromises could be found in
terms of (1) restrictions on economic activities incompatible with wildlife, and
(2) striking a balance between basic social services provided within CKGR and
more costly services available outside, the third dimension places the CKGR
issue at the heart of the contemporary international debate over indigenous and
human rights. It evokes the question of land rights, as well as the question of
justice. As long as this dimension to the problem is not recognised and addressed,
sustainable solutions to the other questions are hard to find.

In 1996, top Government officials visited Xade and other settlements in
CKGR. There are contradictory reports on what was actually said on these oc-
casions, but it is quite clear that for the inhabitants of the CKGR, the statements
from officialdom were perceived as extreme pressure to move out of the reserve.
For this reason John Hardbattle and Roy Sesana brought the case to interna-
tional attention, through trips and newspaper headlines, securing expressions of
concern from, among others, the US Senate’s Foreign Relations Committee, Prince
Charles of Great Britain, and a large number of indigenous organisations and
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NGOs. The issue was presented before the Human Rights Commission of the
United Nations in Geneva in March 1996.

The Government travelled abroad to defend its policy, but did not take up
Hardbattle’s appeal for a dialogue. Public statements, however, have been di-
recting attention away from matters of principle towards a focus on individuals,
claiming that front-line leaders have been working for their own economic inter-
est, have taken unjust advantage of donor money, and have been spreading false
information about government policy. The policy towards the San has thus re-
mained ad hoc, formulated in response to issues as they arose, and personifying
the role of the leadership instead of addressing principles.

Because of the considerable international concern, assurances were given in
early 1997 to ambassadors from Denmark, Norway and USA, as well as the
British High Commissioner, that the Botswana authorities had no intention of
forcibly removing any inhabitants from the reserve, and that the basic necessities
would continue to be provided both on and off the reserve. In Geneva, repre-
sentatives from Botswana argued that the CKGR issues should not be put before
the UN system as the regular channels for arbitration in Botswana had not been
exhausted (Gaborone, personal communication). The approach chosen has been
persuasion: people have been approached individually and promises were made
in terms of services to be provided and compensation in cash and kind to those
who were willing to move.

All available evidence suggests that the G/wi and G//ana, along with their
Bakgalagadi neighbours, can demonstrate uninterrupted collective habitation of
the area now encompassed by the CKGR, without ever having physically relin-
quished, ceded or otherwise alienated their rights. According to international
jurisprudence they hold aboriginal title to the land. Botswana has not ratified
and is thus not legally bound by the ILO Convention 169. But the country can-
not avoid the moral question raised: Does the national interest, represented by
the Government of Botswana, override the rights of a group of people who have
occupied and used a territory as far back as available records go? The subse-
quent legal question is whether or not collective ties to land traditionally occu-
pied, are forfeited if some people accept compensation on an individual basis?

The First People of the Kalahari (FPK), supported by Kuru Development
Trust and WIMSA, has worked with the people within the reserve, facilitating
the establishment of functional groups to adequately reflect the opinion of the
people. A concept of eco-tourism has been introduced and discussed. Interna-
tionally recognised principles for consultation before resettlement have been
explained by legal advisers. However, amidst solemn declarations that no one
would have to move against their will, some 600 people from Xade, the largest
settlement, were collected by trucks in May 1997 and moved to a new settle-
ment, called New Xade. Later, some people moved out of some of the other
smaller settlements in the reserve, while others moved back.

In a literal sense, the removal has not been by force. Botswana takes pride in
its reputation as a liberal democracy with a good record on human rights issues,
and the Government is adamant that all relocations are voluntary. Reports show
that crude violence has not been used to induce people to move. However, re-
ports also confirm severe coercion: people have been approached individually,
with promises of services in New Xade and threats of withdrawal of all services
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within the CKGR. A desperately poor population has been given a choice be-
tween two equally unattractive alternatives, and has left its ancient land with
great sorrow (Ditshwanelo 1997). Predictably, individual compensation paid in
cash has disappeared quickly in consumer items and liquor, and equally predict-
ably the promised public amenities in the new settlement have been slow in
coming.

Still no dialogue

There is a minimum of understanding that must be shared by all parties to get a
dialogue going. The way the Government of Botswana has communicated with
the people of Central Kalahari and their representatives has not shown this un-
derstanding. The situation demonstrates the need for organisations that can ad-
equately represent the interests and views of the people affected, in the face of
continued government dismissal of such organisations.

In June 1997, the First People of the Kalahari met with representatives from
the communities inside the reserve. A Negotiating Team was formed consisting
of two representatives from each settlement, representatives of the three San
organisations in Botswana, and some non-voting representatives of local sup-
porting NGOs. A letter to the Minister of Local Government, Land and Hous-
ing requested a meeting to discuss how a dialogue might be established on the
question of land rights. In the meantime, they asked for a moratorium on all
removals from the CKGR until the land claim has been resolved, the mainte-
nance of existing services to villages, and that the Negotiating Team be recog-
nised as the authentic representative of the San residents of CKGR (letter dated
08.07.1997).

These requests were the outcome of a process of debate and dialogue among
the people concerned and provided a reasonable basis for discussion and subse-
quent negotiations with the Government. Procedures along the lines indicated
are by now familiar in most democratic countries dealing with indigenous mi-
norities. Moreover, as argued i.a. by Gaborone (1996), moving all local people
out of the Game Reserve is not in line with the government’s ostensible tourism
policy, which is to promote ecotourism and the involvement of the local popula-
tion in wildlife management. Yet the ministry in question ignored the appeal and
continued its policy of coercion.

In February 1998 the First People of the Kalahari convened a workshop with
the Negotiating Team to reassess the situation for the CKGR land claim. The
workshop discussed new strategies for reaching a dialogue with the Botswana
Government and considered the alternative options of legal actions and direct
action. After having issued a press statement voicing their concerns, and through
the mediation of the Botswana Centre for Human Rights, a contact was estab-
lished and the Negotiating Team – headed by Mathambo Ngakaeaja and Roy
Sesana – met outgoing President Masire on March 24.

According to the press release (Ditshwanelo 1998), the President made three
comments: he reserved the right of the Government of Botswana to challenge
the mandate of the Negotiation Team, he directed the Negotiating Team to fol-
low correct procedure by approaching the Ministry of Local Government, Lands
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and Housing, and he agreed with the Negotiating Team that a framework for
negotiation ought to be established and a time-schedule agreed upon.

A familiar pattern is being followed. The legitimacy of the Negotiation Team
was questioned, although the mandate had been spelled out in previous commu-
nications. The Team was reprimanded for not having followed the correct pro-
cedure, although their initial letter had been left unanswered for eight months
(for which MLGL&H later apologised). Lastly, a promise for negotiation was
formulated in rather round terms, with no specific dates set. By the end of 2000
there had still been no meeting with the new president, Mr. Festus Mogae, and at
the last negotiating meeting with the Ministry of Local Government, Lands and
Housing, October 1998, the mandate of the negotiating team was still ques-
tioned.

However, a possible solution to the impasse has come through an initiative
from the Department of Wildlife and National Parks (DWNP) which during
1999 drafted a management plan for the game reserve, allowing for some degree
of coexistence of people and wildlife within the territory. When consultations
with the remaining communities within CKGR were taken up, inhabitants de-
manded the presence of First People of the Kalahari in the talks, and the district
authorities of Ghanzi agreed to this. This may be a tentative sign that FPK is
recognised as a partner by the authorities, and that the value of civic organisa-
tions in conflict resolution is being gradually acknowledged. New regulations
for National Parks and Game Reserves open up for community use zones for the
benefit of communities living either in the game reserve or in areas immediately
adjacent to it. FPK has embarked on a process of documenting the traditional
land-use patterns, kinship and affinity that connects people to the land of their
ancestors (IWGIA 2000:362–365).

The situation for the people in the Central Kalahari has brought a sense of
urgency to the matters taken up by the First People of the Kalahari, necessitating
a concentration of its modest staff and resources on the resettlement issue at the
expense of other FPK objectives. The new openings for community use zones
may provide a compromise that meets some of the most urgent needs of the
people resettled, and those remaining inside the reserve. It does not, however,
address the more underlying questions of aboriginal rights. In case negotiations
and dialogue fail, the residents of the Central Kalahari Game Reserve have taken
steps to prepare themselves for litigation. Inevitably, this has caused a delay in
the mobilisation of the grassroots towards the establishment of a national repre-
sentative council. Whether this has been an intended effect on the part of the
Government is an open question.

From pleas to resolutions and organisations

The early process of nation-building in Botswana created images of a non-racial,
non-ethnic homogeneous state, meaning, in effect, that modes of expression of
the numerically dominant Tswana people drowned out alternative voices. Link-
ing this negation of cultural diversity with the condemnation of racism gave it a
moral strength that became a major obstacle for San emancipation. The present
order does not necessarily involve physical coercion. In fact, domination is most
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effective in cases where the homology of the social and the political hierarchy is
internalised by the subject people as something inevitable. Non-existent as a
category in official documents and discourse, the life and land-use of the San go
unnoticed and unrecognised. Paradoxically, this professed liberal and non-dis-
criminatory negation of the distinct culture of the San has had a negative effect
on their self-image and potential for self-realisation, in a different way quite as
damaging as the blatant discrimination of the apartheid system further south.

It was one of the main achievements during the first years of the First People
of the Kalahari organisation that this pattern of restraint was broken, repeat-
edly, eloquently and in the most public of fora, through John Hardbattle’s trips,
translations and speeches. Pragmatically and psychologically, the question of
identities and identity management was rephrased in ways that were conducive
to action. This change would also have taken place without his participation,
but there is little doubt that he served as a prime catalyst for emotions and
visions that were sensed but perhaps not clearly articulated among a great many
N/oakwe – the red people – at that time. The counter-arguments as they were
expressed in the press and from government officials in Botswana at that time,
convey very stereotypical ideas about the San. Personal attacks on John Hardbattle
were especially vicious: a person who was so outspoken and so well spoken, was
denounced as ‘unauthentic’, neither typical nor representative and, therefore,
not a man one needed to heed.

The resolutions from the earlier stage have in common a strong plea to the
Government to do or provide something: ‘We ask that we be given develop-
ment’, ‘We ask that we may be allowed to choose a councillor that is one of us’.
This was in one sense natural, as the pleas came on occasions where they met
with government representatives, and as indeed most of the pleas and resolu-
tions concerned changes in areas recognised as government responsibilities, such
as economic development, infrastructure, education and health. It is, however,
increasingly clear that the administrative capabilities of governments, in Bot-
swana as elsewhere, to plan and direct all development activities are insufficient
in the face of such complex problems as poverty, unemployment, alcoholism
and destitution. The positive contributions voluntary associations can make to
the public good are beginning to be recognised. Nevertheless, there is an appre-
ciable difference between development organisations and interest organisations
in their objectives and emphasis. Development organisations work within the
system, by making the best possible use of public schemes and support pro-
grammes, while the objective of an interest organisation is to change the system,
i.e., to establish new channels for communication and negotiation, and to call
for changes in the political and legal structure. For many practical purposes the
distinction is not significant, but when it comes to development of strategies it is
necessary to distinguish between sectors where NGO activities are supplement-
ing government responsibilities and, on the other hand, areas for development
where NGOs ask for fundamentally different approaches. Once this distinction
is made, the focus can be moved from pleading with Government, to analysis
and initiatives over a much broader spectrum.

This is the kind of strategy that Johannes is recommending in the speech
quoted above, effectively reminding his listeners that there are many steps that
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do not require government permission to be implemented. His concern is not to
explain the sorry situation to outsiders, but to instruct and encourage his
N/oakwe listeners to understand the cause of their problems, and to take action
for change. ‘Let us not beg from Government – let us tell Government the things
we want.’

The processes described in this book – under the names of empowerment, indig-
enous mobilisation, recodification, and counter-hegemonic struggle – involved
only a small proportion of the San people in their early phases. The San them-
selves have only appeared as agents in the last part of the book, dealing with the
time after organisations began to be formed. The focus has been on statements
and activities of a small group of leadership figures who led the way. The task
for these leaders in the years to come is not only to address the Government of
Botswana, but also to continue popular mobilisation, which means convincing
N/oakwe of their right to ask for a better deal in society. In the next and final
chapter, these different strands of development will be tied together.

∫
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Throughout this book, the perspectives have shifted as I have tried to under-
stand the relationship between three categories of actors, each with their differ-
ent contextual understandings, agendas and values. A recapitulation of the main
argument may be in order.

The point of departure has been the San, Basarwa or N/oakwe, not an easily
identifiable and homogeneous group, but a category whose members share some
common characteristics and communality of experience. The Government of
Botswana has been considered, both in its constitutional role as defining the
policies of a sovereign state, and more loosely as representing the views of a
majority of the people. Lastly, the role of the international community has been
examined, with NORAD as a dominant donor in the period under study.

The data in the different sections of the book have reflected different percep-
tions of the situation. The first part introduced an analytical perspective, and
argued that even though recent developments towards a ‘customary interna-
tional law’ for indigenous peoples is not binding for Botswana in any formal
sense, global trends have provided a conceptual framework and a moral stand-
ard that are not easily ignored. The second part used a more ethnographic ap-
proach, outlining aspects of San socio-cultural systems, while the third part ana-
lysed the objectives and achievements of key development policies and pro-
grammes. While one might logically have assumed that the type of information
provided by the ethnographic section would inform development programmes
addressing San people, a main finding has been that such information has been
dismissed as irrelevant or illegitimate in the planning and implementation of the
Remote Area Development Programme.

It is suggested that the usefulness of a concept such as ‘indigenous’ cannot be
found in a strict definition, but in the appropriateness of a number of character-
istics that appear in various combinations. Indigenous, like ethnic, is a relational
term. A group is only indigenous in relation to another, encompassing group,
and thus the meaning depends on the context. None the less, the core criteria of
priority in time, perpetuation of cultural distinctiveness, and an experience of
subjugation and marginalisation, together with an emphasis on self-identifica-
tion as a distinct collective, seem to have gained universal acceptance, and are
certainly applicable to the Botswana situation.

So, where has this discussion, and this shifting of perspectives, taken us?
How do we interpret the various positions and performances in light of theoreti-
cal perspectives introduced? To what extent do the different agendas outlined

CHAPTER 14.

For Land, Culture
and a Dignified Livelihood
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converge or conflict? This concluding chapter will return to the wider context
for development provided by the international community, and look at some
aspects of the role of external agents. The international context has been of
significance for both parties, but in quite different ways.

For the San people, networks of solidarity have been established that provide
new interpretations of their adverse circumstances, and also arguments for chang-
ing these circumstances. In a comparative perspective, the progress and prob-
lems of the organisations can be seen as stages in a prolonged process, and as
belonging to two distinct but interrelated domains. The one domain concerns
identity politics, with enhanced self-esteem and internal self-government as ulti-
mate objectives. The other domain concerns legal issues and focuses on ques-
tions of land rights and control of resources within traditional territories (Thuen
1998:80). The relationship between the two will be discussed below.

Moving the focus to the other side of the relationship, the Botswana authori-
ties, we note a desire to protect the country’s good international reputation on
democracy and human rights issues, but at the same time a dismissal of San
efforts to establish a dialogue, and a disapproval of perceived or real attempts by
the international community to influence the situation. The historical background
goes a long way towards explaining why at the time of Independence ‘Bushmen’
were an inconvenient category, easily ignored by the new government. There has
been little inclination, however, to reconsider this attitude following the epoch-
making regional changes of the 1990s. The pattern that emerges from the present
analysis of the relationship between the Government of Botswana and the San
minority is repeatedly confirmed, with some variations and occasional indica-
tions of more liberal policies appearing in some areas of administration.

‘For land, culture and a dignified livelihood’

The expressions of indigenous grievances in Botswana in the early 1990s show
many parallels to similar situations in other countries. At the same time, the
point of departure was firmly based in local concerns and a sense of injustice.
Komtsha Komtsha’s speech, which introduced this study, conveyed precisely the
double resonance of such feelings: speaking intimately about his own life and his
family, he managed to express the sorrows of a whole people, in a language that
was universally recognisable.

Komtsha went on to become a founding member of the First People of the
Kalahari. The slogan quoted above: ‘For land, culture and a dignified liveli-
hood’, sums up the objectives of this particular organisation, while reflecting the
general concerns that motivate indigenous organisations nationally and indeed
globally. Having now chronicled the first phase in the development of indig-
enous organisations in Botswana, we may return briefly to the presentation of
international trends given in chapter two, and consider its relevance. The reason
for including that chapter early in the present study was not that the concept
‘indigenous’ was prominent in the public debate in 1992 (although the concept
became more fashionable during the 1993 Year of Indigenous People). It did,
however, represent my understanding of a very salient aspect of the situation. To
put it differently, we may consider the perspective introduced initially to be a
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hypothesis, and ask to what extent the subsequent discussion, and particularly
the events outlined in the previous three chapters, has confirmed the initial as-
sumptions. Has the analysis of the political, legal, historical and social context,
and the unfolding of events, justified a perspective on the San as an indigenous
minority within the Botswana nation-state? And is it valid to say that the fledg-
ling indigenous interest groups in Botswana are most fruitfully understood within
this wider global context? I believe the answer to be affirmative on both counts.
Manifestations of this process are found in the two domains of identity politics
and legal issues, and the relationship between the two.

International solidarity and national identity politics

International involvement in development politics is not a new factor in Bot-
swana. Although colonial forces on the whole intervened very little in Bechu-
analand’s internal affairs, they expressed occasional concern for the serf-like
conditions of the Bushmen, as did anthropologists and development NGOs later
on. The 1980s and 1990s saw new innovative structures of solidarity and coop-
eration between indigenous peoples. Contacts were developed through travel
and networking in international fora, and provided those involved in local strug-
gles with arguments as well as encouragement.

The debates in and around the Working Group on Indigenous Populations in
Geneva, and in other similar fora, epitomise the change in political climate that
has created new opportunities for indigenous groups in their respective coun-
tries too. While one cannot claim that the conventions and declarations arrived
at so far to any substantial degree are models of the contemporary reality, they
are certainly significant models for a reality that many are striving towards.
With considerable moral authority, the debates in international fora are expand-
ing the scope for discourse by introducing new concepts for self-definition and
new arguments for internal self-determination. Muted groups are given a voice –
often quite literally a platform and a microphone – from where to speak. In

International networking: Mathambo Ngakaeaja, Aron Johannes and Petrus Vaalbooi (South
Africa) at the Annual General Meeting of IPACC (Indigenous Peoples of Africa Coordinating
Committee), Geneva 1998.
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Keesing’s (1992:232) terminology, the messages produced are part of a counter-
hegemonic movement that ‘entails a contestation of meaning as well as of politi-
cal power’.

The obstacles to changing the dominant discourse are manifold. A common
platform must be developed that may represent an extremely diverse popula-
tion, and innovative ways must be found to communicate this platform in a way
that reaches and expands the ‘constituency’. In other words, some degree of
consolidation must be achieved among the subaltern population. This is the kind
of process that took place among the Saami some decades ago, described earlier
as the ‘Saami parallel’, and in analytical terms referred to as identity politics, or
the appropriation of selfhood, as noted by Eidheim (1992:3): ‘Globalisation [for
indigenous peoples] concerns the appropriation of selfhood and the develop-
ment of an expanded “vocabulary” with which to speak of oneself internally as
well as inter-culturally’.

Inevitably, this process creates a new type of differentiation within the move-
ment. The leaders must, almost by definition, be innovators who develop new
ideas in dialogue with like-minded agents on a national and international scale.
On the other hand, most followers will be ignorant of the international perspec-
tive, and hesitant to join a protest movement. This latter aspect is significant.
The hegemonic position of the dominant strata is not necessarily maintained by
physical coercion but, rather, by the subordinate groups’ ‘voluntary’ internalisa-
tion of the premises and categories of the dominant. The discourse of domina-
tion creates the institutional realities within which the struggle is fought (Keesing
1989:23). This framework is expressed in differential access to power and eco-
nomic resources, and reflected in a class structure that so far had relegated the
San to a permanent underclass. The feeling of inferiority created by such
asymmetries in power and resources is among the strongest barriers to indig-
enous empowerment.

In order to foster change, new messages must be formulated in such a way
that they may reach two different cognitive and political universes. The internal
process concerns consciousness-raising and mobilisation among the San. This is
a long and laborious process that has only just begun. Deeply internalised feel-
ings of insecurity and inferiority must be overcome by those who have been the
most exposed to discrimination. This process may lead to the formulation of
new cultural idioms, build on traditions and distinct forms of expression that
have endured in ethnic backstages unnoticed by the majority. The significant
change lies in bringing such idioms forward publicly and proudly, as emblems of
a distinct, but hitherto despised, culture. Such communicative steps were de-
scribed earlier as a vital aspect of the process of recodification among the Saami.

The second step in an ethnopolitical movement is to convert such internal
mobilisation, into a communication with the relevant authorities: in other words
to establish two partners as different but equal in value.

From identity politics to land rights issues

Pervading much of the debate is the question of land tenure. The lament by
Valkeapää (1994) given as an initial vignette to this book testifies to the univer-
sal nature of this problem. Valkeapää is a Finnish Saami, but the poem might



232 S i d s e l  S a u g e s t a d

easily have been written by a N/oakwe: ‘they come with papers and say this
belongs to nobody/this is government land ... all of this is my home and I carry it
in my heart’. Land is a powerful symbol of identity, and also a source of dispute.
This is certainly the case in Botswana, and the present study has repeatedly touched
on the issue, outlining features of traditional land-use, legal status, and sense of
belonging. The close spiritual and material relationship between San people and
their land could be elaborated further. I would not, however, emphasise the dis-
tinctive quality of the relationship to land defining the ‘indigenous’ predicament.
Hunters and herders are certainly close to the land they use, but any farmer
anywhere in the world will certainly also express a strong attachment to the land
that is being cultivated. Rather, this analysis has come to emphasise the nature of
a state’s recognition – or more precisely, lack of recognition – of certain types of
relationship to the land, as being the crucial point. A state’s attitude is expressed
in its political and legal structures. The conflicting world-views between state
bureaucracies and hunter-gatherers, or formerly hunting-gathering people, is
evidenced in different attitudes towards land-use, differences in the organising
role of kinship, differences in traditions for accumulation and consumption, and
in the different perceptions of leadership (Barnard 1998). Wherever conflicts of
interest over land occur, bureaucratic ignorance about the logic of foraging sys-
tems, and the lack of recognition of the legitimacy of the way hunter-gatherers
have used their land, aggravates such disputes.

To break this vicious circle, a change in the dominant discourse is required.
However, the kind of discourse needed for defining and resolving issues of land
rights differs from that addressing issues of self-identification, and we need to be
clear about the differences. Identity politics implies a dialogue that (a) takes
place in a multitude of fora, moving from the ethnic backstage where bonds of
solidarity are created to the public sphere of the state, the media and the general
public, (b) is innovative, challenges the status quo and creates a new vocabulary
for describing it, and (c) is not a zero-sum game. Gains for one group in terms of
recognition of cultural distinctiveness and enhanced self-esteem do not necessi-
tate loss for other groups.

Land rights issues, on the other hand, require a dialogue about aboriginal
title that (a) has to take place within a public legal framework, in many cases in
court, (b) deals with the allocation of rights to scarce resources, and therefore (c)
very often implies a zero-sum game; there is only so much land to share, and one
group’s gain is perceived as another group’s loss. In other words, it is a much
more difficult ball game.

Stages in the development

The development of indigenous representative organisations is probably among
the most significant innovations in the relationship between indigenous peoples
and the state. The first organisations were the outcome of a process stretching
over a long period of time. The sequencing of events in this process is significant:
if we look at the ‘established’ organisations that presently are engaging in dia-
logue or litigation over land rights issues with their respective governments (in
Canada, USA, Scandinavia, Australia, New Zealand), we find that prior to this
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stage there was a long period of internal mobilisation, focusing largely on cul-
tural issues and the development and consolidation of local organisations.

If we once again use Norway as a point of comparison, we find the social
democrat ideals of equality before the law represented a considerable ideologi-
cal barrier to the acceptance of a policy of diversity or ‘dichotomisation’ advo-
cated by Saami interest groups and organisations. For a long time, a core de-
mand of the Saami was mainly on the level of meaning: to be recognised as a
distinct people in their own right, not as deviant Norwegians (Eidheim 1992,
Thuen 1995, 1998). When the national campaigns of indigenous peoples moved
to the international stage from the 1970s onwards, the emphasis was still very
much on politics of identity and a plea for recognition.1  Two aspects of post-war
development, in particular, facilitated this growth in organisations: the general
increase in national wealth and the concomitant welfare provisions also reached
the more marginal sections of the populations from the 1960s, while the consid-
erable expansion in public education brought forward a new stratum of indig-
enous leaders endowed with the requisite skills for entering negotiations.

Following the initiatives of indigenous organisations, new interpretations of
‘rights to land and water’ and ‘ownership and possession’ have taken centre
stage in debates about development. Substantial achievements are, however, fairly
recent. Documents such as the ILO Convention No. 169 from 1989, the UN
Draft Declaration from 1993, and the decision in 2000 to establish a Permanent
Forum, are the outcomes of prolonged debates in a multitude of indigenous
fora. And landmark legal decisions in Canada, Australia and New Zealand ap-
peared in the 1990s.

How is this development reflected in the process we have examined in Bot-
swana? We have noted the similarities in issues and events. The most significant
difference is that the events now appear in a different sequence and within a
much shorter time-span. San organisations, like other organisations entering the
arena of indigenous politics in the 1990s, were (a) immediately supported by an
existing international indigenous network offering both solidarity and informa-
tion, which meant that (b) they immediately set out to address the most complex
of all possible issues: rights to land and water. Inevitably, this means that ex-
tremely controversial issues are being addressed before what we might call the
‘normal’ process of local mobilisation and awareness-raising has run its course
towards the consolidation of regional and national organisational structures.

We have seen that San organisations developed ‘late’ compared to organisa-
tions in Europe and the Americas. Some constraints to organisational develop-
ment can be found within their sociocultural system. Although their ‘harmless-
ness’ may have been exaggerated, they are, on the whole, not very assertive,
which is a quality much needed to challenge negative attitudes from the major-
ity. Moreover, the peoples who took an early lead in the international indig-
enous movement (Canadian Indians, Saami, Maori) were all able to make use of
the highly developed infrastructure of Western states. Considering that Botswana
and, likewise, Namibia and South Africa, are still developing countries, one may
actually say that the emergence of San organisations has occurred relatively ‘early’
(ILO 1999).

 1 For instance, one of the first objectives of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples was to be
given status as an NGO at the United Nations (Minde 1996).
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The important point, however, is not that San (and other African) organisations
have appeared late, but that they have appeared later in relation to global proc-
esses. In the 1990s it turned out to be easier to link up with the international
network than to develop a strong grass-roots foundation. The kind of ‘flying
start’ the new organisations receive on the international circuit helps in many
respects, but cannot substitute for painstaking grass-roots mobilisation. How-
ever, the unremitting pressure on their dwindling land base (in Botswana drama-
tised by the Central Kalahari controversy) leaves San organisations with very
little choice: for the First People of the Kalahari and other interest organisations
to fulfil their roles, they have to address the issues as they arise, and have little
freedom to set their own agendas.

The conclusion we can draw is that the speed of events of the 1990s, both
globally and nationally, has overtaken San interest organisations when it comes
to local mobilisation and identity politics, leaving them vulnerable to accusa-
tions of a lack of representativity when they move to address legal issues. This
has been more or less inevitable, given the socio-political climate in Botswana.
At what time an organisation or community-based structure becomes representa-
tive is not an easy question to answer. At the same time as leaders of the new
organisations enter into a relationship of (attempted) negotiations with national
authorities, they carry out a dialogue with the constituency they represent. Espe-
cially, and predictably in a cultural context where leadership is delegated ad hoc
and is easily recalled, the new leaders face a tremendous pressure to justify them-
selves to their own followers, and to make their strategies appear worth sup-
porting. They are forever faced with the paradox that in order to defend their
own cultural values, they have to behave in ways that in many respects break
with the norms and values of that culture. The more effective on the national
and international scene, the less typical or ‘authentic’. Somewhat ironically, then,
it is by drawing on comparisons with similar processes in other countries that
the authentic nature and local justification of contemporary San mobilisation
appear most clearly.

IPACC Vice-chair Cecil le Fleur (South Africa), Chair Joseph Ole Karia (Kenya), Legal adviser
Roger Chennells (South Africa).
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An indigenous organisation earns its legitimacy from the constituency it rep-
resents through the gains it may reap in negotiations with its counterpart, usu-
ally the government. Among the more modest but essential gains is that ap-
proaches to the government are responded to, whatever the answer might be. A
government that rejects or ignores pleas for dialogue and insists on following
‘proper channels of communication’ – with reference to procedures, agenda or
terminology – is in effect working against the development of such organisa-
tions. Conversely, if a government were genuinely concerned about lack of com-
munity organisation and wanted to strengthen processes that may bring for-
ward local leadership (which, as we have seen, was among the stated aims of the
RAD Programme), the government must recognise the need for such organisa-
tions, which in turn would contribute to further local mobilisation. Has the
Botswana Government been willing to do this?

A paternalistic democracy?

The main determinants for San survival are no longer to be found in the harsh
environment of the Kalahari, but in the shifting conditions laid down by the
political and administrative infrastructure, and the opportunities provided by
new rural development incentives. The Government of Botswana holds the key
to the conditions under which the development of the San takes place. Indig-
enous peoples everywhere represent an inconvenient category for the adminis-
trative apparatus, and Botswana is no exception. There are very divergent views
on what might be the ‘real’ motives behind the way San issues are handled,
ranging from accusations of deliberate discrimination, to seeing indifference or
lack of resources as the main explanation. Probably all those positions contain
some truth. The purpose of the present study, however, has not been to expose
some hidden intentions behind GOB policies. My line of argument has been a
different one: I have tried to show that even assuming the sincerity of the laud-
able objectives of social justice and equal opportunity for the Basarwa as stated
on numerous occasions, the development models used are not adequate for achiev-
ing these objectives. As it happens, there is no major disagreement that achieve-
ments have not met expectations, the question is how to explain it. The present
analysis has argued that as long as the causes of the problems the RAD Pro-
gramme is meant to address have not been adequately diagnosed, the programme
has ended up addressing symptoms rather than removing underlying causes.

However, not having a stated policy does not mean a policy has not been
executed. Many aspects of the actual handling of minority relations can be cat-
egorised by a concept taken from Holm (1988): ‘a paternalistic democracy’. I
take this term to denote a cluster of attitudes, rather than an explicitly stated
and ideologically justified policy. This seems to be precisely the case with the
Botswana de facto policy towards the Basarwa. The main dimensions of this
attitude are internal differences in opinion, permissive more than prescriptive
policies, and ad hoc reactions to foreign influence. These are characteristics of
attitudes to the San, rather than characteristics of relationships with them. The
San remain an inconvenient category, with the absence of a deliberate policy
reflected most clearly in an inability to relate to new organisations and spokes-
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persons as formal structures and statuses. The refusal to recognise legitimate
representation is conveyed vividly in the way San leaders are described. The
most common accusations are that San spokespersons do not represent the views
of the San people, but rather speak for themselves, or act as mouthpieces for
foreign donors and NGOs. It is regularly claimed that San leaders use the plight
of their people for their own economic gain, and that the publicity gained and
the trips abroad to seek donor support are dependent on the bulk of the San
people remaining backward and isolated.

Internal differences of opinion

The ambiguities that have constituted a recurrent aspect of the RAD Programme,
are to some degree explained by the fact that the RAD Programme is trying to
achieve diverse and often conflicting objectives. But the ambiguities also reflect
differences of opinion within the system. Such internal differences are found in
all political systems, but in a programme as complex as the RADP, they fre-
quently result in conflicting or confusing public messages.

An apt example is the changing fortunes of the draft RADP policy that was
circulated before the Ghanzi seminar, August 1992. The first draft announced
several comprehensive and far-reaching measures, addressing certain weaknesses
noted by MLGL&H. This draft was not tabled for discussion during the semi-
nar, the argument being that at the seminar participants should speak freely and
not be bound by written documents. Later, the draft policy was withdrawn and
replaced by a second, more cautious policy formulation which was sent to the
National District Development Conference in November 1992. A third version,
similar to the first, appeared early in 1993, after a new Deputy Permanent Secre-
tary was appointed in MLGL&H. A fourth version, identical to the second,
appeared late in 1993. Of these four versions, the first and the third are similar,
and are quite specific in calling for a revised policy and for measures to be imple-
mented. By contrast, the second and fourth, presumably more official drafts
signed by the Permanent Secretaries contain general statements of good intent
with no clear implementation strategy.

It is most likely that such a series of rewritings do not primarily reflect uncer-
tainties, but rather straightforward differences of opinion within the system. It
should not be seen as reflecting a clear conservative trend, but rather as oscilla-
tion, reflecting internal changes and probable power struggles within the gov-
ernment. The public appearance of a Remote Area Development policy will al-
ways depend on who is currently in a position to formulate communication.

Permissive rather than prescriptive

In the kind of processes discussed here, innovations do not easily originate from
within the governments. It is to be expected that the official view stresses the
orderly workings of the representative system, and that initiatives for new chan-
nels of communication and influence are frowned upon. The Chr. Michelsen
Institute’s evaluation of the RAD Programme drew some relatively pessimistic
conclusions about more far-reaching policy formulations and their potential
implementation:
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[T]hese policy statements have been permissive, rather than prescriptive, in their ap-
proach to social status, human rights and access to resources of Basarwa and other
RADs. They say that measures will be taken, but do not specify how. Nor do they
alter the broader policy, programme or institutional framework within which such
measures must be implemented. They offer a general, rather than a specific commit-
ment to action on the social front. No special action is offered with regard to legisla-
tion and practice in such fields as land, education, justice or natural conservation.
(CMI 1996:49)

The institutional and human resources needed for implementation of this broad
range of development commitments have not been forthcoming. General princi-
ples and major objectives are mentioned, but specific follow-up has been left to
administrative discretion, depending on the variable motives of individuals oc-
cupying key positions in the bureaucracy.

Ad hoc reactions

Let us return to the statement of the Minister of Local Government, Lands and
Housing in 1993 when he answered a question in Parliament on the UN year: ‘as
far as we are concerned, all Batswana are Indigenous to the country ... In addi-
tion, Government’s development programmes and assistance schemes do not
draw any distinction among the country’s citizens’ (Daily News 05.03.93).

However, the very fact that the issue was raised in Parliament breached some
of the official silence on the matter. Here is what the same minister said at the
official opening of the Second Regional San Conference, six months later:

Botswana supports the general principle and the objectives of the United Nations
international year of the indigenous people in so far as they relate to the marginalised
and disadvantaged sector of the population ... We have pointed out that in our con-
text, all Batswana are indigenous to the country ... [but] this position will not in any
way undermine the use of the concept to explain and justify policy measures that are
meant to address the problem as described. (Butale n.d.:19)

Both statements were given as reactions to international events which put pres-
sure on the Government of Botswana to recognise the indigenous status of San/
Bushmen. They may be seen as responses to the influence international bodies
such as the UN and ILO seek to exert on their member states. So far, interna-
tional trends have remained a force to which the government yields when pres-
sure becomes too strong, but have not yet provided the motivation for an active
formulation of new initiatives. The Government reacts to events on an ad hoc
basis, dropping the matter when public attention turns elsewhere.

The analysis of the earlier history of a ‘Bushman development policy’ shows
that foreign involvement has been a regular aspect of most development projects,
and in fact has been actively solicited by the government to secure additional
funding. Norwegian support to the RAD Programme is the most comprehensive
in terms of funding, but is far from the only example of this.2  Influence has also
been exerted by expatriates working for the Government, from Silberbauer and

 2 SIDA was involved in an earlier phase of the Remote Area Development Programme. Denmark/
DANIDA has supported a number of projects, partly through development organisations such as
MS (Mellomfolkeligt Samvirke) and IWGIA. Dutch assistance has been considerable, through NGOs
and SNV, the Netherlands Development Organisation, seconding staff to local government (SNV
1993).
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Wily in the 1960s to Norwegian staff (including myself) seconded to the public
sector in the 1990s. Invariably, expatriates have taken a liberal attitude and
advocated measures for San compensation, protection and advancement. The
Executive Organiser of the Second Regional San Conference was an Australian
headhunted from Namibia, where he had organised the successful First Regional
Conference in 1992, and proceeded to introduce the concept of ‘reconciliation’
into ministry documents. An inevitable consequence of such inputs, however,
has been a widening gap between progressive statements and ever reluctant fol-
low-up. Such discrepancies are common enough aspects of politics, but the ex-
tensive foreign involvement in Botswana’s civil service has probably widened
this gap. This again adds to the burdens of the target group, which receives
conflicting signals from different arms of the administrative apparatus. Finally,
this study has shown that while the government has reacted to pressure and
persuasion on the international scene, there are still no coherent procedures for
responding to initiatives from San organisations.

Norwegian involvement and withdrawal

It is often difficult to handle the distinction between illegitimate international
‘interference’ and legitimate development ‘intervention’. The international com-
munity has intervened and will continue to intervene, and accusations of inter-
ference may persist. Norway devoted much time, effort and money to secure a
position as a legitimate partner in the dialogue about development in Botswana.
The principle of recipient orientation was the justification for initially accepting
a definition of the target group that left little room for more fundamental changes.
It was certainly acknowledged that effective changes would require political con-
cessions that might be in conflict with the recipient government’s own priorities
for economic development. However, by being loyal in its support to the culture-
neutral – and, as I have claimed, culture-blind – policy, NORAD has in practice
aided the Botswana Government’s rural policy in support of the status quo, which
in fact weakened the position for the San in the distribution of power and prop-
erty.

However, as noted earlier, Botswana’s interests are not uniform, and a dia-
logue resonates differently with different individuals. While bureaucratic sys-
tems strive to present an outwardly unified front of stated policy and codified
rules, they include internal differences in terms of backgrounds, allegiances and
commitments. Within the context of the bilateral collaboration, NORAD’s natural
allies have been the more ‘liberal’ interests (as expressed e.g. in the first and third
drafts for a new policy discussed above). In view of the values informing the
initial Norwegian involvement, there should be a basis here for continued col-
laboration.

More recently changes in Norwegian development policy signal a shift from
recipient responsibility to human rights as an overarching principle. A ‘Plan for
the follow-up to work with indigenous peoples in development assistance’ was
produced by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1999. This change may make it
easier to be more assertive vis-à-vis collaborating governments in taking up is-
sues of indigenous rights, as such matters are increasing defined as a special
variety of human rights issues.
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Beyond state-to-state cooperation

NORAD involvement can be described as both persistent and persuasive, but
diplomacy was overtaken by events outside the programme: the success of Bot-
swana’s fiscal policy and the rapid democratic transformation of South Africa
resulted in a cordial Norwegian withdrawal from bilateral development coop-
eration. There is little indication that matters related to collaboration within the
RAD Programme influenced the Norwegian decision to withdraw from devel-
opment cooperation with Botswana. True, relations were tense for some time,
and there was considerable donor annoyance with the lack of GOB commitment
to finalise a RAD policy (promised since 1991) and the generally weak commit-
ment to San development. But the decision to terminate assistance was made by
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, on a state-to-state level, and with a geo-political
justification. The phasing-out, however, could have been approached in a differ-
ent way. It could have entailed an intensified involvement in priority areas, such
as those highlighted by the resolutions passed at the Regional San Conference in
Gaborone 1993. Norway could also have sought more actively alternative av-
enues for collaboration, following the emphasis on human resource develop-
ment, NGO and institution-to-institution contact after withdrawal (GOB/GON
1993b). The procedure actually followed, as has been noted with some regret,
was to start a lengthy process of evaluation which effectively blocked any new
initiatives during the entire phasing-out period.

In international fora Norway has warmly advocated support to indigenous
organisations, and the establishment of representative structures that can voice
their claims clearly and engage in productive dialogues with their governments.
Norway has given, and may continue to give, direct assistance to indigenous
organisations in Botswana, and to supporting political structures aimed at as-
sisting the San in gaining political concessions. Although such support, and in-
deed all contact with the emerging organisations, has always been open and
above board, it has not been easy to avoid accusations of interference, as the
events of 1992 proved. Moreover, the expression of support, and support given,
has also opened the way for charges that San mobilisation is influenced or even
dominated by foreign interests. However, such problems are structural prob-
lems, predictable within the parameters of indigenous organisational develop-

Masego Nklelekang and Keikabile Mogodu meeting Sven-Roald Nystø, President of the Saami Parliament in
Norway, Indigenous Week, Oslo 1997.
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ment over recent decades. All acts of international solidarity render participat-
ing nations vulnerable to charges of improper meddling in domestic affairs.

Norway’s considerable experience in the area of indigenous relations, accu-
mulated over years of often turbulent relations between Norwegians and the
Saami, has been applied somewhat inconsistently to the still unresolved situa-
tion of the San of southern Africa. The Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
has not been able or willing to adjust its own policies according to lessons learned
about ethnic relations that Norwegians have been eager to share with the
Batswana. While the close links between the Norwegian-Saami case, and Nor-
wegian international advocacy for indigenous peoples’ rights, are persistent themes
in official rhetoric, there is little overlap between the people engaged in this field
of discourse and the personnel that deal with indigenous issues as part of foreign
development assistance.

This study has documented a carefully formulated long-term strategy for dia-
logue, linked to a programme for financial assistance. It was clear that Norwe-
gian acceptance of the non-cultural, supposedly neutral, character of the RAD
Programme was to some extent a matter of political expediency – once a legiti-
mate partner in the development process, it was envisaged that the GOB could
be persuaded gradually to accept the ethnic dimension of the problem, and thus
also the programme. The invitation of the first administrative officers appointed
to the RAD Programme for a study trip to the Saami areas in 1988 and numer-
ous later references to the Saami parallel testify to this being an explicit – if not
always systematically expressed – concern. It is a commonplace observation that
any development programme takes time, because they call not only for the intro-
duction of new physical or social infrastructures, but frequently also require a
reorientation of procedures and objectives among the target group. Considered
in this perspective, Norwegian involvement in the RAD Programme must be
said to be exceptionally ambitious. In this case, the objective was to not ‘only’
induce changes among the target group, but also to achieve a reorientation by
means of a diplomatic dialogue. By any reasonable standard, this should imply a
long-term perspective indeed. I have listed as the first major achievement of
these objectives the successful completion of the Second Regional Conference on
Africa’s San population. It was also to be the last. Full Norwegian involvement
had only been running for five years when withdrawal started.

Beyond the RAD Programme

An episode from 1998 may be a fitting, although not very encouraging, epilogue
on donor involvement in the RADP. After Norway had pulled out, the British
High Commissioner offered to call a conference on poverty. He assumed pov-
erty to be the central problem for the Basarwa, and thereby endorsed the official
Remote Area Development policy of characterising people in the marginal areas
by their poverty and need for welfare. Newspapers reported that ‘The British
promise to offer a solution to Basarwa’s problem’ (Mid-Week Sun 04.03.98).
The initiative was seen by San organisations as a step backwards compared to
the Regional San Conferences which brought promises for consultations that
were yet to be honoured. Kuru Development Trust and the First People of the



241F o r  L a n d ,  C u l t u r e  a n d  a  D i g n i f i e d  L i v e l i h o o d

Kalahari expressed considerable resentment about another top-down conference
being planned without confronting problems as the San people themselves per-
ceived them (Mid-Week Sun 04.03.98, Botswana Gazette 11.03.98). A striking
point in this debate was that the justification for the British initiative used argu-
ments almost identical to those initially used by NORAD in 1988: accepting
diplomatic constraints on recognising the San in ethnic or cultural terms, and
arguing that, at the end of the day, a focus on poverty would be of benefit to the
Basarwa. It was as if nothing had happened in the intervening ten years.

Events since 1993 have indeed shown a change in momentum, from originat-
ing from within a state-to-state relationship to a situation where organisations,
or the civil society, have become the primary important driving force. The devel-
opment of organisations has happened as much in spite of as because of the
RAD Programme. NORAD withdrawal as donor has neither hampered nor dra-
matically changed these new developments, particularly as the programme has
reverted to a conventional, low-intensity rural development scheme. In terms of
government involvement, the most public attention has been given to the return
and interment in 2000 of El Negro, presumably the remains of a Bushman who
was ‘discovered’ in a Spanish museum in connection with the 1996 Olympics.
The repatriation of indigenous relics is of course politically correct and can be a
symbolic statement of great significance if it comes as restitution for wrongdo-
ing and in recognition of claims made by specific groups. This was not the case
with El Negro, who presumably was from the Northern Cape in South Africa
(Mmegi 05.05.2000), and it has distracted from, rather than strengthened, the
attention to matters considered significant by the San themselves.

Indigenous peoples’ issues are being defined and contested all over the world.
The colonial backgrounds of African countries represent particular challenges
of both an epistemological and a practical-political nature when applying the
international debate to national issues. In Africa, dimensions of class, tribalism
and ethnicity combine in different patterns of alliances and opposition on the
ground, and compete as paradigms for problem analysis. It is hoped, however,
that the present case study from Botswana has demonstrated that restricting the
debate to issues of welfare and poverty does not eliminate the underlying prob-
lems. Nor should the concept of ‘indigenous’ be seen as a magic formula that
solves all problems. It should be seen, rather, as a conceptual tool that makes the
analysis of social problems more closely reflect actual lived experience. The present
study has drawn on experience and knowledge about other indigenous cases, the
Norwegian-Saami relationship in particular, in the analysis of the situation in
Botswana. It may, in turn, offer insight that may facilitate the understanding of
situations affecting other peoples, both in Africa and around the world.
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1. The national constitutions of Botswana and Namibia call for equality be-
fore the law of all citizens including Basarwa/San communities. But, not all
public servants apply the law equally to all citizens/people. The conference
therefore, calls on both respective governments to implement a programme
of affirmative action by way of;

a) informing Basarwa/San of their legal rights,
b) facilitating awareness building among and training of civil servants

to ensure correct interpretation and application of the law.

2. There is need for effective monitoring of human rights and the establish-
ment of a free legal assistance centre.

3. Current legislation in both Namibia and Botswana does not adequately pro-
tect Basarwa/San land-use rights/practices. National governments are thus
called upon to recognise hunting and gathering as a legitimate form of land-
use.

4. Education is recognised as a very important component of the development
process. However, it does not in its current form take into account cultural
norms and practices of Basarwa/San communities. It is resolved that mother
tongue teaching be encouraged or introduced for the first three primary
school grades.

Furthermore, the conference calls for ‘equal education for all’. This will call
for affirmative action in the following areas;

a) policy recognition of pre-school programmes,
b) improved adult / non-formal education programmes,
c) increased access to vocational training.

The conference re-iterates the principle that nobody should be excluded
from education and training on account of economic inability to pay neces-
sary fees. In such cases, governments are called upon to provide the neces-
sary assistance.

5. Teenage pregnancy in schools is recognised as a serious social problem among
Basarwa/San communities. The conference resolves that teenage mothers
be accorded the opportunity to continue with their education at any school
of their choice (including their original school).

Furthermore, Sesarwa/San culture must be taught and respected. Cultural
practices such as puberty rites should be accommodated by the education
system by granting students leave of absence to observe such cultural rites.

ANNEXE  1

Gaborone Sun, 11–13 October 1993

Resolutions of the Second Regional Conference
on Development

 
Programmes 

 
for Africa’s  San Populations
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6. The conference recognises the need for Sesarwa/San language development.
Thus, there is need for more consultation and research in this area.

7. The conference re-iterates the importance of land as a basic resource for
people’s subsistence and sustenance. All communities (Basarwa/San included),
need ownership, control over, and access to land to;

a) preserve cultural identity and foster survival through agriculture,
hunting, and gathering,

b) ensure ownership of identifiable areas,
c) secure inheritance for future generations.

8. The conference resolves that appropriate community based land-use plan-
ning should be ensured through consultation, participation, and affirmative
action through the following;

a) that the remaining land should be reserved for communal use and
priority regarding allocation be given to dispossessed communi-
ties/people.

b) following a) above, syndicate and/or group allocation for boreholes
and other land related development should take priority over indi-
vidual applications.

c) that Basarwa/San people be adequately represented in land alloca-
tion bodies (Land Boards).

d) that Basarwa/San people be trained in resource management.

9. Given the existence of unexplored opportunities, and/or restrictions placed
on some economic opportunities, the conference calls for national govern-
ments to establish community based income generation activities through;

a) provision of financial support packages,
b) provision of effective extension services,
c) ensuring access to and rights to use of natural resources.

10. In light of the prevailing misrepresentation and communication gap so preva-
lent in decision making structures, the conference calls on national govern-
ments to support the formation of Basarwa national fora through which
community needs and problems can be articulated and discussed.

11. In summary, it is recommended that a process be initiated by government,
Basarwa/San people and NGO’s through which country strategies can be
developed and crystallised.
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ANNEXE  2

“It was the worst of times. It was the best of times.”

Changes in organisations can be most painful. Kuru was born under difficult
circumstances and was a dream come true for so many of the people who strug-
gled for it over the years. We could not have expected that unbundling it was
going to be easy. Indeed the process was accompanied by a lot of mistrust and
misinformation. Everything taken into account it has been a very expensive ex-
ercise. We lost a lot of our funding because of donors who became uncertain of
the outcome. We had our moments of complete despair. Especially when oppos-
ing groups looked each other in the eye with zero understanding of the other
party’s position. Those were indeed “the worst of times”!

But the willingness of people to carry on in pain and faith up to the very
brink of self-destruction to save an organisation and to plea for hope, will make
us remember this year also as “the best of times”! We salute the staff and Board
and specific donors and friends of Kuru and the San who showed tremendous
commitment to the process of the struggle towards achieving equity in develop-
ment for all. By the grace of God we are looking at a very exciting new phase in
community development work in Botswana. The new network of NGOs that is
in the process of being developed out of the present Kuru will be a positive effort
to make use of accumulated knowledge of work amongst marginalised minori-
ties. Together with its regional partners, the network will be working amongst
40–50 communities of marginalised people. However, before  explaining more
about these new possibilities, let us first take you back to recent Kuru history.

The Need for Change
A comprehensive external evaluation in 1999 confirmed that Kuru Develop-
ment Trust needed to go through an Organisational Development Process in
order to make sure that it will meet its long-term goals of empowering the San
and other marginalised people. Professional facilitators worked with the Board
and staff members to develop a vision for the future since August 1999. Through
the years Kuru has become a big and complicated organisation that needed com-
plicated financial and managerial systems. The number of staff exceeded one
hundred, 80% of them San. Activities stretched over two districts with a very
wide variety of projects. The degree of difficulty of the organisation began to
create distance from the very communities that Kuru wanted to take along in the
development process.

By February 2000 the Kuru Board came to the conclusion that the way for-
ward will be the unbundling of Kuru into several smaller organisations. This

Taken from the Annual Report from Kuru Development Trust
April 2000 to March 2001

Kuru: New directions
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step would make it easier to manage the different sections and would diminish
the need for “specialists” from outside. In the new set-up each new (small) NGO
will have its own Board for whom it would be easier than before to oversee the
activities of the smaller organisation.  The learning experience about community
development should come much closer and be clearer to the people involved. As
development facilitators we owe it to the marginalised people to position our
organisations in the best possible way to work effectively.

Resistance to Change
However, a part of the D’Kar community announced a dispute with the Board.
They felt that Kuru could not be unbundled into several organisations because
they “have not all benefited yet in the same way others have”. They asked the
Government to intervene on their behalf. A process of hard negotiations be-
tween the Kuru Board and a committee of the unhappy community members
was then started with the facilitation of the District Commissioner and other
government officials. Meetings between the parties continued until the end of
the year 2000. The tragedy of Kuru’s apparent inability to meet the high expec-
tations of community members at large in fact underlined the need to design the
best possible way to make our organisations more effective.

Back to the Drawing Board
At the beginning of the talks with the D’Kar Interim Residents Committee (DIC),
the Board made, amongst other, the following statement:

The Board … decided to freeze all plans it had to change the composition of the
Board. Instead the Board decided to invite the DIC and other communities to make
concrete suggestions about the changes of the constitution they would like to see. The
Board will also do its own research and consultations with all the communities where
it is presently working and with lawyers to determine the best possible constitutional
structure. The Board hopes to reach conclusions on this by the end of the year and
will report back to all role players and stakeholders.

A long consultation and research period has now been completed to the best of
the Board’s abilities. The process included meetings with 26 communities, sev-
eral round table meetings with donors in Botswana and abroad as well as several
meetings with the D’Kar Interim Committee, consultations with staff, auditors,
lawyers and government representatives. During this period several different
models for structural changes were developed and investigated. The role players
and stakeholders have tried to achieve an agreement with the Board that would
not only be the best way to achieve our community development goals, but also
be fair to everybody involved. Of all the people consulted, the unhappy part of
the D’Kar community proved to be the only party against the changes. However
to delay the implementation of the new ideas will make it impossible to maintain
any reasonable level of trust with the donors. Steps have been taken to give
attention to the reconciliation of the groups in the D’Kar community that are
still in disagreement about the proposed changes. All parties have accepted the
Botswana human rights organisation, Ditshwanelo, as a suitable mediator in the
process towards reconciliation.
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The Process of Unbundling
A consultant from CDRA (Community Development and Resource Association,
in South Africa) has been contracted to facilitate the continuation of the process
of unbundling Kuru. The first phase of the consultancy will be from February to
June 2001. The end result of the first phase will be the registration and initiation
of five independent NGOs, one community savings initiative and one marketing
company. The assets should be divided, offices established, vision statements
and financial systems developed and staff recruited and in place by the end of
June 2001. See the diagram below for an overview.

Organisational development work will continue with all these organisations
during an extended second phase. Most of this will be co-ordinated by the Letloa
Trust (one of the new organisations that will be based in Maun), which will
endeavour to raise funds, do research and provide training and other support for
the rest of the group of organisations. The overall vision is to form a loose net-
work of organisations that are working to improve the quality of life amongst
the San and other marginalised groups. We want to create a learning culture
within and between members of the group where ideas will be shared on a regu-
lar basis. The relationship between the organisations will be determined on a
contractual basis.

Three of the organisations will work toward the formation of community-
based organisations that will co-ordinate development activities in the commu-
nities. These three organisations are:
– Tocadi Trust  (based in Shakawe and working in the Okavango sub-District

of Ngamiland)
– Komku Trust (based in D’Kar and working in the Ghanzi District), and
– Kuru Development Trust (based in D’Kar and working with the D’Kar com-

munity).
Together these organisations will cover almost thirty communities. Special at-
tention will be given to children and to the establishment of capital funds for
groups and individuals through the
– Bokamoso Trust  (based in D’Kar), and
– Savings and Loans Group (based in Maun).
As a joint effort with a number of other NGOs, a new marketing company will
be formed which will develop a wholesale depot in Maun. The various commu-
nity initiatives need a marketing tool for their products. While the NGOs will
support the interest groups in the communities with training and product devel-
opment, they will market their products through a company called Kalahari
Crafts.
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DIAGRAM OF THE NEW KURU NETWORK  OF ORGANISATIONS

The circles indicate the extension programmes that will be the main entrance points into the communi-

ties. The squares indicate service programmes that will have to work in close co-operation with the ex-

tension programmes to deliver their services.  In the middle is Letloa, the Resource Group that will pro-

vide core services to all the NGOs.

Kalahari  Crafts
Pty Ltd
[Maun]
– NGOs
– Wholesaler

Savings & Loans
[Maun]
– Units in each
   extension
   programme

Tocadi Trust
[Shakawe]
– Extension
– CBNRM
– CBOs

Komku Trust
[Ghanzi Dist]
– Extension
– Training
– CBOs

Letloa
[Maun]
– F&A
– Monitoring
– Research

Bokamoso
– Early Childhood
   Development (ECD)
   [D’Kar]
– Teachers’ training

Kuru Development
Trust
[D’Kar]
      – Game Farm
      – Micro Enterprise
      – Art/Culture
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