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Introduction

Botswana, a nation nestled in the heart of Southern Africa, is a land of striking
contrasts—vast savannahs, arid deserts, and the lush Okavango Delta. Yet, beyond its
scenic landscapes, Botswana is truly remarkable for its rich and intricate culture. The
society is an intricate tapestry, comprising diverse ethnic groups, unique languages,
historic traditions, artistic achievements, and a deeply rooted sense of communal
harmony.

Understanding the culture of Botswana opens a window into the values and
worldviews that have sustained its people for generations. Central to this culture is the
idea of unity amidst diversity—while the Tswana people form the majority, many other
groups like the Kalanga, San, Kgalagadi, and others, each contribute their own
customs, beliefs, and stories. The term “Batswana” itself, used for all citizens
regardless of ethnic background, reflects a national spirit of inclusivity and shared
identity.

At the heart of Botswanan culture lies the philosophy of botho, sometimes called
ubuntu. This principle, encompassing humanity, respect, empathy, and communal
living, shapes social interactions and community life. From the everyday practice of
hospitality to the deliberative gatherings at the kgotla, traditional meeting places
where democracy is alive and well, Botswanan society is structured to value respect
for elders, mutual aid, and open dialogue.

Botswana’s artistic spirit flourishes through music, dance, crafts, and storytelling.
Whether in the lively rhythms of traditional setapa dance, the patient skill of basket
weaving, or the passing down of folktales across generations, creative expression is
both a celebration of heritage and a means of bridging past and present. The
influences of the modern world—from music and fashion to education and digital
media—have also left their mark, creating a dynamic culture that adapts even as it
preserves its roots.

This book, “The Culture of Botswana: An Introduction for Beginners,” is designed to
serve as an accessible yet comprehensive guide for anyone interested in the
Botswanan way of life. Each chapter explores a distinct aspect of culture: from the
structure of families to culinary delights and spiritual beliefs to rites of passage that
mark life’s important milestones. Special attention is given to the roles played by
language, religion, art, and changing global influences in shaping cultural practices.

For newcomers and travelers, students and the simply curious, this introduction offers
not only facts and descriptions but also insight into the spirit and resilience of
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Botswana’s people. By understanding the customs, values, and traditions that define
Botswanan culture, readers can appreciate both the uniqueness of this fascinating
nation and its enduring contributions to the global tapestry of human civilization.
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CHAPTER ONE: Botswana at a Glance: Geography
and History

Botswana, a landlocked nation, is situated in the heart of Southern Africa, sharing its
borders with South Africa to the south and southeast, Namibia to the west and north,
Zambia to the north, and Zimbabwe to the northeast. It is a relatively large country,
covering an area of approximately 581,730 square kilometers, which is roughly the
size of France. Despite its considerable size, Botswana is one of the most sparsely
populated countries in the world, with a population of just over 2.4 million people. This
low population density allows for vast stretches of untouched wilderness, where
wildlife flourishes, including the world's largest elephant population.

The topography of Botswana is predominantly flat, characterized by a gently rolling
tableland. The country's mean altitude is about 1,000 meters above sea level. The
most defining geographical feature is the Kalahari Desert, a semi-arid sandy savannah
that covers approximately 70% of the country's surface. While many envision a desert
as a barren wasteland, the Kalahari receives a decent amount of rainfall in some
areas, supporting diverse flora and fauna, including acacia trees, lions, cheetahs, and
various antelopes. The southwestern part, however, is truly arid, receiving less rainfall.

Beyond the Kalahari, Botswana's geography presents other captivating regions. In the
north, the Okavango Delta, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, stands as one of the
world's largest inland deltas. This unique wetland ecosystem, formed by the Okavango
River, creates a lush oasis that attracts an incredible array of wildlife. Further east,
visitors encounter the vast salt pans, such as the Makgadikgadi Pans, which are
remnants of a super-lake that once covered much of Botswana. These pans, while dry
for much of the year, transform into temporary wetlands during the rainy season,
drawing migratory birds and other animals. The eastern parts of the country feature
tree savannah, providing a different ecological landscape.

Botswana's climate is largely semi-arid, marked by hot, dry conditions for a significant
portion of the year. The country experiences four distinct seasons, though the
transitions can be subtle. Summers, from November to March, bring high
temperatures that can soar to a blistering 44°C. These hotter months are also when
the country receives most of its rainfall, often in dramatic thunderstorms. Winters,
from May to August, offer sunny days with cooler to warm temperatures, but evenings
and nights can drop below freezing, especially in the southwest, with frost being a
common sight.

The history of Botswana stretches back deep into antiquity, far beyond the modern
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nation-state. Hominids are believed to have inhabited the region during the
Pleistocene epoch, with stone tools and animal remains suggesting a continuous
presence across the country for at least 400,000 years. Some researchers even
propose that Botswana could be the birthplace of modern humans, around 200,000
years ago. The earliest known inhabitants of Southern Africa were the ancestors of
today's San and Khoi peoples, who settled in present-day Botswana approximately
40,000 to 30,000 years ago. These early communities, often referred to as the San,
were hunter-gatherers with a deep understanding of the land, leaving behind a legacy
of remarkable rock art, particularly in places like the Tsodilo Hills.

Agriculture began to develop in the region approximately 2,300 years ago. The first
Bantu-speaking peoples migrated into Southern Africa, including modern Botswana, in
several waves before AD 600. The Kalanga people were among the first Bantu groups
to settle in what is now Botswana, arriving around 200 CE, bringing with them iron and
copper tools and settling near permanent water sources. The Tswana people, who
form the majority of Botswana's population today, are estimated to have arrived
around 400 CE. Over the subsequent millennium, these Tswana communities
diversified into various tribes, establishing chiefdoms and developing complex social
and political structures.

By the 14th century, the recorded history of the Tswana people in the region can be
traced. These communities, believed to be descendants of King Mogale from the
present-day Magaliesberg Mountains in South Africa, migrated northward due to
various factors, establishing themselves in what was then a relatively unexplored
territory. By the turn of the 19th century, several Tswana chiefdoms co-existed in
relative peace, sharing a common language and history. However, this period of
equilibrium was disrupted by external pressures.

The early 19th century witnessed a turbulent period known as the Mfecane (or
Difagane), a time of widespread warfare and forced migrations across Southern Africa.
This era brought invading peoples from South Africa into Botswana, leading to conflicts
and the displacement of various groups. Amidst these upheavals, Tswana chiefdoms,
like the Bangwaketse under Makaba II, rose to prominence, protecting their cattle
herds and engaging in military raids. European contact also began around this time,
with the first written records related to modern-day Botswana appearing in 1824. This
contact brought Christian missionaries to the region, and by the mid-19th century,
figures like King Sechele | of the Kwena, allied himself with British traders and
missionaries, even being baptized by David Livingstone.

The "Scramble for Africa" in the late 19th century saw European colonial powers vying
for control of the continent. Both the German Empire, which had colonized South West
Africa (present-day Namibia), and Britain coveted the territory of Botswana. The
British, keen to secure a trade route connecting the Cape Colony to their territories
further north in Rhodesia (present-day Zimbabwe), eventually asserted their influence.
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In 1885, following requests from influential Tswana chiefs like Khama lll of Bangwato,
Sebele | of Bakwena, and Bathoen | of Bangwaketse, who feared annexation by
German and Afrikaner settlers, the British proclaimed a protectorate over the area,
naming it Bechuanaland.

Initially, some Tswana chiefs were wary of British protection, fearing it might lead to
British rule rather than just safeguarding against external threats. However, they
eventually acquiesced, with the understanding that British intervention would be
limited. The British divided the territory into tribal reserves, granting chiefs more
power than they had previously, but otherwise exercised limited direct control.
Bechuanaland remained a relatively underdeveloped protectorate, primarily serving as
a source of migrant labor for South African mines and a rail transit route to Rhodesia.
Attempts at administrative and economic development in the 1930s were often met
with resistance from Tswana chiefs who feared increased colonial control and white
settlement.

The path to independence began to gather momentum in the mid-20th century.
During the era of the Bechuanaland Protectorate, there were various attempts to
incorporate the territory into Southern Rhodesia or the Union of South Africa, but these
efforts were thwarted by strong opposition from Tswana chiefs, British missionaries,
and later, Batswana nationalist leaders. In the 1950s, a power struggle between
Ngwato chief Seretse Khama and his regent Tshekedi Khama, compounded by
Seretse's marriage to a white woman, briefly led to his banishment from the
protectorate by the British. However, he returned in 1956 with popular support,
becoming a key figure in the independence movement.

By the early 1960s, a national legislature was established in 1961, and political parties
began to form. Seretse Khama became the leader of the Bechuanaland Democratic
Party (BDP), which advocated for democratic self-government. In 1964, Britain
accepted proposals for democratic self-government, and the administrative capital
was moved from Mafikeng (outside the protectorate's borders in South Africa) to the
newly established Gaborone in 1965. The first general elections were held in March
1965, with the BDP securing an overwhelming victory.

On September 30, 1966, Bechuanaland officially gained full independence, becoming
the Republic of Botswana. Sir Seretse Khama was elected as the nation's first
president, leading the country until his death in 1980. Botswana's independence
marked the beginning of a remarkable journey. Starting as one of the world's poorest
countries, with a GDP per capita of about US$70 in the late 1960s, Botswana
transformed itself into an upper-middle-income nation. This economic success was
largely fueled by the discovery of extensive diamond deposits in 1967 at Orapa, and
the wise management of these revenues.

Since independence, Botswana has maintained a consistent record of uninterrupted
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democratic elections, making it the longest uninterrupted democracy in Africa. Its
government is based on a blend of the United Kingdom's Westminster system and
traditional Tswana tribal governance. The nation crafted a strong national identity,
uniting diverse ethnic groups under the "Tswana" label, while also retaining much of
its pre-colonial tribal institutions. This stability, combined with prudent economic
policies and a commitment to good governance, has allowed Botswana to become a
respected and influential member of various international organizations, playing a
significant role in regional politics, particularly as one of the "Frontline States" against
apartheid in South Africa. Botswana continues to be a shining example of progress and
stability in the region, a testament to its unique geography and a history marked by
resilience and vision.
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