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territory. The Tswana chiefs, operating within a political model of indirect rule designed by the British
for their convenience, were more concerned with what Bennett terms the political dimension of the
tribe, vis-a-vis the ethnicity dimension.

A key question which should have been pursued by scholars is how resources, especially grazing
land, interfaced with each of the two definitions of tribe. This question becomes critical when one
considers that at the root of the ethnicity problem lies the two closely related and indeed inseparable
issues of distribution of resources and representation. Practically, the Ovaherero resented settling in
large villages because of a desire to gain control of grazing. Apparently, it was also for reasons of access
to pastures that the Kalanga in the north east lived in small settlements. However, the Kalanga are a
different type of minority in that while they press for equal treatment with the rest of Batswana, on the
other hand the Tswana perceive them as a threat because there is a conspicuously powerful Kalangan
elite with strong economic muscle, some of them in influential public positions. The basis for the
Tswana to fear the Kalanga has so far not been established; it all remains a matter of speculation.
Notwithstanding all that, it is not in all respects that the Kalanga can be compared to the rest of the
minorities, even though there may be common issues of contention between them and other minori-
ties, such as the lack of adequate representation.

Finally, the rest of the chapters have addressed problems associated with one ethnic group, Basarwa.
The problems Basarwa face genérally mirror those faced by the other so called minorities, except that
the situation is more complex in the case of Basarwa. While in general minority groups are struggling
to have their children use mother tongue in the first years of primary school, Basarwa have many
languages, which are not mutually intelligible. There are extremely few qualified Basarwa teachers to
teach Basarwa children in their mother tongue, while qualified teachers are not an issue among other
minority groups. Self determination among Basarwa is made difficult by the fact that they are scattered
all over the country, such that they would need to be grouped in one place in order for them to
exercise self rule. Efforts to group Basarwa in one settlement have so far failed for various reasons,
including language differences, their tradition of running their affairs without chiefs as well as resent-
ment by one Basarwa tribe of a chief elected from a different Basarwa tribe.

Basarwa are the most despised of all ethnic minorities. Their cry for land and other resources,
including representation in the House of Chiefs, is more acute than is the case in any one of the other
minority groups. The world has heard the voice of Basarwa mainly because local and international
non-governmental organizations, as well as some foreign governments, have for many years spear-
headed efforts to bring these people to the same level as other Batswana, as Boko asserts. However, an
important point which has not been raised in the book is that of late, Basarwa take a lot of pride in their
ethnicity, and wish to be regarded as Basarwa. The real reason for this is not known but there is a
tendency to link it with the growing sympathy and support for Basarwa by the international commu-
nity. The point, however, is that it enhances the general call for recognition of minorities and their
rights, especially representation.

There is no doubt that this book has advanced our understanding of the plight of minority groups
in Botswana, from the colonial period to the present. Nevertheless, the fact that there are still ques-
tions to be asked about issues raised in it suggests that it represents unfinished work. The society s still
evolving and each stage brings new opportunities and challenges which require appropriate modifica-
tions in the rules and regulations of governance. Notwithstanding that, this book has in it more than
enough debate and information which should be of assistance in addressing current discomfort with
Sections 77 to 79 of the Botswana Constitution, as expressed by members of certain minority groups.

610@17 WHW%U ) Wl Wuuﬁr/uku,m
Fors ﬁw Frovn BACinn

f Caade P, WLZOVL.G(.E

@W:QW@%

Pf/ S’]S 5

SoMe HisToricAL BACKGROUND ON MINORITIES IN BOTSWANA

Bruce S. Bennett*

MULTI-ETHNIC SOCIETIES

As studies of the history of minorities in Botswana by UB research students have repeatedly found,
the main context in Botswana in the modern period has been the pattern of incorporation within
multi-ethnic societies. George Manase's study of the OvaHerero' showed how a cattle-oriented peo-
ple, arriving as destitute refugees, were able to establish a position of some prosperity in 2 Tswana-
ruled society. On the other hand, Phanuel Richard’s study of Basarwa in the Kgatieng showed how
an initial complementary relationship developed into subordination.” The outcomes are different,
but in each case the development took place in the context of an over-arching multi-ethnic society
rather than between independent groups.

The territory taken over by Britain as the Bechuanaland Protectorate consisted principally of a
cluster of Tswana-ruled merafe (kingdoms or proto-states). These were in most cases multi-ethnic
kingdoms, though two (the Ngwato and Tawana states) were much more varied in composition than
the others. [n them, a variety of groups were incorporated in a complex hierarchy. The ruling elite
was in each case Tswana,’ with the partial exception of the Balete where the ruling elite was of
Ndebele origin, but long since assimilated to Tswana language and culture. The population how-
ever included Tswana (both of the chiefly clan and of other lineages) and other groups who gener-
ally had an inferior status. The exact status of non-Tswana groups varied, but it has been suggested
that the main categories were commoners (such as Kalanga), foreigners (such as OvaHerero) and
serfs {such as Basarwa and many BaKhalagari). Historically, groups have sometimes moved from
one category to another. To exercise rights, it was necessary to be a member (as opposed to a
subject) of a morafe, which usually meant being a member of a recognized ward. This excluded the
great majority of Basarwa.® To the south-east, Tswana predominated, but in the north-west a small
minority of Batawana ruled over a diverse non-Tswana majority.

The origins of this situation are the subject of some debate. The basic pattern of settlement in
Botswana is broadly agreed: Khoesan being the earliest inhabitants, Bantu-speakers acriving later.
The main Tswana ruling groups of BaKwena, BaNgwaketse and BaNgwato seem to have established
themselves in Botswana in the 18th century, though Sotho-Tswana speaking people had already
been present for a long time before this.

What is less clear, however, is how the pattern of relatively large, multi-ethnic, Tswana-ruled
states developed. Historians talk of processes of state-building, especially in the early and mid 19th
century in the aftermath of the Difagane, but the details are disputed.

It used to be generally assumed that the dominant Tswana groups had displaced, absorbed or
subjugated the rest of the ethnic groups when they first established themselves in the territory. By
this view, the Basarwa or Bushmen, who were seen as having been pre-agricultural hunter-gatherers
since time immemorial, had been losing out steadily to more advanced' groups, first the BaKhalagari
and then the Tswana, over a long period. However, alternative possibilities have been suggested.
Notably, E. M. Wilmsen (in Land Filled with Flies®) suggests a much more discontinuous history. In
his view, the major Tswana groups were by no means dominant at the start of the 19th century, but
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6 MINORITIES IN THE MILLENNIUM: PERSPECTIVES FROM BOTSWANA

were small groups of perhaps only a few hundred people. Khoesan peoples, though no doubt
including hunting and gathering within their economy, were to a large extent pastoralists, and
engaged in trade (through Tswana middle-men) in game products. The Difagane, which caused
huge disruption throughout the region, led to a major movement of refugees.” The Tswana chiefdoms
were quick to recover and were successful in rapidly incorporating new groups within their society,
in a process of snowball growth. In these rapidly expanding states the BaKhalagari and Basarwa
were largely dispossessed. Later in the 19th century, as hunting declined in importance, Basarwa
became increasingly surplus and were relegated to the periphery, forced to rely on foraging.?

Wilmsen's model goes further than everyone would agree. However it is useful to be reminded
that the structures of the recent past are not necessarily of long standing.’ A connected question is
the history of the BaKhalagari. Were the BaKhalagari an earlier migration than the Tswana,'” or were
they (as many 19th century observers speculated) simply the losers of relatively recent conflicts
among the Tswana? Or are both of these suggestions wrong? Linguistic studies have generally con-
cluded that SeKgalagari has been a separate branch of Sotho-Tswana for a considerable time. Ar-
chaeological studies based on pottery styles have found evidence of both the ‘Moloko' and ‘Eiland’
traditions, apparently living side-by-side since at least the 14th century, and it has been argued that
these represent the ancestors of the later ‘Tswana’ and ‘Kgalagari' groups respectively. Since the
Eiland tradition appears older and is found far to the east, it may represent a Sotho-Tswana substra-
tum out of which the Moloko tradition emerged. All this suggests that it is not really a case of ‘the
Tswana’ arriving recently, but of the modern rulers and states being recent."" It is interesting that
the earliest European visitors tended to record words in forms which seem more like modern
SeKgalagari than modern Setswana (most obviously ‘Kalahari’). It is a curious sign of the
marginalization of the BaKhalagari that ‘Kgalagadi' (the Setswana form) has been promoted as ‘more
correct’.

COLONIAL ATTITUDES

The Bechuanaland Protectorate consisted of eight major Tribal Reserves, some areas of land alien-
ated 1o settlers such as the freehold blocks, and Crown Lands. This paper concentrates mainly on
the patterns found in the Reserves, which were the successors to the pre-colonial proto-states. They
constituted the heart of the Protectorate, and in many ways they seem more relevant than the settler
areas to Botswana's post-independence traditions. However, I hope to deal with the other areas
more fully in a subsequent paper.

The Bechuanaland Protectorate was for most of its existence considered as an administrative
rather than a ‘national’ unit. The alienated areas were to some extent seen as outposts of the South
African and Rhodesian settler states, while in the Reserves ‘national’ identity was constructed, if at
all, on the basis of the morafe. Thus the BaKgatla's magnificent school' was the Mochudi National
School, and the Dutch Reformed Church in the Kgatleng attempted to acculturate itself as a ‘Na-
tional [Kgatla] Church'." Insofar as there was a wider identity, it was often that of ‘South Africa’ in
the broader sense that term had had before it became the official name of the Cape-Orange-Natal-
Transvaal Union in 1910. For the BaRolong and the BaKgatla, the border of the Protectorate cut
through their territories.

As has often been noted, the British administration in the Bechuanaland Protectorate was mini-
mal, leaving most of the work of government to the paramount chiefs. The Bechuanaland Protector-

(b et b b i

Bric£ S. BENNETT

ate was, as the name suggests, technically a protectorate rather than a colony. However, itisa
mistake to attach any great importance to this distinction in explaining the nature of British admin-
istration."f The distinction was, from the British point of view, an historical and technical one, and
did not (at least by the start of the twentieth century) imply any significant difference in administra-
tion. Many writers seem to be unaware that many other African colonies were also technically pro-
tectorates. Indeed, in a number of cases (including for example Kenya) a single colonial territory
consisted of a part which was a Crown Colony and another part which was a protectorate, and yet
was administered as a single unit."” The main practical consequence was that, because a protector-
ate was not technically British soil but a foreign area controlled by Britain, its inhabitants were not
(as in a colony) British subjects but British Protected Persons, which in some legal matters meant
they had fewer rights.’®

So it is not the fact of being a protectorate which is significant. Rather, we need to look at what
purpose the Bechuanaland Protectorate served for Britain. The British Empire was supposed to
serve British interests, but not every part of the Empire served the same function. The Bechuanaland
Protectorate was not believed to have any economic value of its own, but had been acquired for its
perceived strategic value in controlling and exploiting other territories which did have economic
value. The Bechuanaland Protectorate was initially taken over as part of the complex regional
manoeuvrings between Britain and the Boer republics (and to a lesser extent Germany) in the late
nineteenth century. After the Boer War this particular purpose no longer applied. Britain initially
envisaged it (and the other High Commission Territories) as becoming part of a Greater South
Aftica: but as South Africa's interests diverged from Britain'’s this option became less attractive. Ad-
ministering the Bechuanaland Protectorate was therefore, from a British point of view, an obligation
with few rewards.

Thus it was that, even by the standards of other African colonies, the Bechuanaland Protectorate
was run on a shoestring with a tiny colonial staff. The main object of the administration was to avoid
trouble. Many officials, even in the early twentieth century, disliked the idea of transfer to South
Africa, The officials could see no plausible positive goals.

This is the basis for their reliance on the major chiefs, the successors of the Tswana kings who
had been the rulers of the main proto-states at the time of the takeover. (The chiefs of two relatively
small merafe, the BaLete and the BaTlokwa, were able, by luck and careful diplomacy, to achieve
Paramount status due to accidents of geography which placed their territories on the far side of the
Railway Corridor from the main merafe.) Britain had started out with a system of cautious
overlordship, rather than direct rule, because of the circumstances of the takeover (a peaceful one)
and the limited objectives (for strategic control no more was necessary). The arrangement was
continued because it was the easiest solution for the tiny, poorty-funded and lethargic administration.

Consequently, the colonial government generaily did not want to become involved too deeply
in the chiefdoms’ internal affairs, including issues of ethnic subordination. In any case, ethnic in-
equality as such was not entirely excluded even in principle. Colonial administration accepted that
inhabitants' rights could vary according to ethnic or other categories (within the Bechuanaland
Protectorate, Europeans, Asians and Africans were dealt with differently for many purposes). What
Wwas unacceptable in principle was positive oppression or maltreatment, but, since nothing much
could be done, it was better to ignore it.

One effect of this situation was in fact to increase the power of the chief vis-2-vis his subjects.”
In precolonial times a chief who became too unpopular might be displaced by force, or people
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8 MinoriTies IN THE MILLENNIUM: PERSPECTIVES FROM BOTSWANA

could secede from his rule. Now, force was forbidden and secession would require the permission
of the colonial government, which was unlikely to be forthcoming.

In some parts of Africa, colonial governments used tactics of ‘divide and rule’ in relation to
ethnic groups. But, in the Bechuanaland Protectorate, it was quite the reverse. The administration
had no interest in the sort of rule which dividing would permit; rather they wished to maintain the
power of the chiefs as the most convenient form of government. Attempts by minorities to resist
Tswana power were swatted down, with the colonial government backing the chief.

A notable example is that of the BaBirwa. Following their forced removal by Khama I1f from the
Tuli Block to Bobonong in the Bamangwato Reserve, they attempted to sue Khama. The administra-
tion blocked the case from coming to court. First the Resident Commissioner ruled that Malema, the
chief of the BaBirwa, was not entitled to sell cattle to pay a lawyer; and then the Imperial Secretary'®
ruled that Malema could not have legal representation at all — a ruling made without, apparently,
any very clear legal justification. An administrative enquiry was held at Serowe, at which Malema
was intimidated. Not surprisingly, the enquiry denied the BaBirwa any compensation, and even a
recommendation for the removal of the headman appointed by Khama who had been responsible
for excesses was rejected by the High Commissioner.'”

In another well-known case, that of the conflict between Tshekedi Khama and the BaKalanga
bakaNswazwi, at one point Tshekedi was prepared to allow the Nswazwi to secede but the colonial
administration refused, unwilling to set precedents favouring dissident minorities. 2’

Another case is that of the BaKhurutshe of Tonota, who were persecuted for practising Anglicanism
within the Bamangwato Reserve, where only the London Missionary Society church was permitted.
The dissidents were compelled to come and reside at Serowe — a traditional punishment for separa-
tism. The British response to this began strongly with declarations of the importance of religious
freedom, but died away in confusion and contradictions, torn between principle and the need to
uphold Tshekedi's authority. British inaction is especially remarkable when one considers that
Tshekedi was suppressing not an African Independent Church but the local branch of the English
state Church.

However, although ethnicity was involved, the element of religious dissent must also be taken
seriously in this case. The officials escaped from the issue of religious freedom by persuading them-
selves that the Anglicans were merely using religion as a cloak for separatism, but this was at best a
half-truth. It is a mistake to try to reduce the issue to being ‘really’ about one thing or the other. As
with many other African peoples of the time, religion and church organization were an important
part of the construction of identities, but the religious parts of identities are no less ‘real’ than the
‘ethnic’ parts. Still, it is significant that inasmuch as the issue could be seen in ethnic terms, the
administration would come down clearly on the side of the chief.

The great exception to this pattern was Charles Rey, Resident Commissioner from 1930 to 1937.
Rey wanted to do something with the Bechuanaland Protectorat — he had been appointed by Amery
with the brief of breaking away from the older traditions of Bechuanaland Protectorate administra-
tion? and developing the territory economically. Amery's object was not in fact an independently
viable colony, but preparation for what he saw as inevitable incorporation into South Africa. Amery
hoped that a developed territory with a strong British settler component would be a counterweight
to growing Afrikaner power in South Africa. Whether Rey entirely agreed with this longer-term goal
is unclear — he was at this stage of his life violently antipathetic to South African Afrikaners and
frequently made a point of distinguishing his Protectorate from the Union. Some of his projects

Brucr S. BENNFTL 9

seem to reflect a Rhodesian rather than South African orientation.”> However he certainly agreed
with Amery's immediate objectives. Because of this, Rey did want more control of the Bechuanaland
Protectorate, in accordance with the more usual pattern for colonies which were to be exploited
directly. This meant undermining the power of the chiefs, especially since (led by Tshekedi Khama)
they were deeply suspicious of economic development. Rey could not understand what seemed to
him a dog-in-the-manger attitude, but in fact Tshekedi realized that developments such as mining
would be a step toward South African control or settler power. (Tshekedi was more generous than
Rey in his assessment of his adversary: in later life he commented that he believed Rey genuinely
wanted to improve the lot of the common people.?)

Rey was not, despite the hopes of some, particularly favourable to ethnic minorities. However,
he did pick up the issue of the status of Basarwa serfs or hereditary secvants in the hope of using it
against Tshekedi Khama and other chiefs.

The colonial government had long turned a blind eye to the status of the Basarwa. In 1887, the
Colonial Office had asked for a report on them, and the early officials who responded expressed
considerable disquiet at the treatment of the Basarwa, using the term ‘slavery’. By the early twenti-
eth century, however, a degree of callousness had appeared, with the Government Secretary offer-
ing to supply a ‘specimen’ of the Bushmen to an Austrian scientific explorer. After the First World
War, the League of Nations’ enquiry into slavery put the administration on the defensive, and it was
tacitly agreed that whatever the status of the Basarwa, it must be shown not to be ‘slavery’.?

In 1926 Simon Ratshosa raised the issue publicly in the hope of embarrassing Tshekedi; the
administration, while denying that slavery existed, made a public declaration®® on the rights of
Basarwa. Schapera noted that ‘this declaration made no immediate practical difference to the posi-
tion of the Sarwa’,”’ though there was evidence of some genuine effort by at least some officials to
prosecute the worst cases of ill-treatment. In 1930 Tshekedi himself requested an official enquiry to
clear up what he saw as misconceptions. This resulted in the “Tagart report’ (to the Government)?,
which criticized Tshekedi and made some suggestions for how the position of the Basarwa could be
improved.”

At this stage Rey was talking of strong action over the position of the Basarwa.*® In practice,
however, he did not do as much with it as might have been expected, partly due to the difficulty of
controlling what happened away from the handful of government stations, but also perhaps be-
cause, with characteristic impatience, he tended to focus on more dramatic issues (such as the
‘flogging of Phinehas MclIntosh’) which he hoped would break the power of the chiefs sooner rather
than later. Rey’s attitude to the Basarwa was ambivalent. His outburst about the uselessness of
‘preserving a decadent and dying race, which is perfectly useless from any point of view'*! has been
quoted more than once, but his diaries show a degree of genuine sympathy in individual cases. Rey
had no respect for the cultures of the Basarwa, but he generally thought that individual Basarwa
should have the chance to escape servitude and become ‘civilized’: at the very least, he disapproved
of their being actively ill-treated.

Rey was also interested in the position of the BaKalanga. In 1930 he wrote that ‘They [the
BaNgwato} rule over a sub-tribe the Bakalaka who are in fact 2 much better people than the
Bamamgwato. .. hard workers, wealthy, and much better men in every way.’ He noted john Nswazwi
(Mswazi)'s grievances.* But he rapidly became impatient with Nswazwi. Rey also gave some sup-
POl'_t fmd éncouragement to K.T.Motsete (seen by Tshekedi as a Kalanga separatist) with his Tati
Training Institute. ™ In 1936 he was keen to get ethnic data in the census, with a view perhaps to
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showing Tshekedi to be a minority ruler. Rey was also interested in attacking the power of the
BaTawana culers of Ngamiland, of whom he had a low opinion.” h

After Rey, however, there was a reversion to the earlier policy. The Resident Commissioners who
followed Rey did not share his views on the development of the Protectorate, and were anxious to
restore good relations with the chiefs. The administration refused to support the Tati Training Insti-
tute's appeals for renewed American aid money (on which it was dependent) and it was forced to
close by 1942. [n a further episode of the struggle between Tshekedi and the BaKalanga bakaNswazwi
in 1945, the Resident Commissioner (A. D. Forsyth Thompson) not only backed the chief but even
had RAF aircraft fly over the village to impress the dissidents with the Government's backing for
Tshekedi

The most dramatic reversal, perhaps, was in the case of the Basarwa. In 1943 an RAF aircraft
made a forced landing in the Kalahari. The two men aboard escaped unhurt, but then disappeared.
The next year, evidence emerged that they had been killed by a group of Tyua Basarwa, who were
afraid that the men would report them for killing a giraffe (a protected species). The Tyua were
tried, and although they were acquitted for lack of evidence, the Government was in little doubt of
their guilt.>” The result was disastrous for the Basarwa. The administration decided that the Basarwa
needed to be much more closely controlled, and the Resident Commissioner met with Tshekedi
Khama specifically to arrange for the restoration of the chiefs’ control. The meeting was recorded in
a file with the somewhat sinister title ‘Masarwa, control of . The Basarwa of the area were moved
to the Bamangwato Reserve to put them under Tshekedi's control, and their guns were confiscated
(which, by preventing them hunting game, removed the alternative to working for cattle-owners).
The fact that control was to be reimposed suggests that the earlier policies of ‘freeing’ Basarwa may
not have been entirely ineffective.*?

A NOTE ON ‘TRIBES’

The question of ethnicity in Botswana has been confused by ambiguous terminology; above all, by
the word ‘tribe’.

The word ‘tribe’ was adopted by European observers to describe patterns of social and political
organization which seemed to have no close equivalents in their own societies. The word, which
derives from classical Latin, had been used by the ancient Romans to describe ‘barbarians’ in west-
ern Europe. The term was thus not in itself racist, since it originally applied to the Europeans’ own
ancestors, but it did imply an idea of a ‘lower stage’ of cultural development. Unfortunately, it
became reified in the twentieth century, especially as the concept of ‘Indirect Rule’ became the
dominant model for British colonial administrators. Colonial government would operate through
existing social institutions, which were believed to be ‘tribal’. This encouraged the fixing of previ-
ously fluid ethnic identities, and the conversion of other forms of group identity into ethnic ones,
since it was ‘tribes’ which the British would recognize and deal with. In Southern Africa the process
was further encouraged by migrant labour in South Africa, where migrants were often officially
organized by ‘tribal’ categories. )

In Botswana, the term ‘tribe’ is used in at least two quite different senses. In the Bechuanaland
Protectorate, the term ‘tribe’ was used to describe the Tswana-ruled proto-states which were con-
verted into Reserves, and this usage has been continued in post-independence official use. ‘Tribe’
here translates morafe in the sense of state or chiefdom. It is a political, not an ethnic unit. All the
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subjects of the Ngwato chief were, in the eyes of the Bechuanaland Protectorate administration,
members of the ‘Bamangwato Tribe’. It is in this sense that Schapera entitled his famous study The
Ethnic Composition of Twana Tribes, " title which would make no sense if ‘tribe’ was understood
as an ethnic group.

However, the term ‘tribe’ is also used to denote an ethnic group. (In Africa as a whole this is
probably the more common use.) This is the sense of the word in, for example, the phrase ‘the
Kalanga tribe’, and is usually what is meant by the pejorative term ‘tribalism'.

This ambiguity might not matter if writers were clear which they meant, but in fact it is not
uncommon for writers to slip from one sense to the other without noticing. Some writers have
translated morafe as ‘ethnic group’, writing for example of ‘the chief of the BaKgatla ethnic group'.
This usage is clearly wrong if the writer means the BaKgatla chiefdom. (On the other hand it is
possible to talk of a ‘BaKgatla ethnicity™®! in the sense of an ethnic identity pertaining to the core
group of the BaKgatla chiefdom. Such an ethnicity would not include, for example, Basarwa sub-
jects, but would include BaKgatla who happened to live elsewhere.)

The idea of ‘national’ identities of the merafe, incorporating all inhabitants under a chief, never
really succeeded in the Protectorate. Here a crucial fact is the circumstance that the Bechuanaland
Protectorate incorporated a cluster of pre-colonial states within a larger unit. In Lesotho and Swaziland,
the colonial territory equated to a single African kingdom; thus, it was clear as independence ap-
proached that the old chiefdom must evolve into a new nation-state, with the Paramount Chief
becoming King. Let us imagine for a moment that Khama's Country had become a Protectorate
alone. At independence it would have become, like Lesotho, the new nation-state of GammaNgwato,
with all its inhabitants having 2 new ‘Ngwato’ national identity whatever their ethnicity. But in fact,
of course, that did not happen. The Protectorate was bigger than any one morafe, weakening the
push toward such incorporation; while at the same time, the strongly hierarchical relationships
between Tswana overlords and others weakened the attractiveness of such incorporation.

The point is relevant to the present discussion of revising the Constitution to elevate the posi-
tion of non-Tswana chiefs. It is frequently stated that the Constitution recognizes eight ‘major tribes’,
at the expense of other ethnic groups, but in fact the Constitution does not, formaily, recognize any
ethnicities. What the Constitution provides, in section 78, is that the eight Chiefs who had the status
of Paramount in the colonial era enjoy ex officio membership of the House of Chiefs. That is, the
‘tribes’ recognized are polities, not ethnic groups. The House also contains representatives of the
‘Sub-Chiefs’ who held authority outside the colonial-era Reserves.? Thus for example the Chief of
the BaTawana sits as chief of the ‘Batawana Tribe’ in the sense of a territorial and political unit.
Obviously this does, in fact, advantage Tswana at the expense of others since the eight major chiefs
a're all Tswana, but the Constitution recognizes them as heads of polities, not as ethnic representa-
tives. None of this is intended to criticize the present proposals for a more inclusive system; it is
merely a suggestion that it would be helpful to be clear about the original rationale, which was that
the eight chiefs were existing rulers, not that they represented particular ethnicities. Recent court
cases add potential for further confusion since judicial and historical explanations of texts are not
Necessarily the same; that is, the correct legal meaning of 2 text is not necessarily the same as the
meaning intended by its historical authors.

: dThe confusiqn has arisen because of the change since 1966 in the nature of chiefship. After
i _ependence Sir Seretse Khama quietly but decisively transferred the bulk of the chiefs’ powers to
national and democratic institutions. Chiefs, though still important, are not now the powerful terri-
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torial rulers they were before 1966, and have developed a different role in the House of Chiefs. They
act as spokesmen and interpreters of traditional culture — as ‘traditional leaders’. They also provide
an alternative method for the representation of opinion, based on traditional organization, which
does not challenge the primacy of the ordinary demacratic process but complements it. Hence a
problem arises for those Batswana who do not consider themselves citizens of the morafe headed
by a given chief. Some Batswana who belong to groups other than the morafe’s core group, though
not necessarily all, feel that the chief does not represent their traditional culture or interests. Those
who were historically subjects rather than members of the morafe are probably least likely to iden-
tify with that morafe and least likely to feel represented by it, and may not regard themselves as
members of the traditional pan-ethnic morafe at all. ‘Tribe’ is thus understood in the ethnic sense
rather than in the sense intended by those who drafted the Constitution. The widespread misunder-
standing of the original significance of section 78 indicates that its assumptions are out of date.
Hence the call for a more inclusive House of Chiefs, which would include a wider range of tradi-
tional leaders in accordance with this revised understanding of the House’s function.

This brings us back to the point with which this paper opened: the history of Botswana is 2
history of incorporation in complex multi-ethnic societies, not a history of discrete, separate groups.
Tt is a fundamental mistake to think of the Batswana of the past as belonging to one or other of a set
of mutually excfusive identities.{dentities were multiple and layered,* just as they are now, when
one person can be simultaneously 2 MoTawana, a Northerner, and a Motswana. The idea of single,
murually exclusive identities has tended to make questions such as the composition of the House of
Chiefs seem to be a zero-sum game, in which one group must lose for others to gain. But if we start
instead with Botswana's long historical traditional of sophisticated multi-ethnicity then perhaps the
question can be seen as one in which everyone stands to gain from a fuller representation.
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