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Botsorana is a multilingual and 2 multi-ethnic nation that has had a thriving modti-
party democracy, peace, end stability since independence, im 1966, Despite the
superficial impression That a casual observer may have of 2 so-called mono-ethmic
and monecultural socecty, Botswana is in fact home to more than 30 tnbes with
chiverss culturss, Over the past four decades, i1 has scored many successes in
education, health mirastructure, and the ecconomy i general. There is one arca,
Frowewer, whera it still needs 1o make much progress, namely In the governance of
cultural diversity. For many years afier independence. official discourse bas been
in favor of 2 coltwrally and linguistically homogenous society. This was the legacy
af the colomal admin stration that amed at promotmg only the cultvre and the
culturz] interests of the Setswana-speaking tribes In recent vears, however, Lhe
pohitical and edmmisirative leadership has begun to cmbrace diversity and
multiculturalism, =5 can be determimed from official pronouncements and
participetion n social events that celebrate culiural and Engustic diversaiy.

The present article attempis to show how attitudes have evolved in the course of
timse and who has besa active in advocating for recoprition of minority ethsiic
groups and their rights in matters of representation in the House of Chiefs,
lanzunge use in education. collective land mghts, ete. Lt shows the role of civil
S0ciety onganizatsons and cultural associations as well as that of the University of
Botsarana im the apitation for equality
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Introduction

The basic meaning of ‘multiculturalism’ is fairly iransparent and easily inferred from
the compound form of the word ("multi + cultural + -ism™) denoting the concept. This
palymorphemic word is made up of the prefix ‘mult.” tignifving “many’ or “several
plus ‘cultural, the adjectival form of the oot word ‘culture” and the suffix “-ism'
which frequently cccurs in English words denoting am ideology, a philosophy, a
doctrine, a theory or a practice of some kind, The primary denorative sense of the
term is, therefore, ‘co-existence of, or relating to, many culwres” However, as Tom
Calma (2007, 3) correctly points oui, there are three dictinet usages of the term
“‘multiculturalism’ in demeo-political lterature, mamely, ‘multiculiuralism as a
demographic descriptor; mulicolioralism 25 2 se1 of norms; and multiculturalism
&3 government policy.”

121



The term first came to the fore and gained currency in the 19605 and, from the
19705 onwards. multiculiuralism rapidly emerped in a number of couniriss as a
theory of existence and a policy instrument to cope with the new challenges of
incressing cultural diversity of society in the context of recial tensions and inter-
communal conflict in many parts of the postwar world. Multiculturalism may also be
seert as an approach to understanding cultwral diversity. Simalarly. the term
“multiracial’ has two usages. One i @ demographic descriptor referting to a sodety
that i3 made up of several visible racial groups The other describes & government
policy that avowedly promotes harmonicus racial relations among various racial
groups living together within one country.

The expression ‘intereultural dialop, popularized especially in French and
European sociccultural literature in the field of international relations, as ‘dialogue
des cultures’ and, more recently, as “dialog interculiural, refers to the interaction.
cross-fertilization, and interface between ndividuals and group of individuals haling
from different cultural backgrounds, rather than to the simple justaposition or
addition of several discrete cultures within one political unit. It also refers partly to
cultural mixing (Fr. ‘métissage culturel’) and kvbridity, Growing emphasis is therefore
baing put nowadays on the need for mierculturzl competence as an objacrive 1o attain
successful cross-cultural flueney in the study of sociocultural aspecis of modern
languages in the humanities in several universities. The International Organization of
the Francophonie (O1F: ‘Organisation Internationale de la Francophonic” in French)
has become & champion and chief advocate of the dislog of cultures and culiral
diversity, as its fundamental tenets. As a matter of fact, 2008 was designated
‘Eunropean Year of Intercultaral Dialogue’ by the Evropean Union.

Multilingualism or polvelottism usually goes hand in hand with multiculturalism
and multi-ethnicity. It denotes a state of affairs where more than two distinct
languages are used concurmently within the territorial perimeter of one polity
Typically, this is a consequence of ‘several sthnolinguistic groups coexisting within
one state in relatively well-defined termitories” (Cluver 1993, 51). De facto multi-
cultural societies are typically multilingual in character — language being the most
salient defining marker of cultural identity and ethnic affiliation. In African nation-
states loday multlingualism is the norm rather than the exception, as there is hardly
any country that could be said to be stricthy monolingual or monoecultural. for that
matter. This is m fact normally acknowledged in officie]l prenouncements and in
policy documents, The "One nation one culiure’ or "“One nation one language’
equation hardly ever exists anywherz in the world.

A muli-faith (or multi-confessional) community i3, as the term elearly suggests,
ong in which severs] religions are practisad, eg. Christianity, Judaism, Istam,
Hinduism, Buddhism, animism, etc. The existence of several faiths accommodated
within one single community presupposes, of course, @ certain measure of religious
tolerance, mutual respect, and accepilance in socicty.

General remarks on multiculfuralism

Sardar and Van Loon (2004, 123] succinctly define multiculturalism as ‘the common
notion that deseribes diversa races living in pluralistic harmony. . . It sees diversity as
plurality of identities and as a condition of human existence.” We may just as well add
here that these phoral identities are not always based on race alone. In some cases they
ere based on other factors or on a combination of other factors, such as ethnicity,
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language, religion, eic, This is using the term muefficulturalism loosely a5 a mere
deseriptor of a prevailing demographic situation in a given seciety; a mere chservation
of the racial and/or cthnic mit in the demographie dvnamics of a given population,
hiving within a well-defined tecritorial writ. This view of multiculturalism has often
come under some criticism from some quarters for overlooking or glossing over the
interaction between cultures in contact or in close proximity and the mutual
enrichmeant that naturally results from such reciprocal influence, Cultures are dynamic
adaptive human constructs and, in the courte of time, 2nd as circumstiances of life
dicwate, they evolve and tend w borrow certain elemenis from other cultures with
which they interact constantly. For individuals in a multicultural society, this wsually
leads 1w cultural mixing, the kind of phenomenon thar some francophone cultural
theorists, like Léopold Sédar Senghor, refer 1o as “mérissage cufture].” Indeed, Senghor
described himself as & ‘metis culturel® {a cultural cross-breed) and took great pride in
the fact that he was the product of more than one cullure. Even in his family
background he was a product of a mixed marmage. a Serere father and a mother who
was from the Poul cthnic zroup. He became onc of the stronzest voices advocating for
dialog between people coming from different cultural backzrounds (Senghor 19927,
This 15 multiculturalism at the individual lavel and it is in this sense that we can
legitimately deseribe someone as being maudtics!rural, especially when his perspactive is
characterized by a real appreciation of diversity.

Dioherty and Clavbourne (2001, 8) point out that ‘multicultural societies often
arisa when groups of people migrate from one place 1o live in another. taking their
culture with them.” They further obsarve that ‘people have been moving around or
migrating for thousands of years, so most countries hive many different types of
people living in them.” Most countries are therefore multicultural. In this regard,
Botswana is a classic example since it is 2 territory that became home to various
migrant communities who arrived in successive waves a1 various times in the past 500
vears (Tlon and Campbell 1997).

In a cultural melting pot the challznge is to come up with a modus vivendi for
people from diverse ethnic and cultural backerownds to live together peacefully and
in harmeny within the same geographical milieu.

Multiculturalism and national integration in Botswana

Some have wrongly equated multiculturalism with tribalism or clannishness,
especially considering the spectre of tribalism and division (along ethaic lines) that
tended to haunt many nations in sub-Saharan Africa shortly after araining their
political independence, in the 1960s and early 1970s Thus, recognizing and affirming
the existence of separate ethnic and cultural identities within one single natonal
polity has often been perceived as being potentially divisive. It is & propos 1o cite, in
this regard, the observation made by Kashoki (1990, 18), when he states that:

The tendency towsrds uniformity, samensss, or oneness . . is understandable. [t stems
from a mortal fear of thet dreadful pestilence, referred W0 in sociological, anthro-
pological and political journals s ribelicsr. As i well known today, tribalism (believed
te be an epidemic of continental proportions) has become & veritable parancia on the
continent of Africa. In most African countriss, tribalism s a subject onz would racher
nat tall aboent except on those frequent oocastons when one wishes to impute its practice
to otlvers bt never 1o onesell. In any case, the mere mention of tribalism prefudices even
the most innocent of discussions about language in oltilingual countrss.
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Good (2009, 85) observes that “the govermment has officially portrayed Botswana
over decades as ethnically homopeneous” Indeed, during protectorate days, under
British rule, the territory was called “Bechuanaland Protectorate’ fand ‘Boiswana’
after independence) un&lr:rsmrlng the poimt that it is *the land of the Tswana-
speaking peoples,’ and thus giving a ssmblance of linguistic and ethmic homopeneity.
However, i reality, there are today well over 20 ethnic groups living in Botswana
speaking more than a score of different languages {Denbow and Thebe 2006, 200,

Upon attaining politial independence, African statcs wers faced with the
mammeth tak of building up and affirming their nationhood status and the prime
prerequisites for this 1o be achieved were of course national unity and integration or
coshesion. They needed 1o find ways of enswring this through the kind of policies they
were poing to adopt with regard to the question of national unity and socieeultural
integration. These can be classified broadly into two 1ypes:

One policy, which 13 described by some scholars as arsimilationdst, aims at
culture ly homegenizing society by sonseieusly eliminating or effacmg differsnces, as
a means of achisving netional unity and integration. This may take the form of 4
deliberate attempt, ont the part of the dominant ethnie group in the country, to
absorh the powerless or minority ethnic 2roups and forcing them to assimilate it
In the extreme case. this may imvolve actual supprassion of culural expression of
other ethnic groups. in terms of language and cultural practices. Such a hegemonistie
policy is of course incompatible with the active promoton or encouragement of
multiculiralism, Some scholars, such as Good (2009 and Nyati-Ramahobo
{2008, consider that this is in fact the model of socioculiural development that
Botswana adopted and pursued for severa] vaars after indepenclence, and it remained
unchallenged until the late 1990s. By the end of 2002, however, a number of cultural
groups from non-Setswana-speaking communities had come 1ogether 1o press for
ethinic equaliny’ (Good 2009, 86).

Another policy, comirssting sharply with the first, and which may be
characterized as pluralistic or accommodative. consists in taking mto account the
comples socioculiural diversity of the country and trying to accommodate that
diversity (Kashoki 1990, 123 This is, i csserwe, the mullicultural medel of
socioculiural development in a pluralistic socety, It secks to achieve national unity
and integration in diversity, recognizing and valuing the specificity of every ethaic
group and its cultural keritage. Tt is incompatikle with the hegemeny of one cultural
or cthoic group over the others, in an unequal relationship of dominant versus
dominated. This is the policy that the political leadership of Botswana now seems to
prefer, following the agitation for tribal recognition and equality of representation in
the House of Chiefs by various groups and indmviduals In response to serieuns
concerns expressed in some quarters by some members of non-Tswana groups about
what they perceived to be discriminatory sections in the Republican Constitution,
namely Sections 77-79, 4 Commission, that came to be known as the Balopi
Commission, was setup by the then State president, in July 2000, to seek public
opimen on these seclions with 4 view 10 calling for their amendment if indeed they
were found o be discriminatory, as alleped (Obeng 2001, 75). On the other hand,
some peopls who supported the maintenanmce of the status quo fearad that
embracing multiculturalism would lead 1o the fragmentation of the nation and
thus threaten national unity, Despite apparent initial reticence, public pronounce-
menis by some of the members of the political elite, as well as Fision 2074, the
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national vision for development, aow all scem to be in faver of multiculturalism,
without prejudice o national wnity and integration.

Recognition by Botswana authoritics of the multicultural character of society and the
gowernamnce of cultural diversity

Today, rulticulturalism is no longer a taboo subject in Botswana. In fact it is one of
the topics taught in social and development studies in school. Here, for instance, is
what one of the prescribed development studiss textbooks says, under the rubric
"Moulticulturalism
We st try 1o understand the eultural background nd experience of athar pecpls. -
Schocls can help children te understand other cultures. Here are some of the reasons
why this i5 neccssary

o Umnderstanding differemt groups makes poople mors tolerant,

» ANl citizens from whatever cultupe, must be allowed to have equal rights and
CppoTiunities

s A democratic society recogmizes that people are different and allows the free
expression of different ideas. (Beare 2004, 35

With swch sensitization of the young generation to multiculturalism, it 15 clear that
the school system has began 10 embrace the concept and encourages educatorns o
discuss it openly with learmers. As a matter of fact, Vision 20/6 states that ‘The
system of education, supported by public campaigns must stress the value of a nuld-
culltural society, and the need for tolerance and understanding of the differences
between people” (Presidential Task Force for & Long term Vision for Botswana 1997,
1.

As Myati-Ramahobo (20084, 2008b) ex plains, thece have besn encouraging siphs
in recent years, indicating & positive attitude, on the part of the government, m favor
of a multicultural approach to seciocultural development. She cites the following,
ameng others

(&) Increased funding for linguistic associations to support them in hosting
cultural festivals.

(b} The passing of 2 motion in Parliament in 1995 1o review Secitons 77-79 of the
Constitution (alleged to be discriminatory against the non-Tswana tribes) and
the subsequent setting up of a presidential commission, the Balopi Commission
of July 2000, w seek public opinion on the matter and 10 scrutinize further the
cited sections cRaVsing comncerm.

{€) The enpresied willingness, on the parl of relévanl government authonties,
o provide mother tomgue educztion to school children in primary school and
to include other languages in the curriculum (besides Seiswana) when
circumstances allow,

(d) Willingness to register and dialog with ethmically based associations that
advocate for the rights (linguistic, cultural, educational, and economic) of
minority unrecognized tribes in Botswana. More than 2 dozen sisch associa-
tions have so far been formed and are now operating under the umbrella
organiration, Reteng, the Multicultural Coalition of Botswana.
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i¢] The halding af consultative meetings with stakeholders and national debatas,
initiated by the former president of the Republic of Botswana, Festus Mogae,
on the institution of chieftainship and representation in the House of Chiefs.

(f} The government’s willingness o engage in dislog with the UN and the
international community on issues of multiculturalism insofar as they affect
Bowswana, Such bodies like the Commitice on the Elimination of all forms of
Racial Dhscrimmination (CER DY were able to raise isswes, make recommensda-
tions to government on matters of concern and to obtain certain assuranees
and commitments.

Orher encouraging signs of these positive trends include:

1. Refercnce to the histories, cultures, languazes, traditions, felklore, norma, and
social values of non-Tewana tribes of Botswana in cortain school textbooks,
for example those wied n social studiss.

2. Research and practical work being carned out b hnzuists on some of the
minority languages: Writing of orchographies, prammar books, and compiling
of dictionaries. This is acturlly encouraged by both the Mational Folicy on
Culwwre and the Boswana National Culiural Coundl.

3. Participation of governmeni dignitaries and ofTicials, as invived guests, in
certain socal functions and festivals organized by ethnically hased linguistic
assaciations in collaboration with the Department of Culture and Youth,

4, The proclamation of July as heritage month and the holding of competitions
among cliural gnd lingustic groups.

5. Inmatters of faith and religion, Botswana is quite tolerant as it accommodates
variols relgons: Chrstianity, lslam, Animism, Momonsm, Beddhism,
Hinduism, ete. In that sense, Botswans czn be s5id to be a multi-faith society.
There is freedom of worship.

Multiculturalism and migrant communities: attiudes in society

Migrant communities resident in the country are an integral part of the national
community and, in prineiple, they are entitked to equal and just treatment under the
provisions of the law: Their main challenge is €0 learn to inteerate socially in the host
society and 1o be accepted without losing their own cultural idemtity. In Botswana
certain migrant communities, like the Bazezuru (whose total population in Botswana
is estimated to be in the neighborhood of 11,000) tend to isolate themselves m some
kind of ghette, shying away rom mainsiream society, with their own religion,
cultural practices. and social values. Similarly, some migrant workers and expatriates
of various shodes sometimes have little social contact with the local inhabitants,
outside the work environment, cxcept. of course, their children who go 10 school and
frequently interact with peers. There are also many temporary residents (ncluding
the so-called illegal immigrants”) whe are in the country in scarch of enployment or
business opportunities; sometimes pajoratively referred to a5 ‘cconomic refugess.’
Previous stadies on actitudes of locals vis-a-vis foreigners and migrant commu-
nities in Southern Africa in general have concluded that the former generally tend
to be intolerant and resentful of the latter (Campbell amd Oucho 20037 MacDonald
and Jacobs 2005 Momapedi 2003, Nyamnjoh 2004). Botswana is no exception,
Immigrants from other Southern African Development Community (SADC)
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countries, especially those from Fimbabwe, have not always been well-recerved, as
reflected in various media reports and i the Southemn Africa Migration Project
(SAMP) National [mmigration Policy Survey, initisted by the University of
Boiswana in 2001, Tnterestingly, this cold attitude and antipathy is not extended 1o
Westerners living in the country. Even the derogatory term for foreigners,
Makwerekwere, 15 reserved for fellow blacks from certain Alfrican countries,

Some of the reasons suggested for this resentment or hostle attitude and
xenophobic reaction. in the context of Botswana, range from the fear of the
unknown, unemploymen! among locals competition for scarce resources, plaim
jealousy, and the sentiment of being “ripped off” in one’s own country (Main 2007,
44-43). In some quarters, foreigners and migrant communities are seen 2 4 threat 1o
lecals in various ways, like invaders (Lesstedi and Modie- Moroka 2007). With this
kind of attitude, it is, quite understandably, difficult for foreigners and migrant
communities o blend harmoniowsly in the host community.

Approaches to the promotion of multiculturalism in Botswana

It is important, at this juncture, to consider briefly the steps being taken to promete
multiculturalism n the country today and the key plawers in this endeavor. In
studyving efforts 1o promote multiculturalism in Botswana, a distinction ought o be
made between government-sponsored efforts and initiatives taken by civil society or
non-governmental orgamrations We may imclude in the former catcgory initeatives
taken by govermment mstitutions such as schools and 1nstitutions of higher education
like the Unmversity of Botswana.

Grovernnaent-sponsored offort s
The povernment fias heen sensitive 1o the arguments made by those who advocate
for reform and ethnic equality by initiating dehates on the issues raised and by
settmg uwp the Balops Commission. As stated earlier, the government has increased
its subsidy to lngwstic assocations to help them i hosting caltural festivals
Increasingly, schowo! textbooks contain matenals that relate to non-Tswana ethmc
groups Chistory, traditions, folklere, ctc.) and these are integrated in the curniculum,
The national vsion, as articulated m Finon 2006 (73), advocates for multi-
culturalism by encouragme the education systern o ‘stress the value of a
multicultural society.’ Willmgness to introduce minonty languages and mother-
tomgue education in prmmary scheol for non-Setswana L1 speakers has been
expressed by some government officials Mother-tongue Day 13 celebrated every
year in Botswana and all indigenous lanpuages spoken in the country have their
place in the celebrations

The University of Bolswana, a semi-autonomous state-funded institution,
undertakias various activities Which have the net result of enhancing multiculturalism,
such as carrying out research in the languages and cultures of various tribes in
Botswana and disseminating research findings. There is ongoing work on lan puage
codification snd dictionary compilation, for instance, Moreover, the university
anmually organizes a Culwral Diversity Day showeasing talent from various ethnic
groups in art. music, and dance as well as displaying variety in food and mannar of
dress.
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Efforts by eivil socisty aned nei-gavernmental orgamizations

Reference has aleeady been made in the foregoing discussion to Reteng, the
multicultural coalition of Botswana. 1t is the umbrella organization coordinating
the activities of the ethnically based linguistic associations of Botswana agitating for
ethaic equality, removal of any laws deemed to discrimingte against non-Tevana
1ribes who are not vet recognized as such in the Constitution of Botswana. Its
overriding objective is “to promote, nurture and preserve the linguistic and cultural
diversity of Botswana's heritage. . and (o cultivale an appreciation, knowledge and
understanding of urity in diversity and 1he value of tolerance [or multiculturalism. ..
To agitate for legal reform in order to create an enabling emvironment for the
recognition and promotion of multiculiralism in Botswana® (Reteng leaflet to this
end, it organizes seminars and workshops for its members as part of an education
and sensitization campsign).

Member associations include;

Society for the promotion of lkalanga language (for the Bakalanga).
Kamanakao Associaion {for the Wayevi).

Cisiva Nkulu Trust {for the Basubiva).

Lentswe la Batswapong (for the Batswapong).

Babirwa Culmral Group [for the Babirwa).

& & & 8 8

One assockation, the Wayey! Coltueal Association or Kamanakao, even challenped
the Sizie in the High court over chieftainship issucs and their collective right as a
iribe 10 have cqual representation in the House of Chiefs by their own chosen
paramount chief

Ditswaklo is the Botswana Centre for Human Rights It also strongly supports
the promoticn of multicalturalism and it has actually championed various causes of
minority and disadvantaged groups [t has in particular, been in the forefront m
pleading the case for the recognition of non-Tswana tribes and for their equal
representation i the House of Chiefs by their owna chosen respective traditional
chiefs. Tt is against violations of human nghts and opposed to all forms of
discrimination: racigl. cthnie. religious, linguistie, nd gender.

Current concerns: the bumpy road o multiculturalism

Diespite cerain positive gains and official pronouncements by some government
officials, seemingly in favor of multicultaralism, ethnic equality, and development aof
minority languages, much still remaing 10 be done, s shown by Chebanne (2002} and
Nyari-Eamahobo (2000, 2002, 2003, 20082), 10 redress the imbalances and level the
plaving feld. For instance;

o Only Setswana and English are uwsed i the public mediz (Radio, TV,
government newspaper, and magazing), in education and in public domains
of communication such as the kgotla,

¢ Only the cisht Sstswana-speaking tribes (Banpwato, Bakwena, Balete,
Bangwaketse, Batlokwa, Bakgatla, Barolong, and Batawana) have designated
and demarcared wibal territories and have proup tand rights. By design or by
defanit, this renders the other tribes ‘invisible' on the national scene.
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s Only the Sctswana-speaking tribes may be represented in the House of Chiefs
by chiefs with ex officic status and thus ensure some permanence.

s Government plans for language development are confined to Setswana. It is
the only Botswana lanpuage that emjoys the atlemtion of educational
authorites and it is taught as a subject in public schools.

& The official language policy of the country recognizes only Sctswana as the
sole ‘national language’ and (supposedly) ‘the language of national unity and
cultural identity” (Nvat-Ramahoba 1999),

Comehasion

Scholars who have studied the post-independence policy of Botswana for the social
development of ker own people have observed that it was assimdlationist in intent and
outlock. Myati-Ramahcbo (2002, 17-18), for instance, poinis out, that “for the past
thirty-three years, therefore, the Government of Eotswana has worked tirelessly 1o
achieve the ideal goal of a homogenous nation state in which ethme wentitics would
disappear or would lose significance. For instance, the first President of Botswama,
Sir Screise Khama... was calling for all tribes which arc nom-Tswana speaking to
assimifate into Tswana speaking groups for cconomuc benefit.” This was of course @
negation of multiculturalism. In recent years, however, there has been a noticeable
change in attitude on the part of the ruling elite with regard to issues of
multicultaralism. Mazonde (2002, 57) explains that this chanpe in attimde has
come aboul as & resull of pressure from warious QUATTIErs.

This article has attempied to show that eivil society organizations, the University
of Botswana, culwral and linguistic associations, as well as some individwal
researchers have, in wvarious ways, advanced the cause of multiculiuralism in the
country. Different approaches have been adopted, such as lampuage rescanch,
language codification and norm planning. lobbying, advocacy, and even litigation
in the High court.
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