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Abstract 

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƛƴ aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ όмфутΤ мфууΤ 

1994; 1995a; 1998a; 1998b) to enable an analysis of social relations, including gender, 

through looking at what and how people consume. Goods not only express individual 

identity and status, but are used as a means of objectifying personal and social systems of 

value, which, in the lives of people living in a central ward in the village of Mochudi, 

Botswana, signify the importance of social relationships. An analysis of social change since 

the 1920s and 1930s when Isaac Schapera (1940, 1971) spent a period of fieldwork in the 

same location and wrote extensively on married life here, is undertaken through familial and 

life-course events.  

 

Informants took photographs of objects, the significance of which is explored through one-

to-one enquiry. Generational and gendered differences in consumption choices point to the 

stage in life reached and lifestyle. An older woman is found to gain pleasure from the 

purchase of plastic chairs, ensuring she has enough for family or communal events, where all 

who turn up may expect to partake of a feast; it is through these chairs that social relations 

ŀǊŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛǎ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊ 

projections can be made with older men and desire for livestock ς the ultimate signifier of 

ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩ - ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

social importance and inclusivity of communal gatherings.  

 

Young, single men and women are found to conform more to the stereotypical view of 

consumption as the development of individual identity (Miller 1998b:35). Yet here, within 

courtship relationships, material things are utilised as a means of expressing and assessing 

love. This may have become out-of-kilter, with young men under pressure to compete with 

gifts for the affections of women who ultimately can decide to walk away. Marriage is 

constructed around consumption. Time slips the distinction between courtship and 

engagement, co-habitation and marriage, or even leads to indefinite delay. Marital relations 

ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜ ŎƻǳǊǘǎƘƛǇ ƎƛŦǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǊƛƴƎΩ όaƛƭƭŜǊ мффуōύ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

behalf of husbands, and washing of clothes by wives.  

 

The family home in the village draws people back for kinship events, such as weddings and 

funerals, which act to connect people together. White weddings, driven by the fantasy of the 

bride, are big consumptive events, and yet may be read as being less about conspicuous 

consumption than an objectification of love which carefully interweaves kinship, tradition 

and modernity. Through the crisis of AIDS, funerals have altered to reflect a sensitivity which 

places importance on sober and modest approaches, yet also combines this with a need to 

ensure the many people who attend are well fed. Large social gatherings reflect the Tswana 

value system in which consumption acts to reinforce social structure, gender identities and 

family and tribal belonging, and yet, over time, also acts to bring about change. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

 

Ψ!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŘǳǊŀōƭŜ 

democracies on the continent, it has always lived in the shadows of its 

more newsworthy, noisy neighbours.... Happily so   

And yet, beneath its surfaces, hiding in the light of everyday life, lies a 

world of enduring fascination, a world of quiet cultural depth.... in which 

indomitable people fashion coherent, meaningful lives, shoring up their 

ƳŜŀƎǊŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ōȅ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΩ ό/ƻƳŀǊƻŦŦ 

2002:1) 

 

This research project is about the nature of familial and societal relations, and how they, and 

individual and collective identities, are reconstituted through material goods. It is also about 

the extent to which social relations in south eastern Botswana have changed since early in 

the twentieth century.  This work evolved, initially from a curiosity as to how economic 

growth and consumption might bring about change, in particular, to gender relations, to 

more explicitly utilising consumption as a tool to gain insight into how people in this part of 

Botswana live their lives and express themselves through their possessions (Miller 2008). 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

identities and social relations, and converse to this, how social relations have driven the 

relationship with material goods and consumption. Development studies as a discipline is 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǿŜƭƭ-being as a result of poverty which can be understood as 

material deprivation (see Douglas 1982:18) or inability to access functional services. Viewing 

consumption from a social and cultural aspect as demonstrated in this thesis can provide 

new insights into how to approach the intersection of economic and social relations as 

societies develop and change. 

 

Botswana, a success story in terms of sustained economic growth and stable governance, 

fairly unique in Africa, is an interesting place in which to explore the effects of rapid social 

and economic progression. It is not possible to fully study or comprehend social relations 

without recourse to the histories that have created the nation state where they are located, 

and without recognition of the localised context. To help with such understanding, the 

research has followed, to the exact place, the work of Isaac Schapera1 ǿƘƻ ǿǊƻǘŜ ΨaŀǊǊƛŜŘ 

[ƛŦŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ¢ǊƛōŜΩ όмфплΣ мфтм) based on fieldwork in Mochudi, Botswana, in the 1920s 

and 1930s. Schapera mentions consumption briefly, commenting on how increases in variety 

and choice of commodities became available as a result of the presence of European 

Christian missionaries, and also exposure to South African markets via labour migration to 

the mines (ibid). He indicates that this created a new basis of wealth and differentiation in 

social status. On many aspects, direct comparison of life in the early twentieth century to 

today is possible, with a particular focus on kin and marital relations. 
                                                           
1 {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΣ ΨǘƘŜ ŘƻȅŜƴ ƻŦ ¢ǎǿŀƴŀ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΩ όDǳƭōǊŀƴŘǎŜƴ нлмнΥ ȄǾƛƛƛύ 
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Mochudi, located thirty-five kilometres from Gaborone, the capital of Botswana, is the size 

ƻŦ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƻǿƴ όŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ΨǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΩύ2 ς see Map of Botswana, 

Appendix 1 - and the specific location of fieldwork is in the centrally located Rampedi Ward3. 

Mochudi, a dormitory to Gaborone, is generally busy and bustling with people and vehicles, 

and reflects other urban or peri-urban places in Botswana in having a developing bourgeoisie 

which increasingly utilises English-medium education, saves up for foreign travel, and 

incorporates modernist material lifestyles. The part of the high street which borders the 

ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ ²ŀǊŘ όǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ǘƛƳŜύ Ƙŀǎ ŀ .ŀǊŎƭŀȅǎ 

.ŀƴƪΣ ŀ ŦǳǊƴƛǘǳǊŜ ǎǘƻǊŜΣ ōŀǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ-

ŀǿŀȅΩ ς bƴŀΩǎ - across the road, and the post office and library are further along.  

 

 
Figure 1: View of Mochudi from Phutatikobo Hill                                   Photograph by Researcher 

 

On entering Rampedi, the road changes from tarmac to sand and occasional potholes. 

!ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜǎǘŜŀŘǎΣ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ōŜƛƴƎ Ǌǳƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 

ȅŀǊŘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎŀǊ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΣ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴǳǊǎŜǊȅ ƻǊ ōŜŜǊ ōǊŜǿƛƴƎ - the latter usually less 

visible from the road - and there is a local driving school in a patch of land not far from the 

disused cemetery, ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŎƛǊŎƭŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΩ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ 

                                                           
2 Just two large settlements in Botswana have town or city status while the rest are referred to as villages, 

Mochudi being one, located in the Kgatleng District.  
3 A ward is a collection of households occupying their own well-defined portion of a village under the authority 
of a hereditary headman (Schapera 1940, 1971: 25).  
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tyres (see map in Methods Chapter, Page 21). One enterprising young Rampedi man has set 

ǳǇ ŀ ōŀǊōŜǊΩǎ ǎŀƭƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ the unmade road: a wooden structure covered with shade-

netting, divided into two areas, for hair-cutting and a waiting area with wooden benches. 

Walking towards the Notwane River4, you will come across three churches fairly close to 

each other ς the Twelve Apostolic Church of Africa, The Old Apostolic Church and the 

Seventh Day Adventist Church. On most days there is activity at one or other of the 

churches, and women, in particular, are noticeable in their church uniforms (see photograph 

on page 114). There is plenty of space around the houses and yards, and no sense of 

crowding or people living on top of each other. Wealthier houses are positioned next to very 

ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ŀōƻŘŜǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƻ ŀ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

all have the possibility of water and electricity. At the far end of the ward, government 

houses have been built to accommodate council employees and their families or other 

public sector workers. These residences tend to be fairly small and positioned closer 

together. 

 

The writing that follows in the subsequent chapters builds up a picture of the values and 

beliefs underlying the way people live their lives in this part of Botswana. The problematic 

which is pondered over, and which has been at the core of this research, is around the 

changes in society which occur as wealth increases and how this is highlighted through a 

consumption lens. The question asked is what impact can increased wealth on consumption 

choices tell us about the nature of social relations within a peri-urban community in 

Botswana. ¢ƘŜ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΩ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŝǉǳŀǘƛƻƴ in relation to personal consumption is 

approached in the research through identifying the wealthier households in Rampedi and 

this is explained in the Methods Chapter. In addition, these same households provide most 

of the evidence of social consumption which is observable in key life course events, and in 

which, it can be argued, occupy a particularly significant and essential part of Mochudi 

society. The importance of such events only became apparent as the time spent in Mochudi 

progressed, through talking to acquaintances and observing daily happenings, and 

informants in Rampedi highlighted life course events, such as funerals and weddings, in 

interviews and discussions. A social and cultural approach to consumption is less commonly 

applied than an economic one, and yet provides a richness of detail of everyday life and 

potentially greater understanding of the main drivers of societal behaviour. Through this 

work, the aim is not only to research social and gender relations through the medium of 

consumption, but also, in the process, provide valuable insights into social change. 

 

¢ƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƎƻƻŘǎ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘΣ and how these are 

appropriated to express personal and social identities. And, as stated above, the use of 

consumption as a means to develop and sustain social relations is especially important in 

Tswana society and evidenced in the various communal events taking place. The conceptual 

                                                           
4 During dry periods, the Notwane River dries up altogether, and contrary to this, during heavy rains, it fills the 
wide flood plain bordering Rampedi Ward. 
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basis for the research is taken from the extensive writings and theorising of Daniel Miller 

(1987; 1988; 1994; 1995a; 1998a; 1998b) (see Chapter Two) and, as mentioned earlier, 

historical perspectives, in the main, are gathered from the works of Isaac Schapera (1940, 

1971; 1938, 1994). References to Schapera are made throughout the thesis at points 

appropriate to the topic under discussion - for example, with regard to the analyses of the 

historical and social processes which have profoundly influenced society, such as the 

incidence and nature of marriage in Botswana (see Chapter Six). These are necessary 

adjuncts to a fuller understanding of the societal and gendered characteristics of life today. 

 

Chapter Three covers the methods of data gathering employed. A basic survey is conducted 

with households in Rampedi ward, and, having become familiar with the area and people 

who live there, particular attention is paid to the apparent wealthier households in order to 

explore the range and extent of personal consumption choices. This approach provides 

insights to the likely future direction and development of consumption as the country and its 

people become richer. Writing on consumption and the construction of relationships people 

have with things and each other is often formed around a specific commodity; however, this 

research project progresses from a different point with informants taking their own 

photographs of their personal consumption choices as a means of contributing to data 

gathered at a household level. This addresses the argument put forward by Daniel Miller 

(1998a) that so much of research is focused on a single object chosen by the researcher and 

ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ƻŦ ΨƳŀǘǘŜǊƛƴƎΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΦ  

 

Chapters Four to Eight, which form Section One, highlight the way in which consumption is 

used in community events and celebrations as a means of creating and nurturing social 

relations. This is referred to as social consumption or the consumption of events within 

Tswana society, as opposed to personal or individual consumption. This divide between the 

two aspects of consumption is utilised as an organising technique within the thesis and often 

contrasts more historical perspectives and comparative research (Section One) with a 

greater emphasis on research findings from individualǎΩ consumption choices (Section Two: 

Chapters Nine to Thirteen). An analysis of societal phenomena, including historical 

background, is undertaken, and the topics within Chapters Four to Eight follow the flow of 

life, from birth through to funerals. Schapera (1940, 1971) follows a similar organising plan in 

his book and states his purpose at the beginning:  

 

ΨΧΦ while describing in considerable detail the life of the modern Kgatla 

family, I have tried wherever possible to record the ancient usages also, 

to indicate how far they survive or have been displaced, and to ascertain 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥтύΦ 

 

Motherhood has taken over from marriage as the social signifier of adulthood (Van Allen 

2007). Chapter Four explores this phenomenon and also the emergence of age-related 
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events in society, such as birthdays. Marriage in Botswana, as in most sub-Saharan African 

countries, is declining in frequency and occurring generally at a later stage in life (Harwood-

Lejeune 2001). Of significance is the fact that over 46 percent of households here are 

headed by women, often widows or divorcees, yet an increasing proportion of never-

married (Kiamba and Otugha 2003:15Τ hΩ[ŀǳƎƘƭŀƴ мффуΥоύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƘǳƎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ 

women to have children and the combination has resulted in many homesteads being 

female-led, comprising three or more generations. Such events as baby showers have 

become common as places where consumption is used as a means to instil personhood on 

the unborn child and the mother-to-be in turn is bestowed with the identity and status of 

ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ (Taylor 2000; Johnson-Hanks 2006). In addition, most importantly, baby showers 

provide the opportunity to meet, socialise and develop community relations. 

 

Material goods in the form of gifts have become a significant part of courtship relationships. 

Chapter Five explores the basis of this development, delving into historical accounts, and 

assessing the impact on contemporary relations. Courtship leading to marriage can last a 

long time: the traditional process of bringing the two families together is still followed, and 

the benefits of giving bogadi6, involving close kin, particularly the maternal uncle, and in 

building a supportive family network, are still all believed to be important. This process 

towards marriage involving many opportunities for consumptive gatherings is explored in 

Chapter Six. The culmination of the marriage process ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƘƛǘŜΩ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ (see Chapter 

Seven). This surpasses other celebrations in terms of its organisation, stage management, 

visual displays, inclusivity, and incorporation of kinship, modernity and tradition. It is 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻŎƪǘŀƛƭΩ ό±ŀƴ 5ƛƧƪ нлмнύΦ 

 

Funerals, which are analysed in Chapter Eight and the material culture of graves and 

tombstones, are a significant aspect of social life in Botswana. At the height of the AIDS 

crisis, twelve years or more ago, funerals were so frequent that no one dared to plan any 

other event for a Saturday, and, contrary to tradition, funerals even started taking place 

during the week (Dow and 9ǎǎŜȄ нлмлύΦ {ǳŎƘ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƘŀǎǘŜ ǘƻ ōǳǊȅ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŘŜŀŘ Ƴŀȅ ǿŜƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ 

diluted some of the fast-held customary practices, yet also may have helped cement a set 

pattern of procedure, and a mandatory sense of obligation to attend. Above all, there is, on 

behalf of the deceased close kin, an imperative to provide a large meal for all relatives, 

friends and neighbours present at the funeral, the basis of which is a slaughtered cow or 

ƎƻŀǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǿƴƛƴƎ ƭƛǾŜǎǘƻŎƪΦ 

 

Chapters Nine to Thirteen in Section Two contain data gathered on personal consumption. A 

number of household members participated in taking photographs of possessions which 

they deemed most important to them. Often these reveal an emphasis placed on traditional 

items: large black, three-legged cooking pots, for example, which are used outdoors to cook 

                                                           
5 The latest census figures available for female-headed households date back to 2001 
6 Brideprice or bride-wealth 
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vast quantities of meat, maize and sorghum. This indicates not only a wish to carry on family 

and social tradition, but an adherence to the centrality of communal consumptive events in 

the social life of Rampedi. Large quantities of food are prepared in particular for weddings 

and funerals which are the ultimate examples of consumptive events in Botswana.  

 

¢ƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘƻǿ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ ŀ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎƛƴƎΩ 

trend, most obviously seen in Rampedi through housing styles and contents, and also 

clothing. Homes are often subject to major renovations, with roofs being replaced, 

extensions being added, and separate dwellings being built to provide income through 

renting out. These building works are generally facilitating a move to more in-doors living, 

yet this is evolving happily alongǎƛŘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŀŘƘŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻƴŜ ŦŜŜƭǎ Ψŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΩ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ƛƴ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

belonging or ownership is compromised. There are examples where this has a tangible and 

material element to it. With regard to contents, a television is found in most homes, with the 

stand on which it sits deemed almost as important. The fashion is for a designated TV 

cabinet which can accommodate associated equipment such as a DVD player and dstv 

decoder on another shelf, as well provide room for a few personal possessions, in particular, 

framed photographs. Such cabinets acquire a status as if they are the first items in the 

pecking order of value ΨŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴΩ όWeiss 2009:21). Items such as 

automatic washing machines are found in some homes, yet the general acceptability and use 

of these is still being negotiated. The challenge is complex and lingers on the identities of 

women, in particular married women, and the expression of love and caring given to their 

husbands and their families through the intimate act of washing clothes. Importance is 

placed on dressing well, and interest, most especially from young women, is shown in 

shopping for clothes and shoes, as well as perfume, jewellery and make-up. Material goods 

ŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻǳǘǿŀǊŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘƻǿ ŀƴ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ identity through their industry which reflects their role in 

the household and their caring and love for others. 

 

The nature of gender relations within households is often revealed through the way the 

finances and incomes of the husband and wife are managed (Pahl 2008). It was deemed a 

necessary aspect of data collection to find out from both partners how they handled 

personal and household finances, and also what were their approaches to purchasing goods. 

The findings reveal a widespread and dedicated approach to planning expenditure, with an 

emphasis on co-operation and consultation between partners. One could say this is an 

embedded Batswana characteristic that ƳƛǊǊƻǊǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ general approach 

to handling finances, evident over several decades ς one of reserve and pragmatic planning 

(see Durham 1999). Within the household, occasional irritation is expressed by either a 

ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ƻǊ ǿƛŦŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΩǎ tendency to overspend, but on the whole, the attitude 

to personal consumption is cautious and modest. Men, over a certain age, are drawn to the 

purchase of livestock above everything else, which symbolises the aspiration of their 
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ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅ ŀǎ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨōǊŜŀŘǿƛƴƴŜǊǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀǾŜǎ ŀ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƻ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛǾŜ 

gatherings. Younger men, concerned with personal appearance, hygiene and keeping fit, like 

to socialise and much time is spent in the various drinking establishments, consuming beer 

ŀƴŘ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ƳŜƴΩ ό{ǳƎƎǎ нллнΥрнύ. It is a world where with increased opportunities for 

women to compete on a level footing with men, most particularly in the workplace, gender 

identities and ideologies are open to contestation and change. Points of tension can be seen 

in cases where a woman earns more than her husband, and where she chooses to utilise an 

automatic washing machine. 

 

The final chapter (Chapter Fourteen) presents the conclusions from the research and 

reflections on such.  In response to the question - as to the nature of social relations in 

Rampedi as seen through the lens of consumption, and facilitated by greater wealth - the 

analysis undertaken on the various aspects of society found in this part of Africa is assessed 

and the discussion extended to tease out the significance of the findings. It is hoped that the 

remarkable and affable nature of Tswana society is made apparent in these writings, and, 

ǘŀƪƛƴƎ /ƻƳŀǊƻŦŦΩǎ όнллн:1) words, succeed in revealing .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΩǎ ΨǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ŜƴŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǉǳƛŜǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘŜǇǘƘΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘΦ 
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Chapter 2 ς Concepts and Contexts 

 

The society that people live in is constituted through the domains of materiality ς everyday 

objects become part of the make-ǳǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦ  tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

attachment to material possession is connected to their value systems, beliefs and emotions, 

and to their personal and social identities (Tilley et al 2006). Studies of consumption, as an 

aspect of material culture, have proved valuable as a means of enriching anthropological 

research. The impact of consumption on a society is various depending on the particular 

location, as articulated by Miller: ΨThe.... advantage of consumption is that it is a relatively 

autonomous and plural process of cultural self-construction.  There is no single or proper 

way to consume.  The imperatives of consumption may be as varied as the cultural contexts 

from which consumers act' (1995a:41). An observation of consumption can reveal much 

about the social fabric of a society and what is considered important in life by its citizens. 

 

Without going into the history of material culture theories, I draw mainly upon the work of 

Daniel Miller (1987; 1988; 1994; 1995a; 1998a; 1998b; 2001a; 2008; 2010; 2012), who is 

critical of purely structural and semiotic approaches to material culture since he feels they 

do not fully recognise the significance of particular artefacts (1998a:10).  He expresses the 

view that such theorising starts with a category, for example, gender, and seeks to reiterate 

ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭǎ ǘƘƛǎ Ψŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴƛǎƳΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭity is therefore not simply 

about objects signifying or representing us principally as signs or symbols (Campbell 

1995:115-117; Carrier and IŜȅƳŀƴ мффтΥоруύΤ aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƎƻŜǎ 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ΨƳƻǊŜ ǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘΩΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ όaƛƭƭŜǊ мффуŀΣ мффрŀΥнттΤ ǎŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ {ǘƻǊŜȅ мфффΥмсуύ7.  He 

recognises that consumer goods are actively used in social and individual self-creation and 

are the means through which we build our understanding of ourselves and others (Miller 

1987, 1998a, 2010).  People appropriate goods and transform them into creative artefacts 

ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŜŘΩ ƻǊ 

embodied in consumer goods or consumptive displays. Consumption is a process of 

ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ΨΦΦΦΦ by which people are enabled to construct themselves as social beings in 

the same process by whiŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ όaƛƭƭŜǊ мффрŀΥррύΦ ²Ƙŀǘ aƛƭƭŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀǘ 

pains to point out was that material things can exist almost unnoticed and yet exert 

enormous power to influence behaviour (2009:4). Materiality actually creates individuals in 

ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ όaƛƭƭŜǊ нлмлύΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜΣ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ōȅ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ όaƛller 2001a:2; see also Chapter 

Nine). 

 

                                                           
7 ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊŀŎŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ IŜƎŜƭΩǎ ΨtƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩ όмултΣ 
1977)(Tilley 2006:60) 
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In combating the view that some kiƴŘ ƻŦ ΨƘŜŘƻƴƛǎǘƛŎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜΩ ό/ŀƳǇōŜƭƭ мфутύ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘ ƻŦ 

consumption, Miller points to his own research findings in which he found contradictions in 

the discourse8 of shopping and the actuality of the activity (1998b). What is commonly 

thought of as a materialistic basis to shopping is found to be an operation of thrift and 

concern for value (Miller 1998b:49). Acts of expenditure are hence turned into acts of saving 

(ibid). This concern to save money is contextualised amongst a range of values representing 

ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎΣ ƳƻŘŜǎǘȅΣ ǎƻōǊƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴǘ όмффуōΥрсύΤ ŀƴŘ ǎƻΣ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘǊƛŦǘ 

are based on more than just a sense of saving, reflecting attributes of individual and 

household identity. Miller acknowledges that there are alternative approaches to the one of 

thrift and points more generally to the objectification of different values in the act of 

shopping (1998b:65). 

 

The anthropology of consumption developed by Miller takes as its theoretical base the 

practice theory propounded by Giddens (1986)9Φ ¦ǎƛƴƎ DƛŘŘŜƴǎΩ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

Miller is able to explore potential relationships between cultural and material worlds (Hicks 

and Beaudry 2010:50). Here it is understood that consumption happens and evolves within a 

ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŘǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜen 

agency and social structure. Also highly influential, Pierre Bourdieu (1984) contributed to the 

move from the traditional Marxist emphasis on processes of production and exchange to a 

soŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΦ  ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƘŀōƛǘǳǎΩΣ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳ (ibid) shone a light 

on the way in which class and consumption become naturalised. And this is equally 

applicable to other social distinctions, such as gender. Through analysing consumptive 

practices carefully, all manner of social details can be potentially uncovered. Miller 

όнллсΥопсύ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴƛƴƎ 

[that] was hidden by an ideology which viewed consumption as merely an expression of 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǘŀǎǘŜΦΩ In other words, people do not consume certain things without reason, and 

the importance of consumption choices is in that they reveal the essential characteristics of 

a society, the values and beliefs held by that society and the nature of social relations. 

 

Alfred Gell (1988) illustrates a striking picture of the Muria Gonds of central India in the way 

in which their desire for goods is culturally controlled. Here, a rapid increase in the wealth of 

some individuals has led to uncomfortable dilemmas in consumption where economic 

egalitarianism and social cohesion are valued above all else as symbols of their ethnic 

                                                           
8 Miller explains the term ΨdiscourseΩ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ Ψ.... [It] is used here for the manner in which language and 
practice become routinized and externatized beyond the expressions of particular individuals and become, 
therefore, a common location for the standard generation of normative ideals and sentiments' (Miller 
2001d:15). 
9 Giddens provided an explanation for sociaƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨŀƎŜƴŎȅΩ 

ŀƴŘ ΨǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩ όмфусύΦ Dominant ideologies form and are formed by social structure, which is referred to by 
Giddens as continually moving through a process of structuration. The actions of individuals are seen to make 
and remake social structure, and this provides an explanation for how changes to aspects of social relations 
develop over time.  
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ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ōǊŀǎǎ Ǉƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŀƭ ƎŀǊƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

perpetuate their socially regulated lifestyle, are sought, as opposed to other commodities 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŦǊŜŜƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ΨƻōǎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǎƳΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ƎƻƻŘǎ 

does not apply to alcoholic drink or food in which they notoriously indulge at public feasts 

and celebrations (Gell 1988:115). Such culturally filtered attitudes to consumption are 

present in every society to a more or less obvious extent. Although the society found in 

aƻŎƘǳŘƛ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ΨƻōǎŜǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜΩΣ ƛǘ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ generally 

indulge in flashy or flamboyant consumption. As will be discussed later on, at a communal 

celebration or event, much emphasis is placed on providing everyone present with a 

substantial meal, and this, in other cultures, could be considered immoderate consumption. 

 

The development of global networks and commodity links which have risen inexorably in the 

past twenty years or so, have introduced a different perspective on both production and 

consumption. Far from being merely localised processes, they have moved rapidly to 

become globalising forces. It was once thought that mass consumption and globalisation 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƭƭ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ŀǎ ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎΣ ŀƳƻǊŀƭ 

and purely self-interested inŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ό/ŀǊǊƛŜǊ ŀƴŘ Miller 1999:37; Baudrillard 1988), yet this 

denies the complex and dynamic processes which are part of how and why people 

appropriate things in their lives.  The way people tackle impersonal markets and 

multinational brands has everything to do with their endeavours to create social relations 

and to objectify moralities and this is by no means a blanket approach to inevitable 

materialism (Carrier and Miller 1999; Miller 1998a). This is not to deny the influence of 

marketing, advertising media, and the wider availability of goods (see Burke 1996). 

Commodities are viewed as having their own journeys in which they encounter different 

ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ΨǊŜƎƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ ό!ǇǇŀŘǳǊŀƛ мфусύΦ As pointed out by 

Banks (1997:159)Σ !ǇǇŀŘǳǊŀƛΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ and meaning placed on 

commodities is as a result of power struggles which are always open to further contestation 

and transformation. Commodities are not socially neutral objects, but take on socially 

constrǳŎǘŜŘ ΨƭƛǾŜǎΩ όYƻǇȅǘƻŦŦ мфусύ as they are negotiated through different circuits of 

exchange. As such they are seen to generate particular meanings and values in different 

locations and times: Ψ.... the economies of complex and highly monetized societies exhibit a 

two-sided valuating system: on one side is the homogenous area of commodities, on the 

other, the extremely variegated area of private valuation' (ibid:88). However, Friedman 

(1991), in contrast, emphasises that it is not the movement of the commodities themselves, 

ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΩ ς Ψ¢ƘƛƴƎǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

lives; rather, sƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΩ όƛōƛŘΥ161). This latter view is maybe a little too simplistic 

in that it does not take into account how people are influenced by the presence of material 

items and structures which drive certain behaviours. People may feel a lack of agency to 

change things, an example of which is given in Chapter Nine with regard to inherited 

housing. 
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There exists an anti-consumption sentiment as a global discourse (Miller 2006) which argues 

that there is a degree of consumption beyond which it is seen as morally corrupting. There is 

concern that with more goods and more choice, the world risks becoming materialistic and 

ƎǊŜŜŘȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ΨŦŀƭǎŜΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ όaŀŎƪŀȅ мффтύΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ 

the history of religious tradition (ibid) in which consumption is seen as self-indulgent and 

decadent as opposed to being within a state of self-denial and modesty leading to spiritual 

enlightenment10. And additionally, the Marxist and dominant focus on production was that it 

was good and noble, as opposed to consumption which generally has the reputation of being 

frivolous (Mackay 1997:2). The consumer is seen as the antithesis of the producer. There is a 

gendered dimension to this, reflecting patriarchal sentiment that men worked, whereas 

women managed the domestic scene and consumed (ibid)11. Aligned to this is the general 

assumption that people who own more possessions must in some way be more materialistic 

than those who do not have much (Miller 1998:71). This common discourse is seen as 

contradictory to what actually occurs in practice and is uncovered in MiƭƭŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ όƛōƛŘύ ς 

that attitudes to consumption are various and complex; that consumption is more often 

handled with integrity and used as a means of objectifying certain values.  

 

Consumption in terms of spending is often argued to be related to choice, the practicality of 

which is well outlined by Miller (1998b:138): 

 

ΨΦΦΦΦǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ 

for more things or for more choice. It comes from the gradual expansion 

of a sense of what ordinary people may ordinarily expect as their 

standard of living combined with the growth in their incomes. Whether 

it is the speed with which a medical operation should be carried out, or 

the number of toilets in a family house, modern consumption has 

certainly demonstrated how hard it is to overestimate our capacity to 

ƴŜŜŘ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǿŀƴǘΦΩ 

 

However, the socialisation of consumption in that what one spends money on, and how 

much, is related to context, as in the story of the Muria Gonds (Gell 1988) mentioned earlier.  

The fact that Botswana has one of the highest gini coefficients in the world points to very 

large differences in individual wealth and spending power (CSO 201012; African Development 

Bank 201213), and yet in the peri-urban locality of Mochudi, significant distinguishing 

                                                           
10 Contrary to this, Pentecostal Churches many and various throughout sub-Saharan Africa today preach a 
ΨǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ DƻǎǇŜƭΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜǎ ƴŜǿ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ όaŀǊǘƛƴ нллр:146); however, fieldwork in 
Botswana did not find this type of religious approach to be widely followed. 
11 Another gendered aspect is pointed out by Belk (1999) who relates the biblical story of the Fall in the Garden 
ƻŦ 9ŘŜƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ²ƻƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ ǎǳŎŎǳƳōǎ ǘƻ ǘŜƳǇǘŀǘƛƻƴΥ Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜōȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ 
ƭƻǎǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ƘǳƴƎŜǊΣ ƭƻƴƎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛǊŜΩ όƛōƛŘΥмурύΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘǳƭƎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘǳǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǎƛƴful. 
12 Gini coefficient statistics date from 2003 
13 Statistics for Botswana date back to 1994 
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variances of wealth are not apparent. Douglas and Isherwood (1979) highlight how cultural 

differences in attitude can exist: 

 

 ΨΦΦΦΦƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

societies set on the ratio of consumption to income.  Spending only a 

small proportion of income may in one place and time be called thrifty, 

wise and provident; in another it may be held to be miserly, mean and 

wrong.  Conversely, a high ratio of consumption may be approved as 

generous, magnificent, and good in one culture, while in another the 

selfsame behaviour may be called spendthrift, feckless, ŀƴŘ ōŀŘΦΩ όƛōƛŘ 

1979:26) 

 

In many African societies, being miserly or stingy is a recognised character trait, yet is not 

obvious in the community under scrutiny in Botswana. Firstly, there is an expectation and 

obligation placed on individuals to give to other members of the family if they are in a 

position to do so, and, converse to this, if they do not have anything, they are likely to be 

recipients instead. This is usually on the basis of necessity, as opposed to desire or want. 

Durham (1999:198ύ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘǎ ΨƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ of kinship, which involve claims 

ƻŦ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅΣ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅΩΦ There is a sense in Botswana that individual 

circumstances can change quickly and a recipient can become a person giving, or vice versa. 

{ŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΣ ΨǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǎǇƛǊƛǘΩ ƛǎ Ŝncompassed in the National understanding of botho ς 

see pages 14 - 15 for discussion of botho - and as such, a generosity towards giving is 

encouraged so that no person will be left in need14. 

 

Consumption, until recently, was not a topic for academic writing: it was not considered 

worthy of study, its potential unrecognised, and ǿŀǎ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘΩ ό/ƭǳƴŀǎ 

1999). This would have been the situation when Isaac Schapera (1940, 1971), my other main 

source of reference, conducted research in the 1920s and 1930s. This however does not 

detract from the very rich and detailed descriptions he produced, which are invaluable in 

placing a marker in time and enabling a comparison with society today. Schapera had 

gathered data for his classic ethnography and account of the lives and relations of men and 

women, entitled, Married Life in an African Tribe (1940, 1971). This book on the intimacies of 

Tswana life (together with his other prolific writings) is used as a reference point and basis 

for exploring fluctuations in social change since then. Schapera ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ Ψŀƴ 

ŜƴŎȅŎƭƻǇŜŘƛǎǘ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ ό/ƻƳŀǊƻŦŦΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭ нллтΥрύ ǿƘƻ ǎǇŜƴǘ ŀ ǇǊƻƭƻƴƎŜŘ 

period of fieldwork (1929-34) with the Bakgatla15 situated in Rampedi ward16, Mochudi.  It is 

                                                           
14 This generosity is helped by Government-funded social protection schemes such as the state old age pension 
and destitute programme 
15 Mochudi is the tribal capital of the Bakgatla, one of more than twenty tribes in Botswana which are 

sufficiently homogenous to be classed a single group, Tswana, in relation to other peoples of Southern Africa. 
For further explanation, see Page 17 
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to this very same place that this research project is drawn and provides the locus for 

collection of data.  

  

{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ anthropological work was written specifically to highlight the significant societal 

transformations taking place in the 1920s and 1930s in the way in which the Bakgatla lived 

their lives, taking historical baseline information and making comparisons to what he found 

at that time (Heald 2003).  His ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ Ψƴƻ-nonsense commitment to 

transparency in the work of ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ό/ƻƳŀǊƻŦŦΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭ нллтΥсύΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ 

ǎŀǿ ƴƻ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƴ ΨǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƻǊŎŜ Ƙƛǎ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǎΩ όƛōƛŘΥ 

5). wŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ (1940, 1971; 1938, 1994; 

1957). He provides invaluable insights into all aspects of social relations: the upbringing of 

children; the tribulations of courtship; the changes in gender relations found within 

marriage; the evolution of societal attitudes towards death, to name a few. Schapera was 

concerned to capture the significant changes occurring in society at the time of his residence 

there and provide a rationale as to why these changes were happening. He indicates that the 

future of indigenous African society was regarded with ΨƎǊŀve concernΩ since it was seen as 

disintegrating under economic, religious and political forces affecting the centrality of the 

family (1940, 1971:8). Huge economic changes ς labour migration and the formation of a 

cash economy ς disrupted the family and caused instability; yet, on the other hand, these 

same economic developments provided for the emancipation of women from a highly 

patriarchal system (ibid:320). Schapera somewhat backtracks on the destructiveness of the 

changes, and, in talking about the foundations needed for stable personal relationships, 

states:  

 

Ψ²Ŝ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ΨŘƛǎƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

ΨŘŜƳƻǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩΤ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ Ƴŀȅ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅ 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΩ (ibid) 

 

He then adds: 

 

Ψ.ǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǎ ȅŜǘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƳǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ 

are less potent than the disintegrating tendencies. There is often a 

conflict between traditional social forms and new ideas, between modes 

of behaviour and legal and conventional rules. Christianity and 

education encourage concepts of equality between the sexes, while the 

law and the economy preserve the subordination of women, with 

limited exceptions, eg the right of women to inherit property, and the 

openings for wage-earning by femalesΧΦ ¢ƘŜ femme sole has emerged, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
16 A ward is a defined residential area which comes under the authority of a headman related to the Chief 
(Roberts 1979). There were 48 wards in Mochudi in 1979 (ibid) 
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but there is as yet no place for her in the legal system, or in the political 

ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ όƛōƛŘΥонмύ  

 

The Tswana family continues to socially mutate, modernising within the system of common 

law, and developing new gender practices, yet retaining some of the old traditions. The 

details of these changes, as well as historical background, that impact on social relations, are 

contained in the data chapters that follow in Sections One and Two. 

 

As in other southern African communities, people in Mochudi participate in various 

consumptive events - weddings, funerals, house-warming parties, baby showers, wedding 

showers, birthday parties, church gatherings and so forth - and these are what bind the 

community together. It could be said that greater value is placed on the consumption of 

ritual group events compared to the consumption for personal or individual use. In the 

consumption of events in Mochudi, most particularly seen in weddings and funerals, the 

feeding of plentiful numbers of people constitutes a large part of the expenditure17 (see 

Chapters Seven and Eight).  Maybe the cost of these events has always been large relative to 

the wealth of families and individuals ς Schapera refers to wedding feasts as ΨŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜΩ 

(1940, 1971:64), and infers that the extravagance of a festivity is linked to the status and 

wealth of the family (ibid).  That may be the case today, yet research has indicated an 

escalation of expenditure and expectation which affects all potential wedding couples. They 

may have the option to take out a loan from a bank or financial services company to cover 

the cost of the wedding, and research has shown that many couples do this. But to what 

extent is this hefty expenditure a case of Ψ±ŜōƭŜƴŜǎǉǳŜΩ conspicuous consumption (Miller 

2001b:232)?  

 

hƴŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ŀǘǎǿŀƴŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƛǎ ǎǳƳƳŜŘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨbothoΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ 

ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƎǊŀŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΩΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǎǘȅ ƛƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ 

dislike of overt boasǘŦǳƭƴŜǎǎΣ ΨΦΦΦΦ.ŀǘǎǿŀƴŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ώǘƘŀǘϐ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻƴ Ƙumbleness 

ŀƴŘ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΩ ό5Ŝƴōƻǿ ŀƴŘ Thebe 2006:172). This characteristic can be found throughout 

Botswana as shown in an anthropological account from the Kalahari that reveals the 

rejection of a well intentioned gift was down to a reaction designed to prevent the giver 

from becoming too arrogant and boastful (Lee 1969)18. That botho is an important aspect of 

                                                           
17 The perceived need to own livestock is a way of coping with unforeseen events, such as a funeral, with the 
associated requirement to feed everyone. 
 
18 The characteristics of modesty and deprecation of the !Kung San of the Kalahari Desert are mentioned by 
Giddens (1994:61) in his treatise on the Post-Traditional society. An interesting point he makes is how these 
characteristics enable the community to sustain egalitarianism ς Ψ¢ƘŜ ǊƛǘǳŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŘƛǎǇŀǊŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǘƻ 
arrogance and therefore to the sort of stratification that might develop if the best hunters were honoured or 
ǊŜǿŀǊŘŜŘΩ όмффпΥснύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŀƳƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŜty in Mochudi are discussed more fully in subsequent chapters. 
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Batswana values is confirmed by the fact it is cited within the National document, Vision 

201619: 

 

Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴŜǘǎ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ς the concept of a 

person who has a well-rounded character, who is well-mannered, 

courteous and disciplined, and realises his or her full potential both as 

an individual and as part of the community to which he or she belongs. 

 

Botho defines a process for earning respect by first giving it, and to gain 

empowerment by empowering others.  It encourages people to applaud 

rather than resent those who succeed.  It disapproves of anti-social, 

disgraceful, inhuman and criminal behaviour, and encourages social 

justice for all. 

 

Botho as a concept must stretch to its utmost limits the largeness of the 

spirit of all Batswana. It must permeate every aspect of our lives, like 

the air we breathe, so that no Motswana will rest easy knowing that 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘΩ ό±ƛǎƛƻƴ нлмсΣ 1997) 

 

As shall be shown in the subsequent chapters, the drive for communal events and festivities 

is not so much through the desire for conspicuous consumption, and any extravagance 

displayed is perceived to be within the bounds of botho. Consumptive events take place in 

Mochudi for the very reason that first and foremost they are social and an important part of 

building and maintaining community relations. This reflection is backed up by the findings of 

5ǳǊƘŀƳ ŀƴŘ Yƭŀƛǘǎ όнллнύΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭǎ ŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ 

of belonging, of sharing identity with others, and of debating the nature of social 

relationships are carried outΦΦΦΦΩ όƛōƛŘΥ тфпύΦ Durham ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎ 

ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭǎΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎǎΣ 

are a prime example (2001:162).  

 

Within the individual appropriation of goods, social relations are objectified (Miller 1995a), 

and the very process of obtaining goods, that is, the act of shopping, is referred to as a 

ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜΩ όaƛƭƭŜǊ мффуōύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

individualised or performed for oneself, but one carried out with a particular relationship in 

mind (ibid). Shopping is essentially about social relations (ibid). The centrality of love and 

care as the ideology behind shopping is obvious in other mundane domestic activities, such 

as clothes washing and cooking. Klaits (2010: 6) also relates the sentiment of love to caring, 

in this case focusing within ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ !L5{Σ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ Ψ! ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ΨƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǾŜΩ όgo 

                                                           
19 Botho is cited as the fifth principle within the development plans of Botswana; the other four are democracy, 
development, self-reliance and unity. 
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na le lerato) because of what he or she does in order to enhance the well-being of others ς 

ƎƛǾƛƴƎΣ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ŦŜŜŘƛƴƎΣ ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎΣ ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎΣ ƴǳǊǎƛƴƎΦΩ  

 

The proposition (Miller 1998:116) that the rise of the romantic ideal of love has acted as 

substitution for religious devotion, alongside the rise of contemporary consumerism, is 

based on the work of Campbell (1987). Miller goes further in saying that it was not just 

ΨǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ƭƻǾŜΩΣ ōǳǘ ΨƭƻǾŜ ŀǎ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŦƛƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ Řǳǘȅ 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭƛŦŜΩ όaƛƭƭŜǊ мффуΥмм7), although, as mentioned earlier, he dismisses 

ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭ όмфутύ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƘŜŘƻƴƛǎǘƛŎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ Řŀȅ 

provisioning. This thesis embraces the concept that an element of self-sacrifice is present 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ acts of ƭƻǾŜΩ ƻǊ ΨƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƭƻǾŜΩ as expressions of caring and a means to sustain 

social relationships (Miller 1998b:35). 

 

! ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘƛƴƎ aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ όмффуōύ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ 

DƛŘŘŜƴǎΩ όмффнύ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǳǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ takes place in Chapter Five on Courtship. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩ ƭƻǾŜ Ƙŀǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ 

Africa which brings together material goods and romantic love, creating a particular 

understanding of love and caring (Hunter 2010; Cole and Thomas 2009; Durham 2001). This 

is contrary to the assumption that global development in relationships is towards a more 

self-concerned expression of love where the relationship itself is the subject of discussion 

and negotiation (Giddens 1992). This minimises the expression of love in any form of 

material giving, whether by gifts or acts. Miller clearly argues that the utilisation of material 

culture is a means to enhance rather than detract from the capacity to objectify social 

relations (1998b). 

 

The evolving of love and materiality as seen in courtship relationships through the giving of 

gifts (see Chapter Five) is seen as part of a modernising world. And it is a world that has 

changed significantly over the past decades, economically and socially (ref Schapera 1940, 

1971:311-321), and continues to do so. The concern within this thesis is with what 

opportunities, manifested through consumption, emerge within a modernising community 

through rising incomes and increased levels of wealth. In analysing the current situation, 

general data on Botswana, including economic, statistical, and gender representation20 is 

detailed in Appendix 2. This provides useful background and contextual information. The 

focus of the research, in contrast to most of development studies, is directed towards more 

prosperous and financially better-off households and higher level consumption, since it is 

here that the role of consumption is likely to be most clearly revealed. And in choosing to 

target wealthier people, this study is projecting forward and anticipating what likely courses 
                                                           
20 Botswana is historically a patriarchal society which Hoyt Alverson  (1978:49) describes as follows: 

ΨThe Tswana are typical of southern Bantu-speaking peoples in having a rigidly segregated and hierarchically 

stratified society in terms of sex.  Traditionally women were the legal minors of either their parents or their 
ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ όǘƘŜ ΨǊƻƻǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ¢ǎǿŀƴŀ ǎŀȅύΩ {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ 
Wylie (1990: 126). 
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of action people, currently in poverty, may take in the future when greater disposable 

income is available to them. This argues that broader patterns of consumption can be 

predicted; however, this is done with the caviat that any analysis of consumption should be 

made on the understanding that it is always contingent on the particulars of place and time. 

 

As stated, the locus of research is Mochudi. This place is both the tribal capital of the 

Bakgatla, one of the eight largest Tswana chiefdoms of Botswana21 and an administrative 

centre for Kgatleng District. Briefly, ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ aƻŎƘǳŘƛΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎΣ ŀt the beginning of 

the nineteenth century, the Bakgatla were living in the Rustenburg district in South Africa, 

where many still reside today (Makgala 2009). In 1871, a significant body of the tribe trekked 

across the border as a means of escaping being dominated by more powerful groups, and 

established themselves at Mochudi22. It is reckoned23 that today only forty per cent of 

residents in the Kgatleng District are Bakgatla, most people having moved into the area over 

the past fifty years from other parts of Botswana. 

 

Schapera describes Mochudi of the 1930s as follows: 

 

ΨaƻŎƘǳŘƛ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛǎ ǎƻ big a settlement24 that many of its inhabitants do 

not even know one another by sight.... In the smaller villages contacts 

between the inhabitants are more intimate. They know one another 

and, either directly or through gossip, what goes on in most homes, and 

they come together fairly often, not only at public meetings or at 

church, but at work, at feasts and at funerals.... Most markedly still in 

aƻŎƘǳŘƛΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǳǇ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǿŀǊŘΩ ό{ŎƘapera 1940, 1971:95) 

 

Schapera emphasises the importance of kinship. Many near relatives lived close by within 

the same ward and were connected ōȅ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜǎΣ ŘǳǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ 

(1940, 1971:97): 

 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƛǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 

ƻŦ ΨƭƛƴƪŜŘΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǎƻ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ YƎŀǘƭŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ Lƴ 

almost every family of any size the parents usually pair the children 

together ς elder brother with younger brother, brother with sister, elder 

                                                           
21 Tswana was one of the three major divisions of the Sotho group of Bantu-speaking peoples of central South 
Africa.  There are just as many (although related) languages as tribes, although today, English and Setswana are 
widely spoken. 
22 For full historical background to Mochudi, see Morton (2009); also, more recent history of the Bakgatla: 
Makgala (2009) 
23 Information gathered from local informants 
24 aƻŎƘǳŘƛΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ уΣслл ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфоп /ŜƴǎǳǎΤ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ ²ŀǊŘΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 
106 inhabitants (1934 Census) to 1,513 (2001 Census) 
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sister with younger sister. Those of the same sex are paired together 

alternatively (first and third, second and fourth, and so on), those of 

opposite sex go in relative order of birth (eldest brother with eldest 

sister, second brother with second sister, and so on)Φ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ 

linked sister is also the linked paternal aunt of his children, just as he is 

the linked maternal uncle of hers, while linked brothers are the linked 

senior and junior paternal uncles respecǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ 

Among his immediate relatives, therefore, every man may have one of 

each class to whom he is specially attached, and with whom he is said 

Ψǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƭƛŦŜΩΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥфтύ 

 

The impression given is that close relatives were very much an integral part and presence 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ όƛōƛŘΥуфύΦ Much has changed which puts a strain on these 

special relationships and obligations which go alongside them, not least, smaller family size, 

marriage outside family, and greater travel away from family location. Such special 

relationships as exist today, in particular, the role of uncle, are explored in Chapters Five and 

Six.  

 

At the time of fieldwork, 2010-2011, there was a revival of interest in the culture of the 

Bakgatla, mainly driven by the newly installed Chief Kgosi Kgafela II, who ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ΨǘƘŜ 

restoration of Setswana culture and respect for bogosiΩ25 which was positioned as 

oppositional to a Westernised and modern lifestyle. Initiation schools which had been 

absent for a period of twenty-five years, were brought back for both boys and girls on 

alternate years (see Chapter Four). Cultural exhibitions and events for the public were 

staged at the Phutatikobo Museum and main Mochudi kgotla26. For most people 

encountered through fieldwork in Mochudi, this was a sideshow, yet there was no doubting 

a general strong sense of pride and solidity in terms of people knowing their birth roots and 

links to their home village, whether that was Mochudi or another location in Botswana27. 

 

There is evidence that Mochudi was a comparatively prosperous community from the early 

1930s (Grant and Grant 1995; Schapera 1940, 1971), with the Bakgatla regarded as the most 

progressive tribe in the Protectorate28. In contrast to other tribes, the Bakgatla produced 

grain surpluses which were evident in their clay granaries, and they were the first tribe in the 

country to organise an agricultural show.  In 1935, the Bakgatla Chief, Isang Pilane, became 

                                                           
25 ¢ƘŜ aƛǊǊƻǊΣ /ŀƭƛǘǳǎ .ƻǎŀƭŜǘǎǿŜΣ ΨYƎŀŦŜƭŀ ǘƘŜ CǊŜŜŘƻƳ CƛƎƘǘŜǊΩΣ ммth-18th November 2010, Vol 01:22 
26 Kgotla: the community meeting place; also acts as a community court of law (Grant and Grant 1995:127).  
27 Other than Batswana, a few Zimbabweans were found to be living in Rampedi, as well as people who had 
strong family links to South Africa. 
28 Bechuanaland, as Botswana was once called, came under British protection and control in 1885 until it 
gained Independence in 1966. 
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the first Motswana29 to own a tractor.  There is also evidence that the Bakgatla were the first 

people to ōǳƛƭŘ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎŜŘΩ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ όGrant and Grant 1995), the influence for which came 

from their connections to the Transvaal from whence they migrated. Former President 

Masire in his autobiography refers to the character of the Bakgatla: 

 

'When I raised the issue of HIV and AIDS and the reasons for its spread in 

kgotla meetings, the reactions were very hostile to the idea that I would 

talk about such personal and moral issues publicly.  Only the Bakgatla, 

who are more candid about most things than other Batswana, seemed 

to be interested in hearing and talking about the matter' (Masire 

2006:239) 

 

Today, Mochudi, with a population of over 44,000 (2011 census) appears a little less 

progressive and shows evidence of having missing out on economic development compared 

with other ΨǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎΩ ƛƴ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΣ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŜƳǇǘȅ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

shopping mall, yet falling foul of planning regulations, it remains unused since 2003. The 

ƎƛǾŜƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ aƻŎƘǳŘƛΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǾŀǊƛŀōƭȅ Ǝƻ 

against the ruling BDP30 party in favour of voting for the opposition - the BCP - and 

consequently Mochudi suffers from government disinterest (Makgala 2009). However, 

Mochudi is deemed an ideal location in which to carry out this research, in particular 

because of the social mobility of its inhabitants, its progressive economic and social track 

ǊŜŎƻǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

transformations experienced by its people from the early twentieth century to today. 

 

This chapter has outlined the conceptual background to the research project and the 

concepts to be followed. The theories of Daniel Miller and the historical writings of Isaac 

Schapera provide a guiding thread throughout, and the focus is on the utilisation of 

consumption and consumptive acts as the lens through which to understand the nature of 

social relations found in Mochudi, Botswana. The following chapter details the methods 

applied to gathering research data. 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
29 Singular of Batswana: in one sense can describe the people of Botswana; in another it applies to the family 
and people in Botswana and South Africa whose language is Setswana (Grant and Grant 1995). 
30 BDP stands for Botswana Democratic Party; BCP is the Botswana Congress Party 
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Chapter 3 - Methods 

 

3.1 Location and Timing 

 

The location of fieldwork in the ward of Rampedi is bordering the main street through 

Mochudi and forms one of the central wards with easy access to shops and amenities. A plan 

of the ward indicating individual homesteads is given in Figure 2. The period of fieldwork is 

September 2010 to July 2011, with a follow-up visit in April-May 2013. 

 

In 1973, Simon Roberts had ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŀ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ ŀǘ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

view to seeing how the structure of the ward had changed over a period of nearly forty 

years. He found little different in that three core families (central descent groups) still lived 

in the main part of the ward (Schapera and Roberts 1975). He reported that the pattern of 

ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƳƻǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎǘŜŀŘ ƻƴ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘΣ 

and that temporary movement out of the ward for reasons of employment for both sexes 

was limited (ibid). At the time of my own fieldwork, the same three families and their 

descendants occupy residences in their original location in the ward. However, the number 

of malapa31 in the ward has grown since then and residential plots of land have been 

allocated by the Land Board up to the boundaries of the ward (the flood plain of the River 

bƻǘǿŀƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŦŜŜŘŜǊ ǎǘǊŜŀƳύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊŜŀ L ƘŀǾŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨLƴŎƻƳŜǊǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΦ ! ǘƘƛǊŘ ŀǊŜa 

to the eastern side of Rampedi, is where a number of government houses have been built, 

together with a health clinic and small business units. Rampedi is not a particularly affluent 

ward, and moderately well-off families are seen to live side by side with very poor people. 

 

On first arriving in Mochudi, a visit to the Tribal Administration was made and a meeting 

secured with the deputy Kgosi, Sekai Linchwe, in which the purpose of the research was 

explained and permission sought (a Research Permit had already been obtained from the 

Government of Botswana). It was important to do this to gain the cooperation not only of 

the Tribal Administration, but also of the local tribesman, the Ward Headman, to whom the 

deputy Kgosi enabled an introduction, and who subsequently provided assistance and 

embraced the project. 

 

My residence for the period of fieldwork was outside of Mochudi, halfway to the capital, 

Gaborone, yet Mochudi was visited nearly every day, and, even if not specifically meeting 

with anyone, a walk around Rampedi was usually undertaken, acknowledging familiar faces 

and seeing what was happening. 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 Malapa, plural of Lapa or lelapa: homesteads comprising one or more houses linked by or within a courtyard 
(see Grant and Grant 1995:14) 
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Figure 2: Map of Rampedi Ward indicating households involved in initial survey (numbers in 

black and yellow) and second stage interviewing (numbers in yellow). Source: Kgatleng Land 

Board 

 

3.2 Data Collection  

 

The methodological approach adopted is qualitative and interpretive, utilising ethnographic 

ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψseek explanations of 

phenomena through their local contextΩ όaƛƭƭŜǊ мффпΥоύΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎΣ 

listening and interpretation. It was deemed essential to secure the services of an appropriate 

research assistant who could pave the way to enable successful data gathering to take 
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place32Φ aȅ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǿŀǎ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ōȅ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜǊΩ 

(Merriam et al 2001; Kondo 1986). All educated people and elites in Botswana speak fluent 

English, yet many households in Rampedi spoke only limited English and often chose to talk 

in the local language, Setswana. Consequently, there was a high dependency on my research 

assistant to act as translator. Attempts were made to learn some basic phrases in Setswana 

to help with my acceptance into the community, and, in following the practice of Miller 

(1994:4), efforts were made to become ŀ ΨƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ-ǎƛƴƪΩ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊΣ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿΣ ŀƴŘ 

be known, by local people.   

 

The first stage of fieldwork (September ς December 2010) started with a funnelled approach 

to data collection. Attempts were made to contact every household to establish a basic 

understanding of who lived in the area and their circumstances, with a view then to 

determine which households and informants were likely to be the main data providers. This 

activity was not as straight-forward as initially thought: people in Botswana usually have not 

only a home in the village, but also live some of the time at their masimo or cattlepost33 

some distance from their main home34. Initial fƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΩs summer 

and rainy season, which meant that a number of people were absent from their Mochudi 

home, spending time at the masimo. A survey was achieved of approximately 65 per cent of 

the households in Rampedi Ward (as many as could be gained entry to, which came to 80 in 

total), the basis of which was a general questionnaire which was also translated into 

Setswana. The questionnaire covered the following areas: biographical and ethnic data of all 

household members (permanent and temporary), marital status, duration of marriage, 

brideprice given, education levels reached, religious affiliation, occupational details, length 

of time in property and whether owned or not, income levels and social benefits, 

expenditure, consumption and possessions, and leisure time activities. Although not 

intended to be left with any residents, the questionnaire had an accompanying letter from 

ǘƘŜ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ IŜŀŘƳŀƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƻǇeration, 

and giving brief details of the purpose and remit of the research. Agreement to participate in 

the project was documented through a consent form (see Appendix 3), again translated into 

Setswana. 

 

                                                           
32 My research assistant proved ideal for the following reasons: she was a mature woman (essential to gain 
respect in a society where age matters); had grown up in Mochudi and ethnically was half Mokgatla (as a local, 
indigenous person, could more readily empathise with interviewees); was educated and experienced as a 
training consultant (thus easily understood research objectives; had the necessary interpersonal skills to 
communicate with informants; could transcribe and had access to computing equipment); and now lived in a 
nearby village (not too close to be of concern to informants over confidential matters). A student at the 
University of Botswana was also employed to transcribe a number of recorded interviews of key informants. 
 
33 A masimo is the allocated lands for growing crops, and the cattlepost is often used by many members of a 
family for keeping cattle, the focal point of which is the borehole or water supply. Usually the masimo and 
cattlepost are in different locations. 
34 In addition, some people have a residence in the city although Mochudi is generally regarded close enough to 
be a commuter town. 
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The second stage involved a more in-depth process with selected households. Twenty-five 

households were chosen on the following criteria: evidence of higher household income, 

either through conspicuous wealth in house, garden, possessions, or stated income; location 

of homestead; potential willingness of individuals to participate; and sensible mix of 

demographics: old and young, married and single, and so forth. Following the initial survey, 

the three distinct residential areas within Rampedi became obvious: the core of the original 

ward and surrounding malapa όΨhƭŘΩ wŀƳǇŜŘƛύΤ ƻǳǘƭȅƛƴƎ Ǉƭƻǘǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ bƻǘǿŀƴŜ wƛǾŜǊ ŦƭƻƻŘ 

Ǉƭŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǊƻŀŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊŘ όΨLƴŎƻƳŜǊǎΩύΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

government housing in a block to the east (Government Housing); and so it was important to 

ensure representation in the three locations. The households chosen are shown on the plan 

of Rampedi (Figure 2) as the yellow numbers (the black numbers are households that 

participated only in the initial survey). 

 

 
Figure 3: The Kgotla ŀǘ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ΨhƭŘΩ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ                                          Photograph by Researcher 

 

The chosen twenty-five households were visited a number of times (January ς May 2011) in 

order to elicit more in-depth information, in particular, on aspects of consumption choice. 

The basis of interviews was a questionnaire adapted for use with couples (married or 

cohabiting) and with single (including widowed and divorced) residents. Areas covered in the 

questionnaires were: employment status, financial management in terms of who controls 

the money and who spends it (Pahl 2008), saving, overspending, consumption choices and 

constraints, household roles and task allocation. Each member of these households was 

interviewed in turn.  
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A key part of data collection at this stage, in addition to the above interviews, was the 

entrustment of an easy-to-use digital camera for the taking of pictures by household 

participants. After a thorough briefing, residents were encouraged, over a period of a few 

days, to take photographs of possessions which they deemed important to them and 

significant in their lives. This approach is unlike Collier's 'cultural inventory', in which it is the 

researcher who takes photographs as a listing or record of material goods (Collier and Collier 

1967, 1986)35Φ .ƻǘƘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

approach adopted in this project has the potential to be more meaningful ς as pointed out 

by Pink (2005), whoever takes the photograph, it is their reality. This method also has the 

advantage of providing individuals with greater ownership and control over what, when and 

how pictures are captured. Preservation of anonymity is very difficult when film is used as a 

research method (Pink 2007) and so giving informants ample opportunity to amend or 

withdraw any visual representation is important. The end result is that much more of a 

collaborative approach (ibid) is achieved which helps the process of knowledge transfer. 

Briefing notes on the purpose of research activity and how to use the camera were left with 

the household member responsible for the camera (see Appendix 4) and all household 

participants were required to sign a consent form (Appendix 5).  

 

When the camera (of which there were two in circulation) was collecteŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

photographs were downloaded to a laptop. These then formed a visual focus to a discussion, 

seeking to find out why a particular item was photographed and the significance of it to the 

individual. In this way, meanings, significance, social relations, identity and motivations were 

teased out within an interview, which was generally one-to-one, free-form and in-depth. 

This proved a creative and productive means of participants sharing how they chose to 

express themselves and how their lives are objectified in the things they photographed. 

 

My positionality as a middle-aged, white woman did not pose any perceived difficulties - 

most people encountered were friendly and cooperative, and only a couple of households 

refused to talk at all. My maturity was deemed a positive since there is a tradition in 

Botswana to respect older people36, and being married with children was definitely viewed 

favourably. Only on two occasions was progress in collecting data hampered: the first, a 

husband intervened during an interview with his wife and asked that she stop talking to us. 

This appears to have been around sensitivity to questions being asked about personal 

finances, the household in question being less well off than its neighbours. The second 

occasion was with another household at the second stage of data collection where the 

husband refused to give a second interview, claiming lack of time. His behaviour was 

markedly different from the initial conversations with him. However, it was pointed out by 

my research assistant that the man was embarrassed since we had already found out from 

                                                           
35 It is recognised that new technology has played a significant role in enabling different approaches to visual 
anthropology 
36 Age is equated with experience and wisdom (Denbow and Thebe 2006:169) 
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his wife that he earned less money than her. This attitude is discussed later on in the thesis ς 

see Chapter Four. 

 

Meetings were held with a number of key informants over the period of fieldwork, ranging 

from the ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ 9ƳŀƴƎ .ŀǎŀŘƛΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǳǇΤ bǘƻƳōƛ {ŜǘǎƘǿŀŜƭƻΣ feminist 

commentator and public speaker; Unity Dow, High Court Judge and lawyer; Sandy and Elinah 

Grant, writers and historians; the Director of WomŜƴΩǎ !ŦŦŀƛǊǎ and the Research Officer; 

editor of a National newspaper; a USAID executive; a financial advisor; academics at the 

University of Botswana, and a wedding services company, through to locally: a restaurant 

owner, hairdresser, leader of the Old Apostolic Church, Barclays Bank manager, loan 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ !L5{ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅ, and a 100 year old man living in another ward in 

Mochudi. A funeral and a birthday party were attended, as well as various public events, 

such as a Mochudi Kgotla meeting, a Mochudi cultural event, and an LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

Day celebration organised by the Botswana Government.  Each of these events was valuable 

in contributing to my knowledge and understanding of the different aspects of Botswana 

society. 

 

Focus group discussions, ranging from six to fifteen participants, were held on seven 

occasions in 2011. These explored broad themes, such as, money and wealth, perceptions of 

femininities and masculinities, changes in gender relations and consumption patterns (see 

Appendix 7): 

 

17 February  Boys, aged 18 ς 30, met at Rampedi kgotla37 

24 February Girls, aged 18 ς 30, met at kgotla 

13 April ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōŜŀŘ ƧŜǿŜƭƭŜǊȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇ 

14 April Men at Rampedi shebeen 

14 May MA students at University of Botswana 

4 June  Mixed group at Seventh Day Adventist Church (SDA) in Rampedi 

4 June  The Elders at SDA Church 

 

A briefing document was produced (Appendix 6) as a guide to introducing the focus group 

activity, and this, plus consent form, was translated into Setswana. All but two of the focus 

groups were conducted mainly in Setswana. 

 

Throughout the fieldwork period, a diary was kept for timings of meetings, interviews and so 

forth, but also most importantly to record observations, thoughts and reflections as and 

when they occurred. Thus, using a variety of different research methods ensures that the 

                                                           
37 In Rampedi, the kgotla is located on a piece of open land with a large tree (see Figure 3); the headman 
collected money from residents to go towards building a structure here. He wanted this as concrete evidence 
of the kgotla, and by association, his position as Headman. Plastic chairs were borrowed from a nearby 
household for the focus groups. 
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data collected and inferences made are triangulated. Grey literature from local publications, 

newspapers and magazines is gathered and digested; also valuable archive material, 

including photographs taken by Schapera in 1920s ς 1940s and letters written at that time, 

much of which is located in the Phutatikobo Museum in Mochudi. The services of Statistics 

Botswana were also of benefit in locating information on population demographics, 

marriage statistics, housing and so forth38.  

 

Pseudonyms are used in the presentation of data as well as in reference to photographs of 

people incorporated into the thesis. I share with Isaac Schapera (1940, 1971) regret that 

certain informants are kept in anonymity since I would have liked to thank them more 

publically for the valuable evidence and photographs given. However, I concord with 

SchaperaΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ: 

 

Ψ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ aƻŘƛǎŜΣ 

Rathipa, or Makgantane was the name of the man who said or did this 

or that, it may make some difference to the latter himself, if it becomes 

generally known in the tribe. Past experience has shown me that this 

ǇǊŜŎŀǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ǳƴƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ όмфплΣ мфт1:9) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
38 The National Census, which takes place every ten years, was carried out in the autumn of 2011. 
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Section One ς Consumption of Events 

This section consists of Chapters Four - Eight which are about social consumption, most 

especially seen within the rituals and celebrations of life course events. In following the 

temporal progress of life, we start off with birth in Chapter Four, and explore the historical 

background and social meaning to having children; how consumption is used to confer the 

ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ; and how it is a focal point in the shifting attitudes towards birthdays. 

Chapter Five is about courtship and how gifts are an integral part of intimate relationships. 

The historical background to this is explored through the profound social and economic 

transformations that have taken place. The following chapter (Chapter Six) considers 

marriage, detailing the constraints which prevent people from getting married, and yet 

revealing, once they have embarked on the path to matrimony, the adherence to a 

traditional process which brings families and people together at different points along the 

way. The successful outcome of marriage negotiations is celebrated in a white wedding 

(Chapter Seven) in which consumption acts to draw everybody together. It is a visual feast of 

entertainment, manifested through the bridal dresses, dancing and singing, eating and 

drinking. The last chapter in this section (Chapter Eight) is about funerals and the materiality 

of graves. People are obliged to attend funerals and often travel long distances to be 

present. On the other hand, they are local affairs, drawing in the community to both help 

and participate. The consumption surrounding the burial practices objectifies community 

solidarity and respect for the deceased. 
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Chapter 4 - The rite of babies and materiality of growing up 

ΨMy mother changed a whole lot of traditions ς my father wanted me 

and my brother to go to the cattlepost, and she said if they go there, then 

the next week they are going to be in the kitchen learning to cook.  She 

thought that if we did not learn these things, we could be disadvantaged 

in later life. 

 

DǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊ όŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊύ worked as a teacher for 30 years.  

Women were not allowed to wear trousers or ride bicycles. She bought a 

bicycle to get to work.  The /ƘƛŜŦ ǎŀƛŘΣ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ Ŧŀǘher 

about your behaviour. When she bought her first car, she could not drive 

it ς her older brother had to. 

 

Her father had a lot of cows when he died, and she and her sister were 

only given one cow to share between them.  She started on her own from 

nothing, built her own home, masimo and cattlepostΩ 

Young male respondent in Rampedi 

 

The above is part of a discussion with a young man who was keen to express the social 

change he saw within his own family.  It is illustrative of changing attitudes towards gender 

roles and ideologƛŜǎΦ Lǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ .ŀƎƪŀǘƭŀ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ŀ 

change in the upbringing of children. This chapter is about the social change and aspects of 

consumption associated with mothers, the birth of children and their growing up. It explores 

how motherhood has taken over from marriage as the social signifier of adulthood for 

women (Van Allen 2007), and how consumption is used to objectify love and caring within 

parent-child relationships. It is not about rites of passage in the usual sense of the term 

(Turner 1969), rather it is about the insights a concern with consumption brings to the 

changing role of women in Tswana society. This chapter also flags up how the modernisation 

of society has brought about new material practices to the concepts of age.  

 

In Botswana society, children are celebrated; they provide meaning to life.  Ψ.ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀ ƛǎ ŀƴ 

extremely pro-natalist country, where childbearing is intrinsic to the development of 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴƘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩ ό¦Ǉǘƻƴ нлмлΥрмс). Historically this has always been so, and Hoyt 

!ƭǾŜǊǎƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфтлǎ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǎǎŜǘ 

whose value and prestige exceed that of the herd in the Tswana conception of wealth: the 

ȅƻǳƴƎ ƛƴŦŀƴǘ ƛǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ŎƘŜǊƛǎƘŜŘΩ όмфтуΥстύΦ ¢Ƙat children are deeply loved is in no doubt and it 

ƛǎ ŀ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ 5ǳǊƘŀƳ όнллпύ ŀǎ ΨŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƛƳōǊƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 

or taking care of another, especially as it touches on providing material and spiritual good.... 

Love is conceǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ōƻǘƘ ǿŀȅǎΩ 

(ibid: 595). 
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It is recorded by Schapera that it is considered the duty of a husband to ensure that his wife 

becomes a mother (1940, 1971:187). Children, at the time of SchapeǊŀΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

terms meant additional labour to help with tasks and increased self-sufficiency in 

production, as well as security in old age and prospects of extending familial connections, 

thereby consolidating their standing in the tribe (ibid). Yet more than this, Schapera 

describes a rite of passage: 

 

Ψ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΦ 

The husband has proved his manhood and become the founder of a line 

that will perpetuate his name and memory; the wife has fulfilled her 

supreme destiny, and freed herself from the most humiliating reproach 

ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǿƻƳŀƴΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥмфмύΦ 

 

CƻǊ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿŀǎ ƻŦ ǳǘƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΥ ΨCƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛŘŜ ŀǊŜ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩ ό!ƭǾŜǊǎƻƴ 1978:165). Further, for social and economic reasons, not least the 

absence of men at the South African mines (see Chapter Six), Botswana saw the 

development of matrifocality39 (Izzard 1985; Parkin and Nyamwaya 1989). The absence of 

paternal presence in the upbringing of children contributed to the strengthening of the 

mother-child bond (ibid). And today, motherhood is constructed as a compulsory and 

indispensable aspect of feminine identity, for single women as well as being a crucial 

element for success in marriage (Ellece 2012). 

 

According to respondents in Mochudi, there is a set pattern of help given when a couple has 

their first child after marrying: the wife goes to heǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ confinement and 

usually stays for at least three months. For the second child, her mother-in-law comes to 

their home to help with the new born baby. For the third baby it is up to the couple to 

decide which one of the mothers should come and help with the baby, and thereafter it is 

the mother-in-law who has the role of helping with new babies. It is very much a female 

domain. Schapera records that even following the birth, the father is a distant figure: 

 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ Ŏhildren during their 

early youth. In any case his personal dealings with them never involve 

such intimate services as are required of the mother. His duties lie rather 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜǎ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƛŦŜΩ όмфплΣ 

1971:219) 

 

                                                           
39 This refers to the situation whereby, in the absence of the father, children are increasingly brought up in 
predominantly female and maternal kin environments. See Izzard 1985:266 for explanatory notes.  
Botswana reportedly has the highest proportion of female-headed households at 47 percent (Momsen 2002) 
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The desire to have a child is not just innate or biological, but formed through social 

conditioning (Rothman 2000). Parents, particularly young ones, are today not necessarily 

married or cohabiting at the time of giving birth, yet this does not attract social 

condemnation and has become so common as to be almost expected. This marks an 

historical change from marriage to motherhood as the social indicator of adulthood, and 

often women will give birth to children of different fathers before entering marriage or not 

ƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǇƻƭȅŀƴŘǊƻǳǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘΩ ōȅ WŀƴŜ DǳȅŜǊ όмффпύ ƛƴ 

commenting on the Yoruba, in which she emphasises the strategies used by women to tap 

into different kinship resources40. In Botswana, there have been large numbers of children 

who have grown up not knowing who their father is (Gulbrandsen 1986:11; Fako 1983:10). 

The government has taken steps to address this41 and thus to reduce the likelihood of the 

socialisation of expectations of father absenteeism and behaviours which perpetuate this 

social situation. In the absence of initiation schools in most of Botswana today, Durham 

(1999:208) argues that it is only marriage that confirms for men the passage into full 

adulthood, before that, men are not seen to have fully grown-up. This, as shown later, for 

various reasons has become both a lifestyle choice and necessary. 

 

Pregnancy can be used by girls as a means of securing an offer of marriage, yet pregnancy is 

often sought in the belief that a girl should produce a baby by a certain age irrespective of 

her conjugal status: her identity as a woman is not determined until she has a child (Oppong 

мфуоΥпптύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǿƘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

standing through the expansion of their families; and indeed, the girl herself may gain in 

ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ  !ǎ ±ŀƴ !ƭƭŜƴ ŀǘǘŜǎǘǎΣ ΨaƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘΣ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΣ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ŀŘǳƭǘƘƻƻŘΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƻŦ άǿƻƳŜƴέ ŀǎ άƳƻǘƘŜǊǎέ ƛǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘŜ 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ άaƳŀέ ς tƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ άaƻǘƘŜǊέΩ όнллтΥмлнύΦ For couples who are 

unable to beget children for whatever reason, it is usually the woman who is blamed and 

who suffers the social stigma accompanying barrenness. 

 

In the past, it was common for a child to go for a period of time and live with another 

relative, especially a maternal aunt or uncle (Schapera 1940, 1971:220). The responsibility 

for the up-bringing of a child is viewed as a shared project among the various relatives, 

especially the maternal uncle, who is seen to have the right to intervene in the case of 

conflict between the parents (ibid). More than a brief visit, a child could be given 

permanently to a relative who is unable to give birth, or who only has children of one sex (to 

provide the opposite sex) and SchapŜǊŀ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ΨŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ 

always work out so well for the children as gathered from evidence in Rampedi: a woman in 

her forties, by the name of Nemo, describes how she had been given to her aunt and was 

                                                           
40 It is worth pointing out here that in Botswana women have been able to legally gain rights to land ownership 
since 1993 (Kalabamu 2006b). This is a significant advantage for women here compared to many other African 
countries, for example Zambia, where land is allocated on a customary basis (IIED 2012:14) 
41 {ŜŜ Ǉмнс ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƭŀǿ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ 
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never taken to school, but, from the age of six, was made to look after the other children in 

the family. She was never given the opportunity to become educated and is emotional and 

angry about it to this day42. This story reflects the view that children were regarded as a 

resource and to some extent this attitude prevails today, particularly among the less wealthy 

families. Nemo, not wealthy and unmarried, has managed to provide a house for herself 

through her employment as a cleaner. She has one son who gives her money when she 

needs it43. Her philosophy is that it is Ψbetter to have children because they can help you 

ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΩ. 5ǳǊƘŀƳΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ όнллпΥрфрύΦ 

 

It was a critical feature of the patrilineal way society was organised that lineage managed to 

Ǝŀƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦŜǊǘƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ όIŜƭƭŜ-Valle 2002). It enabled the 

husband to claim children as his own and so rely upon them in his old age44 (Schapera 1940, 

1971:223). Children today are not always so reliably productive. Once maturity is reached, 

contributions to parents, grandparents45 or other relatives closely involved with their 

upbringing, are not always forthcoming from the younger generation, yet this is not clear 

cut, as findings in Rampedi show ς some parents praise the financial support given to them 

by their offspring, others complain that they never see any help from their children. Usually, 

adult members in a household ς sisters, brothers, aunts, and so forth - will contribute 

financially what they can, but it is observed that often the income of a whole household is 

supplemented by one key financially successful and securely employed member of the 

family who may or may not live permanently within the household. A top priority in terms of 

consumption for a number of households interviewed as part of this research project is the 

education of their children and investment in private schooling (English-medium education). 

The obvious aim is to give their children the best start in life so that they will be successful 

ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ !ƭǾŜǊǎƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ Ψ9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜΩ όмфтуΥ мооύΦ IŜ ƎƻŜǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ 

indicated that they wanted their children educated for the sake of knowledge itself. 

Education was viewed by men as purely economic, whereas women sought to provide 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨάǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘέ ǘƻ άǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘέ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƛƳŜǎΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ 

 

                                                           
42 ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ŘǊŀǿōŀŎƪΦ !ƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 
secure and well-ǇŀƛŘ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴ ǳƴŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴŜΩ ό²ƛƪŀƴ нллпΥтύ 
43 Although accepting money on occasions from her son, Nemo has created an independent lifestyle for herself 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘǎ YǳǇŜǊΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψƻƴƭȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǎŀƭŀǊƛŜǎ όƳŀƛƴƭȅ ƴǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎύ ƘŀǾŜ 
ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ŀ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΩ όмфутΥмптύ 
44 ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǊƻƴƎΣ ƴƻǘ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ means to carry on the family line, but 
also as resource for working the land and a means of income.   
45 Botswana has a universal old age pension, first introduced in October 1996 (Devereux et al 2010) and pays 
out P220 per month (circa £22) 
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Within common law, an unmarried woman is able to claim maintenance46 for one or more 

children from one or more fathers, and findings in Rampedi show that whilst some women 

ŎƭŀƛƳΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŘƻƴΩǘΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ47. The approach by courts 

granting maintenance payments to a parent or guardian is child-centred in that the 

protection and best interests of the child are foremost in decisions taken48. Whereas a 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŎŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎƻƛƭŜŘ ƎƻƻŘǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

therefore undesirable, there is evidence today that men willingly seek marriage knowing 

they take responsibility for children begot by other men. The significance of this is that 

support for a child is centred on a social not biological basis (Garey and Townsend 1996)49. 

Interestingly, evidence from research in a South African township found that men here 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ό.ŀƴƪ мффтύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ 

linked to an overall gender struggle for income, with men resisting the seepage of their 

earnings to a partner. The contrast to Botswana may be explained by the historically high 

value placed on children which still prevails in society today. 

 

wŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΩǎ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀ ŎŀǎŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŎƻǳǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ 

man who sought custody of his two daughters aged six and three, who had been left by the 

mother - the court ruled in his favour, awarding him maintenance from the mother50. This 

represents social change on more than one front: a mother abandoning her children dents 

the ideology of women as mothers51 ς traditionally seen as one of the most important 

                                                           
46 The law governing maintenance payments to unmarried women with children from the biological fathers 
came into effect in Botswana in 1970; known as the Affiliation Proceedings Act (Garey and Townsend 1996); 
since amended in 1999 (Quansah 2000). Maintenance can be claimed from either parent who is related to the 
child by blood or by adoption. 
47 ¢ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎΥ 
fear of reprisal from father; seeking to marry the father and therefore no wish to deter him; seen as 
disadvantageous for the future, maybe a future prospective husband may not approve; most of all, it is viewed 
as culturally alien (see Garey and Townsend 1996). The Botswana Government makes efforts to publish 
information on how to claim child maintenance through any magistrate court, in, for example, the Water 
Utilities Corporation Newsletter, Issue 1: June-July 2011 
48 This reflects the concern of the Government over children growing up in a socially turbulent and 
unsupportive society: low marriage rate, high percentage of female-headed households, and families struggling 
post the AIDS crisis 
49 IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅΣ ōȅ ƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ όƎƛǾƛƴƎ ōǊƛŘŜǿŜŀƭǘƘύΣ ŀ Ƴŀƴ Ǝŀƛƴǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ Ψŀǎ ƎŜƴŜǘǊƛȄΩΣ ƛƴ 
other words, ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǇǊƻŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ Ψŀƭƭ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ōƻǊƴ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ǿƻƳō ŀǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ 
ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǇŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƪƛƴΣ ōȅ ǿƘƻƳǎƻŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ōŜƎƻǘǘŜƴΩ ό¢ŀƳōƛŀƘ Ŝǘ ŀƭ мфуфΣ 
quoting Gough 1971:111) 
50 {ŜŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΥ ¢ƘŜ ±ƻƛŎŜΣ Ψ! ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƳŜƴΩΣ муth March 2011 
51 Abortion is illegal in Botswana and, through the dominant discourse of evangelical Christian churches, is 
equated with murder. Gruesome findings of dead newly born babies and foetuses (see report on infanticide by 
Modie-Moroka 2011) have recently prompted members of the Government to speak out in favour of abortion 
ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ΨǎŀŦŜǊΣ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎŜƴǘ ŀōƻǊǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΥ όSee news item in iBotswana posted 23 
CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлмнΣ Ψ/ƘǳǊŎƘ ǊŜƧŜŎǘǎ ƭŜƎŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΩΣwww.ibotswana.co.bw). Back in the 1930s, 
Schapera records the incidence of abortion in Rampedi: eight out of forty four single women had had the 
operation (1940, 1971:207), in an attempt to avoid the opprobrium associated with unmarried pregnancy.  
Botswana has a comparatively low rate of contraception use: data from the Botswana Central Statistics Office 
cites 42.5 per cent usage of modern contraception among all women (See Botswana Family Health Survey III 
1996: http://botswana.unfpa.org/drive/SRHPolicyGuidelinesandServiceStandards.pdf). A visit to the local youth 

http://www.ibotswana.co.bw/
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ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ όLȊȊŀǊŘ мфурύ - and at the same time promotes men as 

active fathers ς a change from before, see Schapera above. The traditional stereotype of the 

Ƴŀƴ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 

contribution. 

 

A consumptive event, the baby shower is held in anticipation of new birth, and usually a 

large exchange of goods takes place. It is through the accumulation of goods and gifts that a 

mother and baby-to-be are socially constructed (Layne 2003).  The material things do not 

just signify preparation for the birth, but are a means to instil personhood on the unborn 

baby, and in turn, a mother-to-be is developed and bestowed with the status afforded that 

of a mother.  However, more than this, the baby shower is a means of maintaining and 

building community relations, providing the opportunity for female friends and family to 

gather together.  The event is highly gendered, reinforcing a normative mothering role, in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƎƛŦǘǎ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŀǎ 

ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎΩ ό/ƭŀǊƪŜ нллпΥтмύ.  Here, a mother-to-be is on 

the way to being transformed to take on another role, another persona, and the type of role 

and persona is shaped and determined by the material goods available to her.  In time, her 

offspring will be part of that development of the new persona and social category of 

ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ όWƻƘƴǎƻƴ-Hanks 2006). 

 

 
Figure 4: A baby shower 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
clinic in Mochudi confirms modern contraceptive methods freely available to young people aged 16 and over, 
although parental consent is required up to age 18. 
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Following the birth and required confinement period52, a naming ceremony and celebration 

takes place (Amanze 2005). Families and friends are brought together for this special 

occasion when the newborn is introduced to the community and there is the inevitable 

ŦŜŀǎǘΦ  !ǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ōȅ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ όмфплΣ мфтмΥнмпύ ΨtŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŜŜƳ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜƭȅ ŦƻƴŘ ƻŦ ǾŜǊȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ 

children, caressing them frequently and lavishing upon them other demonstrations of 

affection, and taƪƛƴƎ ŀ ƪŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦΩ Schapera provides much detail 

regarding the taboos and processes surrounding the birth of a child (see Schapera 1940, 

1971:207-нмоύΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ Ψŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŦŜŀǎǘΩ 

ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƘǳǘΩΦ LŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ƘƻƳŜΣ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ 

ǎƳŀƭƭ ŦŜŀǎǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜŘ ƻƴŎŜ ōŀŎƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ lapa. Schapera does not however 

ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ΨƴŀƳƛƴƎΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀǇǇear that such 

celebrations have developed over time. Denbow and ¢ƘŜōŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦȅ ΨƴŀƳƛƴƎΩ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ 

ΨƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜŀǘƘΩ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛal and celebratory costs (2006:181), which 

indicates an escalation in the social importance placed on such an event. Schapera talks 

about the influence of the Church53 on young people in terms of regulating their behaviour, 

ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ Ψƛǘǎ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŜŀƎŜǊƭȅ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ŦŜŀǎǘǎΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥнотύΦ 

 

 
Figure 5: Celebration of Nursery School progression 

 
                                                           
52 The confinement post-partum for a woman is like a ritual where she is to be totally focused on the baby, on 
growing fat and refraining from any form of activity (Van Binsbergen 1999:187). Evidence from fieldwork 
reveals that confinement is taken seriously - the woman either goes to stay with mother or mother-in-law, or 
another relative if not possible with the former, for a period of around six weeks, or alternatively, for an older 
woman, a relative will move into her home to assist her over this period and strictly no visitors are allowed. 
53 Dutch Reformed Church 
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SƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴd elaborate ways, for 

example, cƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƴǳǊǎŜǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭƛƴƎΦ At such 

events, speeches, photographs, food and drink are all consumed and care is taken to display 

the children in the best possible light. New clothes are the order of the day, and even though 

the average age for leaving nursery school is six, most of the children will be dressed in 

expensive outfits, many modelled on adult fashion ς suit and tie for the boys, fancy dresses 

and footwear for the girls. This is an event in which material goods are used to illustrate and 

create the child as a key element of Botswana society, and through which social relations are 

objectified. Such events indicate the importance placed on education, yet it is the 

consumption of these events that emphasise the relational process of having a child (Clarke 

2004). 

 

Celebration of a birthday is a relatively new phenomenon, and arguably for the majority of 

people living in Mochudi today there is no thought of remembering theirs, but evidence 

shows that for children there is a growing expectation of some kind of material observance. 

Social institutions such as schools and churches have helped spread the practice of 

commemorating birthdays, and today it is often the child who will remind a parent that their 

birthday is approaching. There are expectations of a cake to share with family, and parties to 

celebrate birthdays are becoming increasingly common: children, encouraged to join a party 

of a friend, wish to have such an event themselves.  

 

Alison Clarke, in writing about British childhood and consumption, suggests that the most 

prominent expression of stages of childhood and children in the UK is through birthdays and 

ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ όнллуΥ нсмύΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ΨŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀƎŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǊŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

ƴƻǘ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ƪŜȅ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘ of the social 

construction of children (ibid). This is seen in the gendered and age specific consumption 

surrounding birthdays and contributes to what is considered the successful upbringing of a 

child. This attention to birthdays in Botswana is new and yet is catching on fast as part of the 

modern world of consumption and another means, just like school progression mentioned 

above, to showcase and monitor the future success of a child.  

 

Alverson (1978) finds that age is little correlated to natal age in Tswana society, but more to 

ǘƘŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΥ ΨŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ 

and place within social structure all meld in the Tswana conception of age. Unless a person is 

experiencing events, time does not exist; likewise with age. One cannot age except through 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ όƛōƛŘΥ48). 5ŜōƻǊŀƘ 5ǳǊƘŀƳ όнллпΥрфнύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ΨƳǳǎǘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƎŜ ƛǎ ƛƴǾƻƪŜŘΩΦ What is implied here is that maturity 

and seniority are as much an achieved status as one that is reached through biological 

processes (Durham 1999). If a man does not attain financial independence through his own 

ǿƻǊƪΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŎŀǘǘƭŜΣ ƘŜ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ΨƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩ ƻǊ ōŜ 

recognised in elders circles in the kgotla or carry out duties in marriage negotiations or other 
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kinship priveleges. He ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ŀ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜΩ ƻǊ Ŧŀƭƭ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴǘƻ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ΨƻƭŘ 

ŀƎŜΩ ό5ǳǊƘŀƳ мфффΥнлтύΦ 

 

! ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅΣ ƴƻǘ because he is unaware 

of the date, but because it is not something that he was brought up to take notice of, and he 

is surprised when other people do remember it. Birthdays in the past were not marked in 

any way, not solely for reasons of financial constraint, but because such anniversaries were 

not deemed important: 

 

ΨSometimes we can feel  [you can see] the change, the real change 

because once we make a party for that [birthday] you see the family and 

everyone will be happy, and sometimes we take photos, just to 

remember that day ς that was the party for one of our children, for our 

daughter, our son, this and that.  But during our times, even when 

August comes we do not know if it is our day, we cannot even 

remember.Ω  

Rampedi informant, May 2011 

 

 
Figure 6: Birthday cake for Rampedi resident 

 

Again, the opportunity for a social gathering is seen as important in the fabric of family and 

community, and consumption, such as a birthday cake, works within those core relationships 

as a means of expressing love and caring (Miller 2012). Material wealth has developed such 

occasions to the stage where they are placed in the record book, remembered, and through 

which social relations are objectified. Birthday parties to celebrate recognised landmark 
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birthdays, such as 18th, 21st, 30th and so forth, are becoming increasingly popular: it is a 

chance to invite family and friends to gather together and enjoy a communal feast. Certain 

procedures will be followed which help make it a proper occasion ς in particular, aunts and 

uncles will be expected to contribute and participate in usual fashion by giving a 

personalised speech. 

 

A walk through a Mochudi cemetery will show graves where the year of birth of the 

deceased is known but not the actual date; sometimes even the year is unknown. The 

younger the deceased, the more likely the exact birth date is stated. Legal requirements to 

record births54 placed a greater significance on dates, as did the development of state 

requirements, such as voting and licensing to drive (Durham 2004). These in turn may have 

paved the way for material changes in social attitudes to age commemoration.  

 

It should be noted however, that historically age always held significance in Tswana society 

as a means of denoting social status and of ranking, in that generally a person of the same 

sex, older than oneself was regarded as socially superior, one younger, inferior (Alverson 

1978). This is commented upon by Durham (1999) who points out that age is seen by some 

people as overriding even such status distinctions as that between chief and commonerΥ ΨCƻǊ 

age, after all, can be seen as an equal-ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΩ (1999:207). 

Traditionally, status through age was manifested in the tribally based age regiments or 

mephato55 formed through initiation ceremonies. Even if the absolute age of an individual 

was unknown, his or her relative age was based on their mephato which they belonged to 

for life (ibid).  

 

                                                           
54 The registration of births and deaths started in 1966, initially only compulsory in towns and major villages. 
The Registration Act was amended in 1998 to make registration compulsory in all parts of Botswana (Central 
Statistics Office, Gaborone). Omang cards ς national identity cards ς were first issued in 1989 (Durham 1999) 
55 These were groups formed roughly every 4 ς 7 years when older adolescent boys were subjected to an 
elabƻǊŀǘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǊŎǳƳŎƛǎƛƻƴ όΨōƻƎǿŜǊŀΩ); and girls aged 16 ς 20 also underwent an initiation 
ceremony and formed a regiment (ΨōƻƧŀƭŜΩ).  The purpose of such initiation as a means of denoting the passage 
from childhood to adulthood was historically a common ritual in most African societies and following such rites, 
the young people were clearly differentiated by gender (Eriksen 2001; Moore et al 1999; Comaroff and 
Comaroff 1993). In Mochudi, historically, a selection of boys underwent a period of hardship in a wilderness 
area, and girls, staying close to home, undertook physical punishments and instruction on domestic, sexual and 
behavioural matters. No one was considered an adult until they belonged to a regiment, and this rite of 
passage acted as a bond for the members of a group, encouraging tribal unity, and emphasising moral values 
and the legitimacy of authority (Mosothwane 2001; Eriksen 2001). It was at this point that individuals were 
burdened with obligations to the chief, and both male and female regiments could be called upon to undertake 
work within the tribal area. See Mosothwane (2001) for an account of the history and changing styles and 
practices of bojale and bogwera 
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Figure 7: Boys on their way to bogwera56 on a cold morning in June 2011 

 

Chief Kgosi Kgafela II reintroduced initiation ceremonies back into Mochudi in 2009, where 

none had taken place since the 1980s. His aim was to resuscitate the Bakgatla culture, and 

thereby regain some of the diminished power of the chief57. It was claimed a number of 

social problems were caused by lack of guidance for young men in particular58. The words of 

Kgosi Linchwe II (the father of the current Chief), in spelling out the perceived threats to the 

Bakgatla, are illuminating as to the values inherent in Tswana society: Ψώƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦϐ 

loose morals and lack of discipline; disappearance of the spirit of self-help and self-reliance; 

diminishing culture of hard work, as well as self-incapacitating consumerism and 

ŜȄǘǊŀǾŀƎŀƴŎŜΩ59 

                                                           
56 The boys carry long thin sticks which have been cut from the moretlwa tree which are later used to thrash 
ǘƘŜ ōƻȅǎ ΨŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ŘƛǎǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΩ ό[ƛǾƛƴƎǎǘƻƴ нллрΥфпύ 
57 ¢ƘŜ ΨǘǊƛōŀƭΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ [ƻŎŀƭ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ [ŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ IƻǳǎƛƴƎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛŜŦǎ 
effectively under the minister. Chief Kgosi Kgafela sought to remove this control by central government. 
58 Schapera refers to complaints that people made about changes in behaviour of young people in that they 
thought they had become ill-mannered, disrespectful to elders, unhelpful in the household and showing no 
morals with regard to matters of sex; they had become hedonistic and lost all discipline (1940, 1971:239). This 
was mainly attributed to the changed nature of the initiation ceremonies (ibid). 
59 These words, writtŜƴ ƛƴ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нллсΣ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ aŀƪƎŀƭŀΩǎ ōƻƻƪ όнллфύ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 
of the Bakgatla tribe 
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With regard to age, the initiation schools bring back the social sense of age as a means of 

indicating rank and status, with the emphasis on the group or community60. This is in stark 

contrast to the celebration of age through a focus on individual birthdays, which is seen as 

evidence of a modernising society. Consumption here is utilised to objectify this 

individualised display of social relationship (Miller 2012). In the next chapter, we move on 

from the social significance of children and age to the complexities of gender relations and 

courtship. 

 

  

                                                           
60 The basis of respect for older people, which often Batswana complain is being diminished by young people, is 
embedded in this social dimension of age 
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Chapter 5 ς Courting with gifts 

 

ΨMy name is Thabo: 

Kwik Charge is called Nancy, she takes care of my needs in bed;  

My Sugars is Miss Grace ς she gives me what I need in terms of cash 

People say Miss Grace has got HIV 

L ƘƻǇŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ hƴŜΩ ό[ŜǊŀǘƻ ƛǎ ƘŜǊ ƴŀƳŜύ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿΩ 

 

ΨMy name is Lerato: 

I had an ATM whose name was Uncle Sol ς he used to call me Princess 

Thabo, my No. 1, used to call me Babes 

aȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŜŜƭǎ Ǉŀƛƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ Řŀȅ 

At the end of the day I feel she is speaking about meΩ 

 

Public Health (HIV and AIDS) promotion, May 201161 

     (Translated from Setswana) 

 

 

Much has been written about the changing landscape of intimate relationships and the 

decline in the institution of marriage across southern Africa, fuelled over the years by socially 

disruptive forces such as migration and unemployment (Gulbrandsen 1986; Townsend 1997), 

and there is evidence that change is continuing at a pace. Brown (1983) purports that male 

migration has had a profound impact on women in that marriage and family relations have 

shifted to leave women isolated and financially worse off. Izzard (1985) recognises the 

femme sole62, yet argues that women are themselves often migrants, and the main reason 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƛŘƻǿƘƻƻŘΦ What is significant, and which was pointed out in 

the previous chapter, is that matrifocality emerged with the rise of absent fathers, most 

probably due in the main to male migration to the mines in South Africa (ibid). Harwood-

Lejeune (2001) confirms the trend for a later age of marrying across southern and eastern 

Africa, and Hunter (2010), in focusing on South Africa, points to structural unemployment 

and reduced welfare support as reasons for the decline in rates of marriage and the rise of 

ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ƭƻǾŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ΨƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜǎ όƛōƛŘύΦ 

 

                                                           
61 The campaign words are translated from two separate public health advertisements in a national 

Government newspaper (The Daily News, 27th May 2011 and 25th May 2011 respectively) to raise HIV and AIDS 
awareness ς see Appendix 8. They reflect the often complex set of intimate relationships that young people in 
particular may haveΦ !ǎ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƭŜ όнлммΥмύ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘΣ ΨΦΦΦΦŦǊƻƳ ōƛƭƭōƻŀǊŘǎ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊŜŘ ōȅ IL± ŀƴŘ !L5{ 
education and prevention campaigns to call-in radio talk shows, discussion of sexual intimacy, trust, and 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΩΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊ discussion is on p45-46. 

62 Ref: Schapera (1940, 1971:321) 
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Boyfriend-ƎƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘ ΨƎƛŦǘΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴƻǊƳ (ibid) with gifts forming an 

important and embedded element in the development of social and sexual relations 

(Kaufman and Stavrou 2004; Zelizer 2005). Throughout many areas of sub-Saharan Africa, 

ƎƛŦǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ƎƛǊƭ όŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ όaƻƻǊŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭ нллтύΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜ 

courtship behaviour (ibid). Courtship takes place with monetary and gift expectations placed 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǎƻ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǾƛŜǿ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ 

should not have to ask. And this is not for items given as romantic gifts, such as bouquets of 

flowers, but money for everyday goods deemed necessary for lƛǾƛƴƎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǘƻƛƭŜǘǊƛŜǎΩΦ {uch 

means of consumption could be a survival mechanism, or maybe desire for certain goods has 

driven such behaviour. One possibility is that this embedded expectation of menΩǎ 

provisioning could be a natural progression from a highly patriarchal and role specific society, 

where men are regarded as breadwinners and women look after everything domestic (Young 

et al 1984), and where the concept of bogadi remains strong.  

 

Exploring the historical background in Botswana for a moment, back to the early 1900s, 

marriages were arranged by the parents (Schapera 1940, 1971:33). Boys and girls once they 

approached puberty were mainly kept apart ς the boys at the cattle post and girls under the 

supervision of their mothers - so there was little opportunity for them to meet until the boy 

returned from the cattle post. In this scenario, little by way of courtship took place. Roles and 

tasks were strongly delineated along lines of sex: 

 

Ψ5ŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƻƪΣ ƳŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎƘ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŜŀƴ ƻǳǘ 

the huts, but sons until married remain dependent upon their mother or 

ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΩ  

(Schapera 1940, 1971:219) 

 

This segregation of tasks continǳŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƭƛŦŜΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ 

do for his children during their early youth.... His duties lie rather in the spheres of household 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƛŦŜΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ Lƴ ǿƘŀǘ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ YƎŀǘƭŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩΣ 

which was often polygamous, the father was the supreme patriarch: 

 

Ψ¢ƘŜȅ ώǿƻƳŜƴϐ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ƳŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ YƎŀǘƭŀ 

law were always treated as minors. Before marriage a woman was under 

the authority of her father or guardian, while after it she came under the 

control of her husband, and, on his death, of some other male member 

of his family..... At feasts and on other public occasions when both sexes 

met, men and women always sat in separate groups, while in ordinary 

social life they had ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴΦΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥолнύ 
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Putting aside the legal status of women in the narrative above, the societal changes which 

Schapera found in the 1930s in contrast to the above is then recorded by him. The most 

obvious general differences he saw were: practice of religion, changing from ancestor 

worship to Christianity63; schools, now attended by half the children64; economic changes 

from self-sufficiency to increasing dependence on outside markets; and wage-labour sought 

to pay for goods and taxes. The impact on gender defined roles was marked.  Men travelled 

further afield  to find work and were often away from home for long periods of time65, 

whereas women tended mainly to continue to run their homes and cultivate the fields, 

although a few did seek paid jobs locally in occupations such as teaching, nursing and 

domestic service (with European residents) (ibid)66. 

 

The social revolution brought about by such economic changes is described by Schapera as 

consisting of the following: a steep increase in unmarried mothers67; parents of illegitimate 

children not so severely punished by the tribe68; polygamy almost non-existent; extra-

marital affairs on both sides; later age of marriage; and reduction in size of family69 (1940, 

1971: 304). All of these changes have continued today to the point that an unmarried 

woman becoming pregnant is expected, not condemned, so no repercussions from the tribe 

(or state) to either the mother or father of an illegitimate child70. And Schapera points to 

ΨǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƴƻǿŀŘŀȅǎ ōȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜΩ όƛōƛŘύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ IǳƴǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ƭƻǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǘƻ 

sharp relief how social change can reconstitute selfhood ς the very notion of individualism 

that ǇŜǊƳŜŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƛǘŀƭ άŎƘƻƛŎŜέΩ όнлмлΥмрύΦ wŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ 

characteristics of a modernising society which will be discussed more fully later, but the 

point to be made here is that Hunter distinguishes between pre-colonial practical forms of 

love and romantic love of today which he argues are both valid bases for relationships, and 

ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ƭƻǾŜΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ 

                                                           
63 9ŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴƛǘȅ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΤ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǎŎŀǊŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƳŀƭŜ 
communicants, in particular, is troubling the Mission authorities greatly, and a Church conference in 1932 
gloomily visualized a time when the elders, the evangelists and ultimately even the minister would all be 
ǿƻƳŜƴΗΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥноуύΦ 9ǾŜƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ǘƘƛǊŘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ 
64 School attendance deprived families of labour resources, yet half the children did not go to school at all and 
those that did were usually only there for 2 ς 3 years (Schapera 1940, 1971:303). Schapera later affirms that 
four times as many girls as boys attend school (ibid:305)  
65 {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ!ōƻǳǘ пл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ŜǾŜǊȅ ȅŜŀǊΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥноύ 
66 Women too, at a later stage, migrated for economic reasons, mainly from rural to urban areas (Izzard 1985) 
67 In 1934, in Rampedi, 12% of children born were to unmarried women, which increased to 40% by 1973 
(Schapera and Roberts 1975:267); 23% of marriageable age women were not married in 1934, and this 
increased more by 1973 to 55% (ibid)  
68 At one time, a boy who impregnated a girl outside of any formal marriage negotiations was made to pay a 
fine to the parents of the girl and could even be thrashed publicly for his misdemeanour (Comaroff and Roberts 
1977; Schapera 1938, 1994). 
69 Schapera himself admits to lack of statistical data to support this assertion; however, census data has 
continued to show a decrease in the number of children born per woman, from 6.5 in 1971 to 3.2 in 2001 (CSO 
2010) 
70 There is little social stigma, but by law a man fathering a child is required to pay maintenance to the 
unmarried mother 
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By way of illustrating the transformations taking place at that time71 in Kgatla society, 

Schapera startǎ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪΣ ΨaŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ¢ǊƛōŜΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ 

a young man who has migrated for work to South Africa, and who recounts how he has 

ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ǿƻƳŀƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ΨΦΦΦΦΦ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ 

expensive to marry, hark, where ever we went we should buy sweets or chocolates at 4s. 6d. 

lb. .... And we should always travel by taxi instead of by tram or bus.... oh, no, I had to cut it 

ƻŦŦΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥммύΦ bƻǘǿƛǘƘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀƴŘwritten letters had 

become a communication medium72, this extract reveals an expectation by the girl that her 

boyfriend will buy things for her. 

 

IǳƴǘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ όнлмлύ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǊǳǊŀƭ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ 

the 1960s, expectations on men were more directed towards paying brideprice and building 

ŀ ƘƻƳŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨŎƻǳǊǘƛƴƎΩ ƎƛŦǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

regarded with suspicion as indicative of a bribe. Gifts at that time in anticipation of a 

marriage were generally on a family to family basis (ibid) which follows the traditional inter-

ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀƭ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΦ LƴŘŜŜŘ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ 

corroborate this view, but he does mention once how gifts are used to capturŜ ŀ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ 

affections: 

 

ΨLŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭ ǎƘƻǿǎ ƴƻ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜǎΣ 

he will try to win her over by means of little gifts, like the decorated 

spoons and porridge-stirrers made at the cattle-ǇƻǎǘǎΦΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥпнύ 

 

This is by no means the picture of resigned acceptance of the necessity of providing goods to 

ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ-ŀŦǘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƛŦǘǎΩ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƘƻƳŜ-made gestures. 

 

To take stock of the above and review the social change that has occurred, it would appear 

that patterns of change, such as increased education, later age of marrying, and so forth, are 

part of a modernising trend which is apparent in other parts of the world (see Giddens 

199873; Jackson 2012). Botswana has evolved from a strong, family and kin-based, 

patriarchal system, to one that has transmuted to fit the modern, urbanised world. And it is 

from this historical background to where it is today that goes some way to explain the social 

ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƎƛŦǘΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦ {ǳŎƘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭy delineated divisions of labour between the 

sexes, in particular, the male as provider and protector to his wife and family, and perceived 

ŀǎ ΨōǊŜŀŘǿƛƴƴŜǊΩΣ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ς this, together with a 

                                                           
71 Late 1930s  
72 High levels of economic migration increased communication in letters, often love letters to absent partners 
(Schapera 1940, 1971:237) which Hunter (2010:14) refers to as part of a modernising force helping to 
undermine traditional kinship bonds. 
73 Giddens recognises the emergence of modernity as firstly the creation of a modern capitalist economy, 
globalising in nature 
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broadening material culture carrying shifting ideologies of identity. Bhana and Pattman refer 

ǘƻ Ψŀ ǳōƛǉǳƛǘƻǳǎ ōǊŀƛŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜΣ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ όнлммΥ фспύΦ 

 

In Cole and ¢ƘƻƳŀǎΨǎ ōƻƻƪΣ [ƻǾŜ ƛƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀ όнллфύΣ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƭƻǾŜΩ ƛǎ ŀ 

modern Western emotion74Σ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ōƭƛƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψsubtle and 

ǳōƛǉǳƛǘƻǳǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǘǿƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅΩ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴǘƛƳŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ 

package (ibid): ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ 5ǳǊƘŀƳ όнллмΥ мстύΥ Ψlove is deeply experienced as a form 

of caring about the well-being of others, a care and concern that motivates all sorts of 

actions to promote the well-being of the other/others.Ω The emotion of love has always been 

there, but historically has not been a popular subject of discussion or research in Africa (Cole 

and Thomas 2009).  

 

Schapera writes about courtship in the 1920s and 1930s, and notes a significant change in 

that both boys and girls are active in having a much greater say in who they should marry, 

ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ΨŦŀƛǊƭȅ ŎƻƳƳƻƴΩ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎ όмфплΣ 

мфтмΥосύΦ  ! Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ 

to control them and the subsequent indulgence in sexual relations and cries of lax morals 

(ibid). The reasons for this are explained as the introduction of schools and subsequent 

mingling of young people of both sexes, and also the abandonment of the initiation 

ceremonies. Interestingly, young men make distinctions between a woman as lover and a 

woman as potential wife, the former being sought for her physical looks75, and the latter for 

additional qualities such as industriousness, modesty, and obvious respect and obedience to 

ƘŜǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ όƛōƛŘύΦ Ψ/Ƙŀǎǘƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ƎƛǊƭ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 

discreet in her love-ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥпмύΦ [ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ ŀ ƎƛǊƭ ǎŜŜƪǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΥ Ψ.ƻŘƛƭȅ ŎƭŜŀƴƭƛƴŜǎǎΣ ƎƻƻŘ Ƴŀƴƴers and dress, and moderation in 

speech and drink.... industry and ability at work.... a father rich in cattle or prominent in 

ǘǊƛōŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ŀǎǎŜǘΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ /ƻǳǊǘǎƘƛǇ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ƛƴ 

mind, and a boy may wish for a particular woman as his concubine. It is recognised that 

Ƴŀƴȅ ōƻȅǎ ƘŀǾŜ ΨǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥпрύΦ So, in going 

back to the beginning of the chapter, it is not a new phenomenon that young people often 

have a number of concurrent intimate relationships. 

 

Courtship, according to Schapera, follows a simple pattern: boy is attracted to girl (may be 

relatives or neighbours or known to each other through chance meetings) (ibid); he asks if he 

may visit her; initially he visits in the afternoons, chatting to the girl and her family in the 

lapa; signs that he is being successful with her are firstly that she is at home on every 

                                                           
74 [ƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƳǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ōȅ DƛŘŘŜƴǎ  όмффнύ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ 
modernity in any society 
75 Ψ¢ƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀŘƳƛǊŜŘ ǘȅǇŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƛƎƘǘ-skinned girl of somewhat heavy build, with prominent breasts and 
ƭŀǊƎŜΣ ŦƛǊƳ ōǳǘǘƻŎƪǎΦΦΦΦ DƛǊƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƭƛƳ ōŀŎƪǎƛŘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎŜƭŘƻƳ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥофύ 
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occasion, secondly that he is offered a chair to sit on; he then starts coming at night (ibid). If 

a girl shoǿǎ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ōƻȅΩǎ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜǎΣ ƘŜ Ƴŀȅ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƘŜǊ ƧŜŀƭƻǳǎ ōȅ ŘƛǾŜǊǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ 

attention to other girls, although it is expected that a girl will decline sexual relations at least 

once before succumbing (ibid). A further illumination of courtship is given by Gulbrandsen, 

albeit some fifty years later: 

 

ΨCǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǇŀǎǎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ōƻȅ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ 

approaching girls until he takes the question of marriage seriously. It is 

generally accepted that boys and girls engage in love-relations, including 

cohabitation, from their teens onwards. Young people display 

considerable fluidity, becoming involved in numerous unions, some 

simultaneously, during a short time span. Among the boys it is important 

to give the impression of being involved with a ƎƛǊƭ Ψƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƘŀƳƭŜǘΩ 

(1986:9) 

 

In describing the basis of intimacy in Kgatla marital relationships, Schapera recognises that 

ƴŜǿƭȅ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƻŦǘŜƴ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴ ƭƻǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥмуфύΦ 9ǾŜƴ 

if not all marriages were love matches, some were. However, he goes on to say that this 

ΨƭƻǾŜΩ ǎŜƭŘƻƳ ƭŀǎǘŜŘΥ  

 

ΨΦΦΦΦǘƘŜ ǇƻƭȅƎŀƳƻǳǎ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ 

monogamy of today has not been accompanied by the true 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǳǇƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǳƴƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǎǘΩ όibid: 190)76   

 

And it is polygamy that is seen as the root of the emergence of extra-marital sexual relations 

(Comaroff and Roberts 1977; Caldwell et al 1991), and the present day incidence of multiple 

concurrent partners since they follow the same logic in social structure. It is indeed an 

historical prerogative for men to have more than one sexual partner, and women, 

increasingly independent, are recognised as actively following a similar line.  

 

Today, a distinction is made between a partner for sex and ΨǘƘŜ ƻƴŜΩ - a partner for a long-

term relationship - and concurrency is common. And a third category of partner exists 

primarily to provide financial security. Evidence from informants interviewed in Rampedi 

shows a common practice of brothers77 providing younger sisters with regular amounts of 

money, in particular so these girls would not be obligated to date someone to achieve 

financial gain:  

 

                                                           
76 See also Schapera (1940, 1971:250) 
77 Ψ¢ƘŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ-ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜΩ όDǳƭōǊŀƴŘǎŜƴ мфусΥнлύΣ ǘƘŜ 
ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛƴƪŜŘΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ όмфплΣ мфтмΥфтύ 
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Ψ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΦ  

That is why I send her money nearly every month.  I have seen how men 

treat women who do not have independent financial means ς they say, I 

have given you this, now you give me this. It can be easy to get caught in 

that trap. So she can eat and pay for her plate of foodΩ 

 

In the absence of a ƎŜƴŜǊƻǳǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭ Ƴŀȅ ǎŜŜƪ ŀ ΨǎǳƎŀǊ ŘŀŘŘȅΩ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ 

ƻƴŜΣ ǘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ ΨǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎΩǎ ς ŎŀǎƘΣ ŎŀǊ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƭƭ ǇƘƻƴŜΩ όǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άǘǊƛǇƭŜ /έ by Pattman 

2005:232; Giddings and IƻǾƻǊƪŀ нлмлύΣ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƭƻǳǊŦǳƭƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘΣ ΨǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ CƛƴŀƴŎŜΣ 

¢ǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨǎǳƎŀǊ ŘŀŘŘȅΩ78 όƻǊ ΨǎǳƎŀǊ ƳǳƳƳȅΩ - can be male or 

female in Botswana society ς see Maundeni 2004:49) concept incorporates that of a 

financial provider, usually with a significant age difference between the two people, and 

articulates the ongoing production of new social relations and practices of consumption. The 

existence of such relationships has led to resentment by young men in particular who feel 

acutely the inadequacy of their situation in trying to compete with older, wealthier and more 

powerful males for their age-group females (Durham 2004). 

 

A relationship which involves the giving of money or gifts with the expectation of sex in 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ Ƙŀǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭǳƎŜ of 

research on HIV and AIDS (Jewkes et al 2012; Caldwell et al 1989ύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ 

ƭƻǾŜΩ ƻǊ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

explicable in light of current extreme poverty, yet this is to simplify the basis of why such 

practices exist (Iversen 2005)Φ ¢ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ΨƎƛŦǘΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ 

ΨǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ƛǎ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ aŀǊƪ IǳƴǘŜǊ όнлмлύ ǿƘƻ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŀ distinction between 

prostitute and client, and girlfriend and boyfriend relationships, arguing that Ψromantic loveΩ 

and Ψprovider loveΩ are deeply interwoven (ibid: 16). The juxtaposition of love and materiality 

ƛǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ 5ǳǊƘŀƳΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΥ 

 

Ψ²ƘŜƴ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜΣ ǎƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǳǇ 

ΨŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΩ with her lover, or ask directly about his sentiments (do you love 

me?), but instead asks him for money for food, a dress, a trip to cattle 

post, or for a water bill or paraffin. To fulfil these requests signals the 

kind of concern that is equated with love. In his turn, a man may ask his 

lover to wash and iron his clothes, prepare food, or otherwise cater to 

Ƙƛǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘΩ (Durham 2001:167) 

 

                                                           
78 ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǎǳƎŀǊ ŘŀŘŘȅΩΣ ƳƻǊŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀrticulated with the emergence of the AIDS epidemic in Africa, 
ƛǎ ƻŦ Ψŀ ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-age man who provides gifts or money - especially for school fees or hygiene products ς 
ǘƻ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƛƴ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǘŜŀŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŦŀǾƻǊǎΩ όtŀǊƛƪƘ нллп) 
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This indicates the extent to which social relations are objectified through materiality shown 

in the giving of money and also in the performance of tasks. It is by the act of giving that love 

is shown (Miller 1998b). 

 

²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ŘǿŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ ŀ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŦƻǊ ΨŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΩ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

openly discussed, it is worth exploring the further significance of this. Giddens has written 

ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǘǊǳǎǘΩ79 in society including close relationships and 

ǇƛƴǇƻƛƴǘǎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŦƭŜȄƛǾŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ80 όмффпΤ мффнΤ мффмύΦ IŜ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǇǳǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ81 ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǘǊǳǎǘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘƛƳŀŎȅΩ όмффнΥмоуύΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ 

transformations have taken place, and that intimacy is achieved through the disclosure of 

emotions and actions (ibid)Φ Lǘ ƛǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ƻŦ 

modern society in that it is not dictated by traditional institutions or normative expectations 

(1994), unlike pre-modern relationships that are governed by societal norms and institutions 

as to how things should be82.  

 

LŦ DƛŘŘŜƴǎΩ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴŎǳǊǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ōȅ 

Durham belongs more in a pre-modern community than that described as modern or late 

modern, which is typically more equal, less patriarchal (see Giddens 1994:105-6 and 

1992:46-птύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǳǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ ƛǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ōȅ [ȅƴƴ WŀƳƛŜǎƻƴ όмфффύ 

who contends that intimacy remains multi-dimensional and that equality in heterosexual 

relations is sustained on the basis of practiŎŀƭ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǾŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Ψŀ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ 

ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ƻŦ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎŜƭǾŜǎΩ όмфффΥпттύΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

thrust of Giddens argument that modernising tendencies in society lead to a democratising 

of gender relationships generally, the view raised by Jamieson illustrates the nature of 

relationships in Botswana in that caring as the basis of relationships, is shown by the male 

partner providing money and goods, and the female partner providing acts of love such as 

washing (once marrƛŜŘύ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƻƪƛƴƎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ WŀƳƛŜǎƻƴ ŀŘƳƛǘǎΣ ΨŎƻǳǇƭŜǎΩ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ 

ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ƎƻƻŘΣ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ΨǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ 

ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘΩ όмфффΥпупύΦ 

 

What can probably be applied to an understanding of Botswana society is a mixture of both 

pre-modern tendencies and modernity, the latter more likely to exist in larger towns and 

cities (Giddings and Hovorka 2010). Although this project does not venture specifically into 

the intimacy of relationships, there is evidence that expectations from both sexes, as 

                                                           
79 Ψ!ŎǘƛǾŜ ǘǊǳǎǘΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎΣ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ƛƴ 
modern societies as a result of greater reflexive human knowledge. 
80 ΨwŜŦƭŜȄƛǾŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ of high modernity, characterised 
by increased individual agency and less social structure (Beck 1994). 
81 ΨtǳǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ όDƛŘŘŜƴǎ мффнΥнύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ 
ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ƭƻǾŜ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƘŀǊōƛƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ 
82 The modernising of courtship relationships is seen as a global phenomenon ς see, for example, Yan 2002 
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ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ 5ǳǊƘŀƳΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ƛǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎΦ hƴŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŦƛŜƭŘ 

work was of an independent, unmarried, middle-aged woman ς we shall call her Lenna - who 

had worked hard to provide a modest home for herself and her son, and that son, having 

reached the age of 23 found he had made a girl pregnant. The father of the girl paid a visit to 

Lenna, as is customary in Botswana, to inform her of the pregnancy, and there would follow 

another visit once the baby was born. This was the prelude to marriage negotiations. Lenna 

declared she was happy for the union to take place since the girl was from the Kalahari area 

ŀƴŘ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ .ǳǎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭ ǿŀǎ ƴot from 

ΨǊƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊŜΩΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ aƻŎƘǳŘƛ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ DŀōƻǊƻƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ 

ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛŦŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ ǎƻƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ ΨǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘƛƳ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅΩΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭ 

would submissively cater for all his physical and emotional needs, whereas in contrast, the 

ƎƛǊƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩ ŀǊŜ Ψǘƻƻ ŎƭŜǾŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛƳ ǎǳŦŦŜǊΩΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ 

about this example of partnership is that it is contrary to customary attitudes to Tswana 

courting and marrying a person with Basarwa83 roots. How much attitudes have changed is 

ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΥ ΨLǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊōƛŘŘŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ 

ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ŘŜǎǇƛǎŜŘΩ όмфоуΣ мффпΥмнтύΦ ! ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

University thought taboos to marrying into a different ethnic group still existed. Yet, 

nowadays, migration and movement of people has resulted in more partnerships of mixed 

tribe and ethnicity, and the customary kinship approach of marrying within the family - for 

Bakgatla, favouring first cousins - is much less likely.  

 

.ŜŦƻǊŜ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ΨǘƻǿƴΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƛǘȅΩ 

ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ84 όƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ΨǊǳǊŀƭΩύ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƻƴ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ 

occasions by Rampedi respondents, mainly distinguishing themselves and their relationships 

ŀǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ DŀōƻǊƻƴŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŎƛǘȅΩ ƎƛǊƭǎΣ ōŜƛƴƎ 

more educated, would not be happy to look after their husband or partner to the extent that 

ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƻǳƭŘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀƎŜ-related in that generally the 

ƻƭŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ όLƴƎǎǘŀŘ нллпύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

seen in the domesticity of her lifestyle and relationships but also materially in, for instance, 

her mode of dress (Johnson 1998). 

 

Returning to the work of Giddens, such social distinctions as described above are evidence of 

social change, with traditional gendered identities existing in close proximity to, yet separate 

from, new gender ideologies (Giddings and Hovorka 2010): 

 

Ψ¢Ǌadition.... is a medium of identity. Whether personal or collective, 

identity presumes meaning; but it also presumes the constant process 

of recapitulation and reinterpretation.... Identity is the creation of 

                                                           
83 Basarwa is the Botswana term for the Bushmen or San of Southern Africa 
84 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ ƛƴ ƧǳȄǘŀǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ŀǎ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ 
influences and ways 
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constancy over time, that very bringing of the past into conjunction with 

an anticipated future. In all societies the maintenance of personal 

identity, and its connection to wider social identities, is a prime requisite 

of ontological security. This psychological concern is one of the main 

forces allowing traditions to create such strong emotional attachments 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊΩΦ ¢ƘǊŜŀǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ 

very often, if by no means universally, experienced as threats to the 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦΦΩ όDƛŘŘŜƴǎ мффпΥулύ 

 

This frames the background to the traditional ideologies of male and female roles and 

expectations, and gives potential reasons as to why certain ways of being are tenaciously 

defended. 

 

In a society expectant of multiple partners and with a seriously declining marriage rate, a 

woman Ƴŀȅ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ΨǎƳŀƭƭ ƘƻǳǎŜΩΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ΨƪŜǇǘΩΦ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ 

on female-headed households reveal Botswana to have one of the highest percentages in 

the world at 46% according to the 2001 Census, even when taking into account the 

differences between de jure and de facto ǎǘŀǘǳǎŜǎ όhΩ[ŀǳƎƘƭƛƴ мффуύ85. {ƛƴŎŜ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ 

of writing, there has been a dramatic transformation in the social location of women into the 

public arena, resulting in a significant rise in the independence of women, blossoming out of 

growing economic independence and higher levels of education which has enabled a greater 

freedom for women to choose how they might live. The high incidence of female-headed 

households shows that women often make the choice to live without a husband or live-in 

ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ΨǾƻǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŜŜǘΩ όYŀōŜŜǊ мффпΥ мнтΣ 

135; Helle-Valle 2002). As is evident in Rampedi, there are a number of older women living 

by themselves in comparatively wealthy circumstances which has been of their own making. 

 

Meanwhile men are struggling to live up to the ideals and expectations placed on them as 

men; they do not want to appear weak and have to pretend things are alright, whereas the 

situation could be far from this. And they are often measured up by the opposite sex 

according to what they can provide. By contrast, such expectations are not placed on the 

woman. MenΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǎtill aligned to the old structure, and the fiction of the male provider is 

maintained, yet women can walk away.   

 

Evidence gathered from focus groups conducted in Rampedi in early 2011 - in particular, one 

held with a group of young men and another with young women86, throws light on the 

current nature of courtship in this part of Botswana. It is apparent that young people 

socialise together, work together and often have many friends of both sexes. However, from 

                                                           
85 See also Griffiths 1998:46-48 for discussion on the recognition of female-headed households and controversy 
surrounding them; also Peters 1983; Kerven 1984; Izzard 1985; Molokomme 1991 
86 Ψ¸ƻǳƴƎΩ ƘŜǊŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜǎ му ς 30 
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ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ΨŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΩ ς untrustworthy and 

objects of suspicion ς to whom they feel pressurised to give money and buy presents for 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƭƻǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ 

the anxieties that young men encounter about being rejected by women (see Pattman 2005), 

which are shown to be on a materialistic basis. On the whole, there is a perception that 

relationships between young men and women are out of kilter in that instead of a balanced 

give and take, there exists mƻǊŜ ΨŘŜƳŀƴŘΩ ƻƴ ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ bƻǘǿƛǘƘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΣ ȅƻǳƴƎ 

ƳŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǿƛŦŜ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƻ ΨǎƘŀǊŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ƭƛŦŜΩΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΣ 

not always one to lead to marriage, and although the incidence of concurrent partners was 

deemed undesirable, it was thought inevitable. A survey carried out in 2007 on concurrent 

sexual partnerships confirms this, indicating that although concurrency is not uncommon, it 

is nevertheless not yet generally acceptable (Carter et al 2007). 

 

CǊƻƳ ŀ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ǎŀȅǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴ ŀ 

relationship is love, respect and support (financial and emotional), and they are entitled to 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ Ƴŀƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƎƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘΣ Ψƛǘ ƛǎ Ƙƛǎ Řǳǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƘŜǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƛȄŜŘ 

views on whether a girl should buy her boyfriend gifts: some saw it as open to 

ƳƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ΨōǳȅΩ Ƙƛǎ ƭƻǾŜΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǎŀǿ ƴƻ ƘŀǊƳ ƛƴ ƛǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ they would be 

taking his own money to buy him a present! There appeared to be a distinction made 

between money and gifts: the former was to be expected as part of the boyfriend and 

girlfriend contract, and the latter encompassed romantic and surprise presents, a sign of love 

and by which one could assess the depth of love. The size and frequency of gifts was deemed 

all-ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǇŜǊŦǳƳŜΣ ƧŜǿŜƭƭŜǊȅΣ ŀ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ 

ƧŜŀƴǎΣ ŀ ǘƻǇ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎŜƭƭ ǇƘƻƴŜΩΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ōȅ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƎƛŦǘs and money that social relations are 

objectified among this younger generation. The gift may be seen in the future and in 

ǿŜŀƭǘƘƛŜǊ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƻ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƛŎƪŜǘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǇƻǇ ŎƻƴŎŜǊǘ ƻǊ 

enrolment on a photography course. 

 

YƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ΨƳŀƛƴΩ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

money or gifts, and sometimes a secondary, secret partner, likewise transactional in nature. 

There will often be one-off liaisons (Jewkes et al 2012), or what is sometimes referred to as 

ΨǘƘŜ ōƻƻǘȅ ŎŀƭƭΩ87 when two people come together occasionally for sexual satisfaction with no 

ǎǘǊƛƴƎǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘΦ .ŀǘǎǿŀƴŀ ƳŜƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ Ψƭƻǿ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ǎŜȄΩ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ 

supposedly use it as a means for searching for long-term relationships.  

 

²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ǿƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ƛƴ ŀ ΨƳŀƛƴΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΣ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ōƻǘƘ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ 

run the gambit of whether their partner is cheating on them. When a relationship turns sour, 

things can go badly wrong. The incidence of intimate partner murder-suicides or ΨǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ 

killingsΩ ƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ό9ȄƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ Thurston 2009; Mberengwa 2007) which occur 
                                                           
87 Booty call - an invitation to lure or entice a late night amorous encounter 
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when a relationship ends and one of the partners (usually the man) kills the other, often then 

committing suicide88. Informants proffered the two most likely causes: jealousy, usually over 

ŀ ΨǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊǘȅΩΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōȅ ŀ ƎƛǊƭΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

realisation by the boyfriend as to how much he has spent on her (and often her family).  

 

On returning to the questions raised at the beginning of the chapter on the nature of 

courtship and the gift relationship, it is apparent that materiality plays an important part. 

Goods are appropriated as a means not only to develop intimate social relations, but also to 

measure depth ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎΦ {ǘǊƻƴƎ ƳŀƭŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ΨƎƻƻŘǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩ ƘŀǾŜ 

been transformed into a modern equivalent and resulted in a partnership contract 

dominated by male provisioning. This element of anticipated male bounty shows no sign of 

diminishing, and an inability to provide creates gender struggles between men and women 

(Hunter 2009). The anxiety of this ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀƳǳǎƛƴƎ ǇƛŜŎŜ 

of writing in the Botswana Gazette89:  

ΨPardon my ignorance but has anybody here ever heard of something 

called girlfriend allowance? 

 

No wonder I have been struggling to get a girlfriend, I did not know a 

thing about this allowance. I stand corrected....  

Well, I came to know about this girlfriend allowance just last week when 

I was trying ǘƻ άcounting myǎŜƭŦ ŎƻƭƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǳƛƴŜŀ Ŧƻǿƭέ on one lady. 

After telling her how hot like chillies and fresh like spinach she was 

ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǎŜŀƳƭŜǎǎƭȅ ǎƳƻƻǘƘΦ CƻǊ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛǘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ΨȅŜǎΩ 

was hovering on my peripheral vision until she interjected in my 

άŦŀƛǊȅǘŀƭŜέ ǘƻ ŜƴǉǳƛǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƎƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿŀƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ L ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀǊǘƭŜŘ 

by the question, I smiled and pretended I was familiar with that form of 

allowance; the way politicians smile and pretend to be familiar with your 

problems. 

 

Now as it stands, friends and foes, there is just one thing between me 

and fairytale love and that is girlfriend allowance. With true love growing 

scarce every day, I better pay it. The only favour I am requesting from 

you guys is to help me with the prices, lest I pay little and lose out.Ω 

                                                           
88 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎΩ ƛǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 9ȄƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘǳǊǎǘƻƴ όнллфύΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
issueΣ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ŀ Ƙŀƭǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀōŜƭ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛǘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƭƻǾŜ ŎǊƛƳŜΩ ς heat of the 
moment madness - ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΩǎ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 
women. 

See also Mberengwa 2007:35-36 ά5ǳe to the culture of patriarchal upbringing some men who still believe that 

they can determine the initiation and termination of a relationship may end up killing when they feel used and 
ƧƛƭǘŜŘΦέ !ǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŀƛƭȅ bŜǿǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ фр ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ ΨǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎǎΩ ƛƴ нлмлΣ фо 
ǿŜǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ όDŀƻǎǿŜŘƛǿŜΥ Ψфо Ŧŀƭƭ ǇǊŜȅ ǘƻ ΨǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎǎΩΩ, Daily News 6.12.10) 
89 ƛ.ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΣ ǇƻǎǘŜŘ с WǳƴŜ нлмнΣ ΨDƛǊƭŦǊƛŜƴŘ !ƭƭƻǿŀƴŎŜΩΣ www.ibotswana.co.bw 
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DƛǊƭǎΩ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-class consumerism. It would 

appear that this commoditisation of relationships leaves women with a greater share of 

power ς or does it? What is expected in return? YounƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻǳǊǘǎƘƛǇ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ 

alongside relationships of convenience, often intergenerational in nature, and often 

providing financial relief.  

 

What is significant in Botswana is that there exists, to use Giddens words, Ψŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

imbalanced gender power and engrained psychological dispositions [that] keeps dualistic sex 

ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΤ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅΩ 

όмффнΥмффύΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨǇǳǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Giddens (ibid) is the path to true equality 

between the sexes but this denies the role of materiality and how social relations are 

objectified through material goods. Here the expression of love through giving, whether in 

terms of things or embedded in acts of caring is the bedrock of relationships.  
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Chapter 6 ς Processing tradition in marriage negotiations 

ΨMy name is Moselekatsi Molefe and I was born in 1935 and I remember 

that I said to the woman who is my wife, when she was still a little girl 

who used to go around wearing the traditional skirt made out of threads 

and beads with nothing on top, that I was going to marry her (she was 

ōƻǊƴ ƛƴ мфонύ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ƳŀǊǊȅ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ L 

ǿƻƴΩǘ ƳŀǊǊȅ ȅƻǳΩΦ ¢ƛƳŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǳp and in 1955 she 

ǿǊƻǘŜ ƳŜ ŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǿƘƛƭŜ L ǿŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ Ǉƻǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨL ŀƳ ƴƻǿ 

ǊŜŀŘȅΤ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ƳŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΚΩ .ȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ L ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀŘ 

any relationship with any woman and definitely had no sex because I was 

waiting for her. So we got married and had ten children; so it is not 

difficult to understand a woman when you know what you want.Ω  

όaŜƴΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇύ 

 

Marriage, as a social institution is known throughout the world, and acts to legitimise both a 

union between two people and the basis for procreation. Marriage patterns in Botswana 

have been following a similar pattern to that in most of sub-Saharan Africa, of decline in 

frequency, and incidence at a later point in life for both men and women (Mookodi 2004a; 

Mokomane 2006; Izzard 1985; Hosegood et al 2009). Schapera described marriage as an 

ΨŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎǘŜǇ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜΩ (1940, 1971: 32), and yet today evidence 

points to less than fifty per cent of the population marrying (Mookodi 2004a).  

 

The economic and livelihood changes, as described in the previous chapter on courtship, 

with the emergence of the cash economy and subsequent labour migration and all myriad 

other societal changes, have had a profound effect on marriage in Botswana. To quote 

Schapera (194лΣ мфтмΥонмύΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀōƭŜΣ ǿŜƭƭ-adjusted marriages upon a 

new basis are considerably discounted by the complications resulting from the absence of 

ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻƳŜΦΩ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ 

have been instrumental in bringing about significant change. When large numbers of men90 

went to work in the South African mines, the women were left at home and learnt to fend 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

empowerment and realisation that they could manage on their own91 (Timaeus and Graham 

1989:389). From an historical basis of lives dominated by their individual contribution to 

subsistence farming and subservience to men (ibid), to a situation where women can earn a 

living, have access to land tenure and set up their own home, it is understandable that there 

                                                           
90 For statistics on migration to the mines, see Alverson (1978:56), and Schapera (1940, 1971:128 and 134), the 
latter which reports 106 out of 126 men from Rampedi and Makgophana wards had worked abroad at some 
stage. The total number of Batswana working in the mines reached a peak in 1985 of 18,079; by 2006 this 
number had reduced to 2,992 (Campbell 2010:12) 
91 An additional factor is that women had received more education ς boys, for most of their youth, were sent 
away to the cattle post (Schapera 1938, 1994:29) 
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exists today a high percentage of female headed households (Van Driel 1994; Izzard 1985; 

Van Allen 2000). Frequently these households contain three or more generations of women.  

This gives testament to the fact that women are often happier without a husband or rather, 

the wrong kind of husband, and maybe they prefer men on a less than permanent basis 

(Jackson 1996; Helle-Valle 2002; Gulbrandsen 1986; Parkin and Nyamwaya 1989; Fako 1983).  

 

It also has to be recognised that up until fairly recently, legally women were disadvantaged 

in marriage: the World Bank (2001, cited in Gordon and DƻǊŘƻƴ нллтΥолоύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛƴ 

countries such as Botswana.... married women are under the permanent guardianship of 

their husbands and have no right to manage ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴΩΦ This was against the 

ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ΨƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ мфссΣ ƎǊŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ 

women the same legal rights to properǘȅΣ ƭŀƴŘΣ ŎǊŜŘƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǎ ƳŜƴΩ όaƻƪƻƳŀƴŜ 

нллуύΦ {ƻ ǿƘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ όǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎύΚ 

The Abolition of Marital Power Act 2004 changed this and removed the legal principle of the 

husband as head of the family and provided women with equal rights in relation to decision 

making on family property management, including upon the death of a husband, and equal 

rights to choose domicile.  The Act also provided both mothers and fathers equal 

guardianship of their children, whereas previously the husband was sole guardian. A 

ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƛǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ǎƘŜ ŜƴǘŜǊǎ 

into - in or out of community of property. All marriages are automatically out of community 

of property (unless specified otherwise by both of them in writing), which means that each 

person keeps their separate property, allowing the woman to legally administer that which is 

hers. The alternative, in community of property, allows that the property acquired by either 

spouse upon marriage and during marriage is held jointly. This is under common law, and, in 

.ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΩǎ Řǳŀƭ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŀǊȅ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

rights. Yet, the point to be made is that from a legal perspective, since 1st May 2005, 

marriage for women has become a much more attractive option. 

 

Alongside a decline in marriage, there has been a diminution of marriage as a social marker 

of adulthood. It was once seen as a natural occurrence immediately following the initiation 

of adolescents (Timaeus and Graham 1989), in which girls in particular were taught how to 

prepare for married life92. At one time, marriage could not take place until the individuals 

had been through the initiation ceremony (Schapera 1938, 1994:127). The redefining of 

marriage has taken place alongside an increase in values associated with motherhood and 

around bringing up a family (Helle-Valle 2002) - see Chapter Four. It is reiterated time and 

ŀƎŀƛƴ ōȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ aƻŎƘǳŘƛ Ƙƻǿ ΨǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΦ ¦ƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ 

once despised (Schapera 1940, 1971:38; Mokomane 2008), are now almost universally 

                                                           
92 Within bojale, girls were given instruction on their future responsibilities as wives and mothers (Mosothwane 
2001); whereas for the boys, within bogwera, the emphasis appears to have been more on transition to 
authority and decision making associated with pubic office (ibid:156)  
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socially accepted93, which for women removes the necessity to marry in order to have 

children. This is deemed a fairly recent development (Timaeus and Graham 1989) and points 

to the nascence of a more matrifocal based society (Izzard 1985). The corollary of the rise in 

status of women as mothers is the decline in importance of the role of the father (ibid), 

although as noted earlier, Schapera records that men had little contact with their children in 

the early years (1940, 1971:219), but here we are also talking about legal rights over children 

that a man used to receive through marrying a woman.  

 

An example of significant social change is in the case of women becoming pregnant outside 

of marriage. In the late nineteenth century, in the strict understanding that women were 

once treated as minors and were under the authority of their father or closest male relative 

until they married when they came under the control of their husband, premarital 

ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ŘƛǎƎǊŀŎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅ ǿƘƻ ƛƳǇǊŜƎƴŀǘŜŘ ŀ ƎƛǊƭ ǿŀǎ 

ΨǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǾǳƭǎƛƻƴΩ ό/ƻƳŀǊƻŦŦ ŀƴd Roberts 1977:98). The child born as a result was 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ΨōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŜǾƛƭ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ .ȅ ǘƘŜ мфолǎΣ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ 

outside marriage was becoming increasingly common, although still strongly disapproved of 

(Schapera 1940, 1971)94. Labour migration had increased and unmarried females were not 

being watched or protected as previously and therefore sexual access became more difficult 

to monitor by the parents. What evolved in the incidence of pregnancy was the practise of 

giving compensation to the father or guardian of the girl by the boy (or his family), if he 

failed to agree to marry her (ibid: 38). Following this, recognition was given to the fact that 

pregnancy constituted a wrong against the girl and not her guardian (Comaroff and Roberts 

1977). Mid 1940s, the Bakgatla chief introduced measures to help women in that they 

relaxed the rules that meant a woman could now appear at the kgotla on their own behalf 

to put their case to argue for compensation from the man who impregnated them (ibid). The 

heavily debated purpose of the compensation ς ǿŀǎ ƛǘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǎǇƻƛƭŜŘ 

marriage prospects, or to help educate and raise the child?95 ς moved the destination of the 

compensation to the woman herself rather than to her parents or guardian. Following this 

development, the chief then decided it was only fair to recognise claims for multiple 

pregnancies. Today, when a woman marries, it is expected that a cow will be given by the 

                                                           
93 LȊȊŀǊŘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ Ψŀ ƳƛƭŘŜǊ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ όмфурΥнсуύ 
94 Sexual relations between boys and girls had always been tolerated as long as they were discreet, yet 
ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ǿŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΥ ΨhŦ ŦƻǊǘȅ-four single women, old enough to be married, who figured in them, 
fifteen had one or more living children each, and eight others had procured abortions (Schapera 1940, 
1971:207). One Rampedi informant told how unmarried girls who became pregnant in the 1930s ran away to 
South Africa. 
95 ¢ƘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎΥ ΨAccording to Tswana tradition if an unmarried mother has a 

child and instead of marrying her, the father of the child decides to pay damages to the parents of the young 
mother, the child is entitled to inherit that payment of damages (mostly the payment was cattle)Ω. 
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husband-to-be for each of his children already born96 and this is added to the brideprice or 

bogadi97. 

 

The most obvious historical transformation of marriage in Botswana is the disappearance of 

polygamy, brought about in the main through the introduction of Christian churches by the 

missionaries (Schapera and Roberts 1975), and within the Bakgatla tribe was probably 

hastened by Chief Lentswe converting to Christianity in 1892 (Schapera 1940, 1971:17). It is 

also argued that the introduction of the plough and more focus on livestock production 

όōƻǘƘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƳŀƭŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎύ ƭŜǎǎŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƛǾŜǎΩ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƴŎŜ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ 

wives were seen as less economically viable (Timaeus and Graham 1989:374). This change to 

monogamy, operating in a society accustomed to polygamous marriages, led to pre-marital 

and extra-marital relations (Comaroff and Roberts 1977)98. And there is a link here to a rise 

in liaisons between married men and widowed or older unmarried women, described as 

ΨƭƻƴƎ-term and open relationship[s] in which the man provides a measure of support for his 

mistresǎΩ ό¢ƛƳŀŜǳǎ ŀƴŘ Graham 1989:383). These apparently in the early 1900s were the 

only form of concubinage that was tolerated, since the women were deemed past 

marriageable age (Comaroff and Roberts 1977:99; Schapera 1938, 1994:126). Today these 

ǳƴƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎ ΨǎƳŀƭƭ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩ99.  

 

Did the disappearance of polygamy lead to a surplus of unmarried women? And should this 

be added to the explanation of such a high percentage of female headed households? 

Headline 2011 census figures recently released reveal that there are more females in 

Botswana than males: 1,035,608 versus 989,179 (95.5%)100, but this differential has been 

narrowing since the census of 1971 when it was 84%. Looking back, Gulbrandsen (1986:24) 

ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨƭŀǊƎŜ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜŀōƭŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩ ōƻǘƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ 

polygamy declining and male migration to South African mines and urban centres in 

Botswana. The implication was that the women were left in the rural areas, yet women too 

often moved to towns and cities (see Van Binsbergen 1999). It is pointed out that the mines 

had high mortality rates which compounded the comparatively low life-expectancy of men 

όLȊȊŀǊŘ мфурΥнсрΤ hΩ[ŀǳƎƘƭƛƴ мффуΥнпύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿere living longer and 

this is reflected in the demographics101. Izzard concludes that 'widowhood emerges as one of 

                                                           
96 Ψ/ƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƻǊȅ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩ ό½ŜƭƛȊŜǊ нллрύ 
97 ! ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ Řŀȅ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōǊƛŘŜǇǊƛŎŜΥ /ƻǿǎ ƻǊ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ǳƴŎƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ 
token of appreciation for the loss of their daughter (Denbow and Thebe 2006). As a concept, bogadi gives a 
man legal rights to sexual relations with a woman and the transfer of her children to his lineage.  
98 Seeley (2012), through her research in Uganda, found even though polygyny was only legal under Islamic or 
ŎǳǎǘƻƳŀǊȅ ƭŀǿΣ ƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳƻƴƻƎŀƳƻǳǎƭȅ ǿŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƻ ΨƳŀǊǊȅΩ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƛǾŜǎΦ 
99 See: http://www.thevoicebw.com/2012/04/27/being-the-smaller-small-house/ 
100 In Mochudi, the difference is more pronounced than the national figure: 24,717 women against 22,197 men 
(90%). 
101 It is worth noting the impact of the HIV and AIDS pandemic which in 9 countries, Botswana included, 
reduced life expectancy to below forty years (UNAIDS 2005, cited in Gordon and Gordon 2007:230), escalated 
infant and child mortality ς one third of babies born to HIV-infected mothers were HIV positive and few 
survived beyond the age of six (Walker et al 2004, cited in Gordon and Gordon 2007:230). Since then, in 
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the most common reasons for a woman becoƳƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƘŜŀŘΩ όƛōƛŘΥ мсоύΦ 

This assumes marriage has taken place at some stage.   

 

The statistics gleaned from the census in 2001 provide the percentage of never-married 

people over the age of 60 as 9.6% for men, and 16.7% for women which implies a sizeable 

surplus of unmarried women. The analysis carried out by Mookodi (2004a) indicates an 

increasing trend of both unmarried men and women, yet a closer look at her figures reveals 

ŀ ƭŜǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ΨƴŜǾŜǊ-ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мффм ŀƴŘ нллм 

(ibid). Is there an age reached at which it is deemed socially unacceptable for either a man or 

ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǘƻ ƳŀǊǊȅΚ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜŀōƭŜ ŀƎŜΩ ƻƴŎŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŦŜǊǘƛƭƛǘȅΣ ȅŜǘ 

with so many children now being born out of wedlock, this appears irrelevant. Records of 

marriage at the Tribal Administration in Mochudi show two extreme examples of men in 

their 80s marrying women of 52 and 49, and another man marrying at 94.  

 

The ideologies around age and marriage impose social constraints, particularly for women. It 

is seen as a problem if a woman looks older than her husband, and so women are advised to 

marry when still young, whilst the man can be a lot older. This is compounded by the belief 

ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƎŜ ŦŀǎǘŜǊΩ102. SǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¢Ǌƛōŀƭ !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ in 

Mochudi show that out of 150 marriage records, there are only 4 examples of the woman 

being older than the man, the difference being only 1 or 2 years, whereas the usual age gap 

is at least 10 years. An academic paper on the Ekiti society in southwest Nigeria, points to 

the age difference in couples as stemming from the practice of polygyny which necessitated 

in law a later time of marrying for men in order for older polygynous men to have at least 

more than two wives (Caldwell et al 1991:233). There was obviously a shortage of suitable 

young wives to go round! Such a regulated approach did not happen in Botswana, and 

although polygyny may have forced a normative age difference, a more obvious reason 

would have been the effect of labour migration. The more recent trend is for a later age at 

time of marrying for both sexes (Mookodi 2004a). In further analysis of the censuses, the 

mean age of marriage for men is significantly higher than that for women, and yet there is a 

trend developing that shows this gap to be narrowing (Mookodi 2004a). It is detailed by 

Schapera that, back in the 1930s, women mostly married between the ages of 21-25; men, 

26-30 (1940, 1971:62). Today, this has slipped by at least ten years. Which begs the 

question, what is leading to the delay in marriage or postponement altogether? 

 

Reportedly Botswana has one of the highest levels of cohabitation in sub Saharan Africa103 

(Mokomane 2006), and it is questioned whether this is a situation where couples have 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Botswana, AIDS-related deaths have been cut by 71% and the rate of new HIV infections has dropped by 71% 
2001-2011 (UNAIDS 2012). Botswana has more than 80% coverage of HIV treatment (ibid). 
102 This comment refers to the physical appearance of women, yet there is a popular Seǘǎǿŀƴŀ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ΨMosadi 
ǘǎƘǿŜƴŜ ƻ ƧŜǿŀ ƳŀōƻƎƻΩ, meaning, a woman is considered worthy not for what she looks like, but for what she 
is able to do with her hands, in other words, how industrious she is. 
103 The 2001 census records 17 per cent of the population over the age of 15 are cohabiting (Mookodi 2004a) 



58 
 

abandoned or delayed marriage. Cohabitation can exist as an alternative to marriage, a 

ǇǊŜƭǳŘŜ ǘƻ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ƻǊ ŀƴ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ όƛōƛŘύΣ ŀƴŘ aƻƪƻƳŀƴŜΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎƘƻǿ 

that in Botswana it is usually a temporary situation before marriage, which rather than 

diluting the incidence of marriage, acts to delay the timing of it. One key informant at the 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ DŀōƻǊƻƴŜ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ΨŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƘŀōƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ΨǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŀ ōƭƛƴŘ ŜȅŜΩ ǘƻ ŎƻǳǇƭŜǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǿŜŘƭƻŎƪ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

there is the assumption that they will eventually get married. This indicates a relaxation of 

the social necessity to marry in order for two people to form a union and live together. 

However, from evidence gathered in Rampedi, the urbanςrural divide talked about in the 

previous chapter, creates a different picture here. Taking an example of one of the 

households in Old Rampedi, a thirty year old woman called Tabea is living with her four 

children (ranging in ages from 10 years to 6 months) together with her grandmother, 

younger sister and aunt (also her mother and older sister live in the same household part of 

the week). She has always lived in this lapa and refers to her grandmother as the head of the 

household (since her grandfather died). She describes how she and her partner would like to 

be married and managing their own lapa, yet her partner, aged 32, and father of her 

children, who lives in a neighbouring ward with his parents, is unable to finance this. He 

ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ōǳǘ ƛǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ΨǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǳƴŘŜǘŜŎǘŜŘΩ 

by the grandmother. The grandmother, according to Tabea, would also like her to get 

married, but there is no pressure from her to do so, in fact it could be the opposite since 

Tabea provides daily care for her grandmother. They are a poor family with the grandmother 

receiving a destitute food basket from the government, amounting to P450 (£45) per month, 

as well as her pension of P220 (£22). Tabea spends her time looking after her grandmother 

and the children; the other adults in the household contributing to the finances have low 

paid work104. The reason for mentioning the financial situation is that poorer members of 

the community seem more likely to be living with older relatives, and hence more likely to 

be constrained by the social dictates of elders. In this instance, Tabea and her partner might 

like to consider cohabitation, yet this is viewed as socially unacceptable. Another informant 

in Rampedi, a 42 year old bachelor who still lives with his mother, expressed his views: 

 

ΨCo-habiting is not good, not good. Supposing one of them passes away, 

people will get to know.....the parents will say they do not know why 

they lived like that ς why did you let your daughter stay with that man? 

Did he pay you? Did he do anything? Nothing, and ƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ 

Even your family members will say it is your problem.Ω  

 

And so, a couple will continue to live separately, when unmarried, even when children are 

involved. However, it is ventured that cohabitation among the 17+ per cent of the 

population recorded in the census, is in the main taking place away from the home village 

                                                           
104 {ŜŜ hΩ[ŀǳƎƘƭƛƴ мффу ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ  ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ǿŀƎŜ-employment for  livelihoods in urban and 
rural villages  
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and family and kin, and backs up the findings of Mokomane (2006) that population mobility 

is a key factor in effecting cohabitation.  

 

If a couple has lived together for a while and have gathered together property and 

possessions, there is a desire to marry if only to protect their goods from going to other 

relatives in the event of one of them dying. An example of this was found in Old Rampedi 

where a lapa had recently been inherited by a man in his early sixties. In talking to his 

partner of ten or more years, a widow in her early fifties, it transpired that they intended to 

ƳŀǊǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōǳƛƭǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ Ψƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

expected of her to move to the husbŀƴŘΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘΦ {ƘŜ 

ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΩΦ Lƴ ƘŜǊ ŎŀǎŜΣ 

the house she and her partner had built together and the accumulation of goods from over 

ten years would all go to his relatives in the event of his death, if she had not married him. 

Likewise, any children from such a relationship would be in competition with other relatives 

ǘƻ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ 

 

wŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ the departure of polygamy also saw a move away from 

arranged marriages and infant betrothal to a freer choice of partner (Schapera 1940, 1971). 

The Tswana were considered unique in Africa in permitting marriage with a wide range of 

close kin (Schapera 1957; Radcliffe Brown 1950:69) and operated a patrilineal lineage. The 

ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǳƴƛƻƴ ōȅ ΨŀƎƴŀǘƛŎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛŜŦǎΩΣ ǿŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ 

όYǳǇŜǊ мфутΥулύΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴŜǊǎΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ όƛōƛŘΤ 

Griffiths 1997:41)105. This brought the families closer together, with the prospect of greater 

co-operation, and the added bonus that the cattle given as bogadi ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ōȅ 

ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻƻƳΩǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŎƛǊŎƭŜΦ !ƴ ƻƭŘ ǇǊƻǾŜǊō ŎƛǘŜŘ ōȅ {ŎƘapera says, 

Ψ/ƘƛƭŘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǇŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǳƴŎƭŜΣ ƳŀǊǊȅ ƳŜΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ Ƴŀȅ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƪǊŀŀƭΩ όмфплΣ 

1971:35). The significance of the traditional giving of brideprice has been well debated in 

ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǎǳƳƳŜŘ ǳǇ ōȅ YǳǇŜǊ όмфунΥмрфύΣ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŦically, all invoke the debt a 

brother is felt to owe to his cattle-ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ƻǊ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ŘŜōǘ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀǊǊȅ ŀ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǎƻƴ106. Kuper, in studying the Southern Bantu 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŎŀǘǘƭŜΩ όмфутΥммлύΦ 

The modern significance of bogadi and evidence gathered from within the research area are 

discussed later on. 

 

In the past, seldom did a marriage take place with an unrelated family and usually the union 

was within the ward or at least the village (Schapera 1940, 1971). The situation is much less 

rigid today as a result of the greater movement of people, meeting often by chance through 

                                                           
105 The distinction can be explained in political terms ς see Kuper 1987:78-82 
106 This assumes the groom has assistance with brideprice from his father or other relatives, who in turn have a 
ŎƭŀƛƳ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƻǳǎŜΩΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ŀ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǿƛŦŜ ƻǊ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ōǊƛŘŜǇǊƛŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ 
marrying (Kuper 1987). See also Tambiah et al 1989:426. 
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education or employment, choosing to marry, not only outside the family, but outside the 

tribe, and the foundation of marriage has shifted towards a union based more on mutual 

attraction: Ψ.... the construction of desire increasingly operates on interpersonal relationships 

outside the lineage of traditional family context: it becomes an expression of the selfΩ 

(Castells 2009:299). In the past, the physical looks of a prospective wife were not considered 

ŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŜty - ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ 

ƳŀƪŜǳǇ ƻŦ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǿƛŦŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƧǳŘƎŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΣ ƳƻŘŜǎǘȅΣ ŎƘŀǎǘƛǘȅΣ ƻōŜŘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 

ŀƳƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥнпуύΦ Any feelings of individual desire were subsumed by 

family and community interests (Cole and Thomas 2009). 

 

The rise of pre-marital relations, following the disappearance of polygamy, were analysed by 

Comaroff and Roberts as being a natural progression for wealthy and ambitious men in order 

ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ΨŀŦŦƛƴŀƭ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ όмфттΥфтύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

1970s from a legal perspective, and most probably observed cases brought to the kgotla. 

Their conclusions were no doubt especially applicable in a time when women and children 

were productive and useful at the masimo and cattle post, and whom men sought to control 

for their own means, yet it is more difficult to see how these sexual relations acted as a 

means to augment political and social standing in the community (ibid) particularly since 

bogadi had not been exchanged. Comaroff and Roberts (1977:114) state that marriage is 

ΨŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ƳŜƴ ǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ǘƻ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ 

ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ΨǎŜǊƛŀƭ ƳƻƴƻƎŀƳȅΩΣ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ dip in and out of relationships without being 

tied down to the final stage towards marriage and thereby, so it is alleged, benefit from 

these relationships in progressing their careers. Gulbrandsen (1986) challenges these 

findings, alleging that affinal relations were more a source of potential tension than support, 

and concludes that men indulged in pre-marital and extra-marital relationships not as a 

means of securing affinal links, but simply for the enjoyment of many sexual exploits. 

Comaroff and wƻōŜǊǘǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎtion of a business or political deal in 

which love and attraction has no place, although they do concede some unions may be on 

ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ΨŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ ŜƴŘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΩ 

(1977:118). Alverson, writing around the sŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ΨLƴ ǘƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΩ όмфтуΥ 

мсмύΦ CǊƻƳ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ƎƭƛƳƳŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ 

chance for them to exert some influŜƴŎŜΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ 

ŎƻƴŦŜǊǎ ǇƻǿŜǊΩ όWŀŎƪǎƻƴ нлмнΥуύ ƻǊ ŀǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ aƛƭƭŜǊΣ Ψ[ƻǾŜ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ 

ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ όмффуΥорύΦ  

 

Extra-marital relations were a source of conflict, and Schapera expresses in stark terms how 

difficult relationships could be within marriage: 

 

ΨLŦ ǿŜ ƴƻǿ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ 

and wife, it is, I think, evident that there is a good deal of 
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maladjustment, to which labour migration has obviously contributed 

greatly. If I appear to have stressed the unhappy marriages too much, 

and to have paid little attention to the happy ones that do also exist, it is 

because the latter, so far as I could judge, are comparatively rare. Few of 

the women I got to know well enough to talk to on this topic pretended 

to be living harmoniously with their husbands. Almost always there were 

complaints of sexual ill-treatment or of infidelity, and the characteristic 

female attitude was one of ǊŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻŦ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎΦΩ όмфплΣ 

1971:189) 

 

DǳƭōǊŀƴŘǎŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻƻ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ΨǇŜŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜΩ όмфусΥмрύΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǳǇ Ƙƛǎ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊƘƻƻŘ ƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

womanising. There is evidence that this manifests itself as physical abuse in the form of 

assaults and beatings inflicted on wives (ibid). 

 

It was once the case that anyone who showed reluctance to marry was seen as being disloyal 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ŀƪƎŀǘƭŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴŜΩǎ Řǳǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǘǊƛōŜΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥонύΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǳƴƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

authority of their father and were less highly regarded than husbands and wives (ibid): 

marriage was given high status and was anticipated and accepted as a matter of course by 

all. To a certain extent, the same distinction is made today between married and unmarried 

persons, in that there are certain public and familial duties at ceremonies and celebrations, 

at which a person who has not gone through the marriage process, is sidelined and in effect 

receives a personal slight. Generally, socialisation to marriage is such that anyone who fails 

to marry is deemed not to be man or woman enough. It is argued that for many women, 

marriaƎŜ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ Ψŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎΦΦΦΦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩ 

(Mokomane 2006:35). In gender terms, the boy marries the girl, not the other way round, 

and not marrying each other. This stands today in that a woman must wait to be asked to 

marry, and the practice of bogadi enforces this. 

 

The act of marriage in Botswana and most of Africa is processual and goes through various 

stages which are negotiated at every point (Bledsoe and Pison 1994). This is referred to as a 

ΨǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ becoming rather than as a state of beingΩ όComaroff and Roberts 1977:114). It is a 

bringing together of families, and in doing so, provides a support function and structure for 

the couple for the future. Under the 1970 Marriage Act, couples may register with the 

District Commissioner and legally be married following a period of notice in which their 

intention is publically displayed. The alternative is a customary marriage in which the couple 

register at the kgotla (a breakdown of the number of marriages registered in both locations 

since 1995, albeit with gaps for some years, is given in Appendix 9). 
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Figure 8: A gathering for patlo 

 

The markers along the way which are recognised milestones in the quest for marriage may 

vary somewhat within the different merafe in Botswana (Griffiths 1997); however, the 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ Ƙŀǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƛǎ 

recognisable by Bakgatla living in Mochudi today: firstly, the parents of the boy go and make 

themselves known to the parents of the girl and state their intentions107. This is called 

ΨƪƴƻŎƪƛƴƎΩΦ Lǘǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛǎ 

ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ LŦ ŀƭƭ ƎƻŜǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘ ǘƻ patlo108 - ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ 

hand in marriage ŀƴŘ ΨōŜƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎŀƭŀōŀǎƘ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥрнΤ 9ƭƭŜŎŜ нлммύΦ 

¢Ƙƛǎ Ŝƴǘŀƛƭǎ ŀ ŘŜƭŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ109, usually a paternal uncle or some other 

ŎƭƻǎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜΣ Ǉƭǳǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ, 

who, in turn, then discusses the proposal with his wife and other family members, including 

ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǳƴŎƭŜǎΦ  

 

                                                           
107 {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ Ŏƻƴǎǳƭǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭ όмфоуΣ 
1994:131) and subsequently discusses with close relatives, particularly the maternal uncles. Today, the 
involvement of the mothers marks a degree of gender equality 
108 Yƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥрмύΣ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
precedes cohabitation. 
109 Only members of the family who are married themselves are permitted to partake in patlo 
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Figure 9: The final stage of patlo 

 

¢ƘŜǊŜ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻƻƳΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

they talk about the suitability of the couple and the amount of bogadi that is needed and 

ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳΥ ΨLǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŜǘƛǉǳŜǘǘŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ Ƴŀȅ ŜƭŀǇǎŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛǎ ƎƛǾŜƴΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜra 1940, 1971:52). 

LŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻƻƳΩǎ ŘŜƭŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƳŜǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ōǳǘ 

ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǳƴŎƭŜǎ ΨǿƘƻǎŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ όƛōƛŘύ (Figures 8 and 12). Prior 

ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ǇŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŀǳƴǘΣ Ǉƭǳǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜΣ Ƴŀȅ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǎǘǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ Ƴŀȅ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛƴ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ 

considered a recent change to traditional practice (ibid). Today, quite often women are 

involved in the patlo discussions from the beginning when the uncle or relevant relative has 

ŘƛŜŘ ƻǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

change, since the traditional practice as related by Schapera did not give women a role apart 

ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ 

consent: 

 

Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ-place 

όǿƘŜǊŜ ƳŜƴ Ƙŀōƛǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎƛǘύΣ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘ όǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ 

proper doƳŀƛƴύΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥроύ 

 

This reflects the clear demarcation of the spaces of men and women, and shows how the 

defining and gendering of roles is also significant within the patlo process. These are still 

observed today and when women are involved, as noted ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ΨƘƻƴƻǊŀǊȅ ǳƴŎƭŜǎ ƻǊ 

ƳŀƭŜǎΩΦ !ǘ ŀ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ όCƛƎǳǊŜǎ ф and 10), most close relatives 

ŦǊƻƳ ōƻǘƘ ǎƛŘŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭŜƎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƎŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅΥ ΨIŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

child, you can take her, take her living, and if you return her, return her while she is still 
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ŀƭƛǾŜΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфоуΣ мффпΥмомύΣ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŎƻƳŜǎΣ Ψ²Ŝ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ Ǌŀƛƴ όŦƻǊ 

ȅƻǳύΩ110Σ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ΨǿŜ ǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ  LƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛƻƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ 

social and public recognition, which is achieved through the series of meetings. It is 

noticeable that the male relatives are separate from the female family members, some of 

whom are required to sit upon blankets on the ground, whereas the men are given seats - 

the ubiquitous plastic chairs111. 

 

 
Figure 10Υ Ψ¢ƘŜ WǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ 

 

Dow and YƛŘŘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ parallel co-existence of women and men [which] manifests itself 

in separate role assignments for women and men as well as actual physical separation at 

public gatherings. Women and men can still be observed seated separately at funerals, 

ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎǎΣ ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΣ ŘƛƪƎƻǘƭŀ όǘǊƛōŀƭ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜǎύ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎǎΩ όмффпΥмύΦ Lǘ 

is not only gender which is significant, but also age. Senior men are given due deference by 

yoǳƴƎŜǊ ƳŜƴΣ ǎŜŜƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ ŀǘ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭǎ ό5ǳǊƘŀƳ 

2004) where the senior men with more status sit in the inner circle, the younger ones on the 

outside (see analysis on age, Chapter Four). 

 

Far from the wedding being the next stage, there typically follows a lengthy engagement. 

Schapera tells how several days after patloΣ ƎƛŦǘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ Ψǘƻ ǎŜŀƭ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǊƻǘƘŀƭΩ όмфплΣ 

мфтмΥроύΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎ ōƻǳƎƘǘΩΣ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ 

                                                           
110 The Setswana word for rain is pula. The national cry of pula is heard at the conclusion of kgotla meetings, 
ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨƭŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜ ǊŀƛƴΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǊŜǎƻƴŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ 
Botswana since it is such a dry countǊȅΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΩǎ ǳƴƛǘ ƻŦ ŎǳǊǊŜƴŎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŀ ǘƻŀǎǘ 
(Denbow and Thebe 2006) 
111 {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ΨǎƘŜ ǎƛǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ƘŜ ώǘƘŜ 
ƘǳǎōŀƴŘϐ Ƙŀǎ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘƻƻƭ ƻǊ ŎƘŀƛǊΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥфрύ 
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initially from animal skins, beads and other ornaments, and later to dress material, blankets 

and shawls for the bride-to-be (ibid). These small gifts placed an obligation on the girl to 

abide by the decision to marry, and these were reciprocated through the hospitality and 

warmth of welcome ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ 

1940, 1971:73). Today, the gifts have escalated in value and, as well as presents of clothing 

for the girl112, the family often asks for clothing for the parents, uncles and aunts, and other 

ƛǘŜƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨōŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ Ǝŀǎ ƭŀƳǇǎΩ όaƻƪƻƳŀƴŜ нллуύΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀŘŘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ŀ 

daunting amount of money for a young man. 

 

 
Figure 11: Typical gift of German print material for the bride-to-be 

 

Schapera describes a further couple of events, the first when the prospective husband is 

ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ 

when a celebration of freshly brewed beer113 ƛǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

members of his family (Schapera 1940, 1971:54). This ensures the engagement of the couple 

is formally recognised, and it may be at least five years before the wedding itself takes place. 

During this time the two families cultivate friendships, exchanging small presents of food 

                                                           
112 A girl is likely to receive German print material (Figure 11) to be made into a wedding dress, together with 
matching headscarf, blanket shawl and large pin. These represent a traditional marriage outfit. 
113 Beer is brewed specially for celebratory purposes such as the handing over of bogadi, and is an important 
part of Setswana culture 
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and drink and ensuring invitations are given to any feasts and family celebrations taking 

place. The opportunity today for such social events is eagerly awaited114. 

  

Since marriage is a process not an event (Comaroff and Roberts 1977:112), there is a blurring 

around the edges, which has probably contributed to the stretching of the understanding of 

ΨƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΩΣ ΨŎƻƴŎǳōƛƴŀƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƘŀōƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ όaƻƻƪƻŘƛ нллпŀύΦ !ǎ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀΣ ΨIt 

is a protracted process that can take longer than a lifetime, and one can be more married or 

ƭŜǎǎΣ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΩ ό{ƘƛǇǘƻƴ нллтΥмнлύΦ Schapera relates how, 

by this stage, the boy and girl ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƛŦŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ Ŏŀƭƭ 

ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ-in-ƭŀǿǎΩΣ even though the marriage process has not been completed 

(1938, 1994:132). During the engagement, the couple are ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƘŀōƛǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƻƳŜΥ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨƎƻ ǊŀƭŀƭŀΩ (Schapera 1940, 1971). Bearing in mind that pre-

marital pregnancy was socially unacceptable in the early twentieth century, it was at this 

point that the girl was likely to become pregnant115, often more than once, before she and 

her husband moved to the conjugal household in his natal ward (ibid). 

 

  
Figure 12: Further pictures of patlo 

The key factor which determines the legitimacy of the traditional marriage is the giving of 

bogadi ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ116. This is measured in numbers of cattle (or sometimes sheep as 

well) which varies depending on different merafe custom, but is usually between 2 ς 8 head 

                                                           
114 ! ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛǾŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅ ǎƘƻǿŜǊΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ǘƻǇ-ǳǇΩ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ŀǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ 

Thera Rasing, is now a common aspect of getting married in south-central African countries. Friends and 
relatives are invited to a party at which the bride-to-ōŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǎ ƎƛŦǘǎ ƻŦ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ǳǘŜƴǎƛƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ǘƻǇ ǳǇΩΣ 
ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅ ǎƘƻǿŜǊΣ ΨŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ female 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΩ όмфффΥннуύ 
115 ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƎƛǊƭ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾŜ ƘŜǊ ŦŜǊǘƛƭƛǘȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ 
process was complete. This has transmuted today to a prevalence and social expectation of pregnancy among 
young unmarried women, one of the highest rates in Africa (MacDonald 1996) 
116 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ [ŜƴǘǎǿŜΩǎ ŎƘƛŜŦŘƻƳΣ ŎƛǊŎŀ муфсΣ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƻŦ bogadi was suspended for a while as a 
result of missionary pressure. Schapera indicates that the fact that an epidemic of rinderpest was decimating 
the herds at the time was a contributing factor (1938, 1994:146). After a period of around ten years, the 
practice of bogadi was reinstated, once the cattle numbers were swelling again (ibid). 
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of cattle117. The amount and timing of the bogadi is not subject to bargaining according to 

Schapera (1940, 1971:74)118. This view probably stems from a time when there was a regular 

amount for bogadi, recognised and accepted by members of the tribe which for the 

Bakgatla, was two head of cattle119. Brideprice in Botswana has been considered 

ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǿΩ όYǳǇŜǊ мфутΥмппύΦ ! ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘ ƛƴ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ Ψ¢ǿƻ Ŏƻǿǎ ƛǎ 

enough; it is just a gift, a thank you gift. It was suspected if someone gave more, say, six, 

eight or ten cows, then they were selling  ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōǳǎŜŘΦΩ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

undoubtedly social pressure to do the right thing, such that if you are a wealthy person, you 

would not wish to be seen as ƳƛǎŜǊƭȅΦ ! ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛƴ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ 

described how bogadi is taken by the uncle for the purpose of safekeeping for the future of 

Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΥ 

 

ΨThe bogadi is accepted by thŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ Ƴƻther; he looks 

ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

need anything, one of the cattle can be sold and the need met. Also at 

the time when his nephew marries, he gives one of the cattle as part of 

the brideprice, and when his niece gets married he kills one beast, cooks 

some food and takes the meat and head of the cow to his ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ 

as contribution to the wedding. Then he is also given the head of the 

beast that would have been killed for the wedding together with other 

ŦƻƻŘǎǘǳŦŦǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ ƛƴ {Ŝǘǎǿŀƴŀ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǳƴŎƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

ŜŀǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘǎΩ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦΩ 

 

Historically, within the Bakgatla, the transferring of bogadi could be at any stage, even many 

years later120, yet for most traditional marriages, the presentation of the cattle is a key visual 

                                                           
117 ¢ƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜǾŜƴΥ ΨŜŀŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ƳŀǘŜΣ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǿƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ōƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ 
ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфоуΣ мффпΥмплύΦ ¦ǎǳŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ Ŏƻǿǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƴƻwadays is eight (Ellece 2011) 
118 Ψ¢ƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƎƛǾŜ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ώŎŀǘǘƭŜϐ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƴΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфоуΣ мффпΥмоуύΦ {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ 
Comaroff (1980:168) and Comaroff and Roberts (1977). The acceptance of the situation of giving what they like 
and can is characteristic of the Batswana culture of botho. 
119 ¢ƘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ YƎŀǘƭŜƴƎ ƛǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘǿƻ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ Ƴale and female: the male cow 

was supposed to be used for ploughing and the female one was to be milked for the children of the newly 
wedded couple. 
120 Simon Roberts carried out a survey in Rampedi in 1973 in which he found that there had been sixty 
marriages celebrated since Schapera had been there in the 1930s and of these, bogadi had been given in forty-
three, no bogadi in ten, and the other seven he was unable to establish the situation. 
 
During fieldwork in 2010 ƛƴ hƭŘ wŀƳǇŜŘƛΣ ŀƴ ŜƭŘŜǊƭȅ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ΨƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩ ƘŀŘ ŘƛŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 
bogadi was given, even though they had lived together for very many years and had eight children.  She said 
financial constraint prevented them marrying, and so bogadi was given by his people after his death, according 
to customary protocol. This then allowed the family to receive bogadi in the event of one of the daughters 
marrying. The following account was taken from a participant of the bead jewellery-making focus group: 
 

Ψ!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ YƎŀǘƭŀ ŎǳǎǘƻƳΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
patlo when I was still a little girl but have not given bogadi up to now; some have even 
died without giving bogadi therefore not marrying. In Kgatla custom a woman whose 
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ǎǘŀƎŜΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΥ ΨΦΦΦΦ ώŎŀǘǘƭŜϐ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾŜǊȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǘȅ 

ǘƘŜȅ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфоуΣ 

1994:125). A ȅƻǳƴƎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘ ǇǊƻŦŦŜǊŜŘΥ ΨShe [the bride] also feels pride that she is the wife 

for whom cattle have been given in broad daylight, with people witnessing that and she has 

pride of place in the society.... the cows demand that there be a celebrationΩΦ  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
parents have gone through patlo on her behalf is given some form of respect in that 
ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻƳ ΨǎƘƻŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ Ǉǳǘ-ƻƴ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ōŜƘŀƭŦΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƘen the 
worst comes to worst and no lobola is given she may be regarded as married. Patlo 
would have taken place in her favour, and while there would have been no wedding, 
ƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 
fiƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
go school, finish school, work and eventually get married themselves while their 
mother still awaits her own wedding. Sometimes the couple could find their own plot 
and build a home for themselves and their children even when no wedding has taken 
place. 

At other times if a man dies without giving bogadi Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ Ƴŀȅ Ǝƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ΨƭƛŜ ŘƻǿƴΩ ŦƻǊ 
their dead son and she would just stay there and never come back to her home again. 
IŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǳǊƴŀƳŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 
start working they may give bogadi for their mother and so access the use of their 
ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǳǊƴŀƳŜΦΩ 
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Figure 13: The arrival of the bogadi 

 

And so, the giving of bogadi is of symbolic significance as the final act determining the status 

of marriage. Today, since people from different tribes are marrying each other, there is no 

single tribal guidance and no standardised figure for bogadi across Botswana121. This has 

probablȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ΨƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜŘΩ ǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

nature of bogadi is changing as everything is given monetary value and inflation sets in. 

 

As the approach to bogadi has changed, the main purpose and meaning of patlo appears to 

have shifted from being a gentle bringing together of two families, to what now amounts to 

a financial agreement and transaction. The change is recent and there are obvious 

sensitivities around it. Most informants referred to bogadi in the past as beinƎ ΨƎƛǾŜƴΩΣ ƴƻǘ 

ΨƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜŘΩ ƻǊ ΨǇŀƛŘ ƻǳǘΩΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻŘŀȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ 

business and that the amount asked for in bogadi ōȅ ŀ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ - in particular, the 

uncles - creates a financial struggle for many young men, especially nowadays since it is seen 

more as an individual effort in contrast to the past when other family members usually 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǳƴƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ 

from an interdependent extended family structure to one that is more individualistic. This is 

affirmed by a comment made by an older woman in one of the focus groups: 

ΨPatlo has changed a lot nowadays. As soon as the parents have agreed 

on the bogadi ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƛǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜΩ 

and this implies that the man must immediately make means of getting 

                                                           
121 In June 2012, Members of the House of Chiefs unanimously agreed that bogadi should be regulated and 

standardised. It was stated that the high brideprice required of men had led to a high prevalence of 
cohabitation and a decline in the rate of marriage. Out of every four women in Botswana, one is married, one 
ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ΨǎǘŀōƭŜ ŎƻƘŀōƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘǿƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ΨǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƘŀōƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ όǎŜŜΥ aƳŜƎƛ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΣΩ5ƛƪƎƻǎƛ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ 
regulation of BogadiΩΣ моth June 2012, Issue: Vol 29, No 8)  
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together bogadi, marrying as soon as possible thereby taking away his 

ǿƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦΩ 

 

More recently arguments have surfaced to increase the level of bogadi such as the wife-to-

be being more highly educated ς the more educated, the higher the price demanded122. The 

greed of relatives in seeking higher and higher levels of bogadi is seen to have a direct 

impact on the frequency of marriage and responsible for its decline. As pointed out by 

Shipton (2007:121), every man is potentially a giver and a taker in the social scheme of 

brideprice. It is a self perpetuating system of social reciprocities in that no one is going to 

willingly give up the opportunity of receiving bogadi, especially if they have been in the 

position to deliver it. Yet, as shown earlier, the giving of bogadi is much more than this and is 

deeply embedded in cultural pride and significance. In defence of the practice of bogadi, Dr 

Unity Dow, giving a lecture in Mochudi in June 2010, said,  

 

ΨΦΦΦΦ bogadi or lobola ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭŜΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƻ 

ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΥ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƻ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦΦΦΦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǊƛƴƎ 

[in Western societies] represents the giving of wealth by a man to the 

ǿƻƳŀƴΥ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΦΩ  

 

Here, Dow, although emphasising the importance of family in Batswana marriages, places 

the significance of bogadi as a love token, variances of which are used across the world to 

mark such unions. 

 

In emphasising the role of family in the process and life of a marriage, it is a common belief 

that if patlo is not followed, a marriage is more likely to fail and end in divorce. Any couple 

that marries without patlo are said to marry without the blessings of their parents, which 

indicates the social pressure to follow a traditional route to marriage. Families are consulted 

over any problems occurring in the marital relationship; usually the uncles are involved, and 

it can be regarding quite trivial matters. Even before the marriage ceremony is over, the 

ōǊƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻƻƳ ŀǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ōȅ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƭŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψgo layaΩ 

ό9ƭƭŜŎŜ нлммύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƛƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǘǳǘƻǊƛƴƎΩ ǾŀǊƛŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴ .ŀƪƎŀǘƭŀ ŎǳǎǘƻƳΣ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ 

during the wedding when the bride and groom are in their traditional outfits (see Chapter 

Seven). Essentially, the bride is told to be tolerant, meek and turn a blind eye to any 

infidelities of her husband; the groom meanwhile, is advised against physically abusing his 

wife and to ensure he consults with her. Similar gendered themes run through songs 

chanted at celebrations post-patlo and during weddings (ibid). There are obvious 

                                                           
122 See also Johnson 1998:226 on women in the ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ tƘƛƭƛǇǇƛƴŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨΦΦΦΦ education is now not only 

considered to be 'pusaka' (an inheritance), but also is often related to the inflationary amounts of bride-wealth 
now being demanded for women.' 
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contradictions to a gender equal relationship and it is thought such advice rituals act to 

perpetrate a patriarchal approach to married life (ibid; Griffiths 1997).  

 

Schapera describes a situation, similar to today, where matrimonial dispuǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨŘŜŀƭǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǘ ŀ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥнсоύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŀ 

satisfactory resolution, the case used to be taken to the chief (previously, this was the ward 

head) (ibid) and again reconciliation would be attempted, and any punishment and fines 

metered out. Divorce was a last resort. This process was usually so successful at bringing the 

couple back together, that very rarely did a union end in divorce, however, Schapera details 

some specific cases (ibid: 264-5), and bogadi was specifically ordered to be given back to the 

ƳŀƴΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ƘŜǊ Řǳǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ όƛōƛŘύΦ  

 

Many informants mentioned the rising divorce rate in Botswana today123 and how it was a 

disincentive to marry. The participants in focus groups thought there was still a stigma 

attached to being divorced. According to Schapera, divorced women were viewed as 

ΨǳƴŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƳŀǊǊȅ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜƴ όмфплΣ мфтмύΦ The 

background to this is not only based on the fact that balance of blame for failed marriage 

tipped towards women, but that marriage represented the marriage of families, such that if 

bogadi had not been taken back, there was always the possibility of the man and woman 

ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ {Ŝǘǎǿŀƴŀ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ΨwŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ-in-ƭŀǿ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊƻǘΩ 

(ibid: 271). 

 

Men, from focus group discussions, seemed to think that women benefitted more financially 

from divorce and remarriage than men, which could be the case if typically women married 

Ψƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƪ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴΦ There 

were the following comments: 

 

ΨIt is a real struggle to raise bogadi, and while men are giving bogadi 

women are divorcing and going back to their families.Ω  

 

Ψ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛǎ 

on to her third marriage and every time she divorces, she acquires 

property from the husband.Ω 

 

                                                           
123 From 2006 ς 2010 divorce cases registered at the High Court were: 2006:715; 2007: 893; 2008:955; 
2009:966; 2010: 1172 (Botswana Guardian, 3rd February 2012). In comparison, the divorce rates in other 
developing countries, such as Vietnam and China, have increased by almost 50%, 2005-нлмл όC¢Σ Ψ±ƛŜǘƴŀƳŜǎŜ 
ǿƻƳŜƴ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ ǘŀōƻƻΩΣ сth September 2011) 



72 
 

A separate property regime used to be more usual124, as mentioned by Schapera, in which 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜǎΩ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜƭȅ (1940, 1971), and all the goods a woman 

owned could be taken away by her in the event of divorce, except any cattle she might have, 

since these had to be left to be eventually inherited by the children (if there were any) (ibid: 

268):  

 

Ψ!ƴȅ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ώǘƘǳǎϐ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΣ ƻǊ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ 

ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜǎΣ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜΤ ƘŜ 

cannot use it without her authority, it cannot be attached to pay his 

ŘŜōǘǎΣ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜΣ ǎƘŜ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ ŀǿŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊΩ όƛōƛŘΥ фпύ 

 

In recent times, the main reason for divorce125 has been cited as the abuse women suffer in 

a relationship (Maundeni 2002). Respondents in Rampedi believed an increasing number of 

divorces were as a result of pressure placed on a young couple arising from financial 

problems from loans taken out to pay for the cost of marriage and wedding celebrations, but 

I could find no evidence of this. 

 

 
Figure 14: Beer brewed for guests gathered for patlo 

                                                           
124 ¢ƘŜ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜΣ Ψƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΩΣ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŀǊƛǘŀƭ tƻǿŜǊ !Ŏǘ нллпΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ 
assumed control of the assets (Griffiths 197:185); after 2004, following divorce, property is now divided equally 
125 [ŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ ŀǎ ΨƛǊǊŜǘǊƛŜǾŀōƭŜ ōǊŜŀƪŘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΩ όDǊƛŦŦƛǘƘǎ мффтΥмупύ 



73 
 

 

Returning to patlo and betrothal, with such a very long drawn out marriage process, it is 

hardly surprising that a relaxing of former social taboos, such as pregnancy before marriage, 

has occurred, siƴŎŜΣ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳǎΣ ΨbŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ς 

ǿŜŘƭƻŎƪ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΗΩ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ 

children are being born out of wedlock, with fathers often failing to take parental 

responsibility. A law was introduced in 2011, against fierce resistance from the House of 

/ƘƛŜŦǎΣ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

to this bill centred on a view that men would be publically humiliated by women claiming 

them as fathers of their children! It may be that forcing men to face up to their parental 

responsibilities will also lead them to face up to their responsibilities to get married, and 

thereby reduce the numbers of men unwilling to commit. There is an expectation from 

young people of both sexes that once married they, and their partner, will remain faithful. 

The recognition of this by some men leads to reluctance to give up their pre-marital freedom 

to live and act as they please, as confirmed by the ōƻȅǎΩ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇΥ 

 

ΨBefore marriage you would have had unlimited freedom, you could go 

out almost three or four times a week since you do not have anyone to 

consult regarding your time. But once married the first thing to go is 

freedom, you can no longer go to bars or visit friends without consulting 

your wife.Ω  

 

¸ŜǘΣ ŀƴ ŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ. A middle-aged and married woman 

in Rampedi described her understanding of this: 

 

ΨAccording to our tradition, a woman cannot force her husband to marry, 

ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ǊŜŀŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ άI am readyέ ς ƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ άL ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ƘŜǊέ ς before getting married, you have to know one another.  

ItΩs not traditional, but there is that factor.  These days it has changed a 

lot ς younger people getting married ς in 20s ς and after 2 or 3 years ς 

unlike before. 

 

[Why marry so late when everything seems to be in place?] Maybe they 

[men] ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΦ άLǘΩǎ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǘƘƛƴƎέΣ linked to 

tradition ς a woman is always ready to marry, yet a man will always 

come up with excuses, like, we need to do this first and that first. 

 

Men feel that women only look at a man for what they can get ς 

materialistic. This is probably why men say they are studying her.  

Women have to prove themselves before they get married ς how she 
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copes under pressure ς family events and whether she can cook for large 

numbers. 

Men are under pressure to show that they have married the right 

woman.  Used to have arranged marriages, but now a wife can come 

from anywhere.Ω 

 

One of the commonly cited reasons for the decline in marriage in Botswana is the exorbitant 

cost of it all, ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴƻǿŀŘŀȅǎ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ Ŧŀƭƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊǎ όaƻƪƻƳŀƴŜ нллсύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ 

appears to be an escalation of expectation and competition, a tendency to conspicuous 

consumption and the greed of relatives. Within Rampedi, a man talked about the situation 

with his own family:  

 

ΨwŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ǎƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƴƻǿ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ 

have the means ς it is too expensive. The cost of bogadi is not 

necessarily too high; it is the wedding, food, clothes, etc that is very 

ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜΦΩ  

 

Another informant expressed outrage at the demands made by one family126: firstly, bogadi, 

then clothes for all aunts of the young man, ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ǎƛŘŜΣ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ 

both maternal and paternal aunts and uncles, and then, all the expenses for the grand 

wedding ς ŀǘ ōƻǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎƛǎǘǊŀǘŜΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴȅΦ The 

clothing for the relatives was going to cost P70,000 (£7,000) alone, and so the young couple 

declined to go through with the marriage. Rather than taking the alternate course and 

ǉǳƛŜǘƭȅ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎƛǎǘǊŀǘŜΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƛƳōƻΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

purported that couples often find themselves living together, yet unable to finalise these 

discussions. 

 

An informant in Mochudi told her story: 

  

ΨL ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛƪŜŘ ŀ ōƛƎ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƻƻ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ 

wanted to get married in the December in that year, three years ago. In 

the end we went to the District Commissioner. We cancelled the tent, 

caterers, etc. Maybe in a few years time we will celebrate properly. The 

negotiations involved the uncles and my uncle was too busy and so it 

ƴŜǾŜǊ Ǝƻǘ ǎƻǊǘŜŘΦΩ 

 

The individual cited here came from a fairly wealthy and educated family; a less well-off 

couple may not have been so determined since they would probably have more to lose in 

ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀƭƻƴŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

                                                           
126 ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ƛǎ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭ 
ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳΣ ƴƻǘ ōȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩs natal home. 
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maǊǊƛŀƎŜ ƛƴ .ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀΦ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ ŜȄǇƻǳƴŘǎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ bogadi, and various other 

ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΣ ŎƻƴŦŜǊ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǎŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜΩǎΩ όмфплΣ мфтмΥнтоύΦ CŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳǘilise 

their power over the couple to either make demands or, before the marriage process begins, 

to reject the proposed partner for such reasons as ethnicity, culture, and so forth. It was 

thought that one family could reject another because it was not seen to be wealthy enough 

to make any provision to the other family. Often in reality it is families that prevent marriage 

taking place. 

 

Another aspect which is an important part of Tswana life and may be instrumental in 

delaying marriage is the necessity for a home, which the man, in his traditional 

ΨōǊŜŀŘǿƛƴƴŜǊΩ ǊƻƭŜΣ ŦŜŜƭǎ ŀƴ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ. Miller (2008:77), in describing Caribbean 

family life, highlights the connection between building a life and a home: Ψ5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 

pressure from the church, it wasn't having children that usually led people to marry. It was 

only when one could demonstrate one's ability to have some sort of house of one's own that 

ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊΦΩ And if a man is in line to inherit a lapa, he may be waiting a 

long time before becoming the head of that household and be comfortable with bringing a 

wife home. A distinction is made between wealthier families and those less well-off. Klaits 

(2005) rightly identifies gender inequalities as exacerbating the delay of marriage, in that 

women are often dependent on men materially and when those same men are providing for 

their parents and other members of the family, in particular, unmarried sisters, they are 

reluctant to marry ς usually financially unable to meet costs of the marriage and wedding. 

Likewise, his family may wish to deter him from marrying in case his support for them 

diminishes. Klaits also cites the case of difficult relations between a woman and her mother-

in-law, and how she might wish to remain single to avoid family conflict, relying instead on 

ΨǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ όƛōƛŘύΦ 

 

By way of concluding the chapter, it can be stated that marriage is still viewed as socially 

desirable and yet is experiencing many obstacles and resistance. We have already 

established in Chapter Four, that the social indicator of adulthood for women is through 

motherhood which has taken over from marriage. This minimises the social imperative to 

marry by a certain time. However, as pointed out by Van Dijk (2013), adulthood through 

marriage is different and related to authority - for instance, being able to participate in 

family affairs. Both these social indicators of adulthood are regarded as valid. The traditional 

marriage process is proving durable and immutable in the face of modernising influences, 

and unwilling to adapt to changing economic and social circumstances. The following are 

reflections on observations gained through fieldwork: 

 

Firstly, attitudes to marriage in Rampedi are not homogeneous. There appears to be a 

significant incidence of young couples of similar age (mid 20s ς mid 30s) deciding to marry 

and for reasons of love. Mostly these modern couples are living in the government housing 
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part of Rampedi, and manage their finances and households together. In contrast, more 

traditionally orientated men, often older, appear shy of marrying in that they feel the need 

ǘƻ ΨǘŀƪŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅΩ ŀ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƛŦŜΦ IŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ŀ ƎŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

seems to provide grounds for suspicion and uncertŀƛƴǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

ƭŜǎǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƳŀǊǊȅ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ƘŜ ŦƛƴŘǎ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǿƻƳŀƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇŜǊŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ 

ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ-ƳŀƭŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ ό5ƻǿ ŀƴŘ 

Kidd 1994:1).  

 

Secondly, the biggest impact on the decline in frequency of marriage seems to be economic: 

the wealthier the couple, the easier it is for them to marry. Poorer couples, or more 

precisely, poorer men, struggle to find the resources to fund a marriage: building a home, 

paying bogadi, and all the expense of wedding celebrations. Even though legally, marriage 

can be executed with a minimum of cost, society demands an established process is 

followed, and if a certain standard cannot be attained, it is deemed best not to attempt it.  

Thirdly, marriage is constructed around consumption. Bogadi is out of the reach of many 

poor men, yet the main expense is in the wedding celebrations, driven by the greed of 

relatives and competition of consumption felt most acutely by the bride-to-be. Men in 

particular are burdened with the expectation of providing the finances for a celebration and 

feast which will not only receive family and public approval, but compare with or surpass 

other wedding events. Young couples newly married in Rampedi revealed a sharing of this 

financial burden. However, the desire foǊ ŀ ΨǿƘƛǘŜΩ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳŜǎ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƻƳŜƴ ς 

their empowerment has translated itself into an escalating expectation and demand for 

material consumption, underlying of which is the understanding that this is a measure of 

love shown for them. 
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Chapter 7 ς The social mix of nuptial celebrations 

 

Young people of both sexes aspire to an idealised model of marriage and family life, and the 

wedding is an important signifier of this. The wedding ceremony itself usually takes the form 

of an exchangŜ ƻŦ Ǿƻǿǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻǊ ŀǘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ŜŀǘƛƴƎΣ 

drinking and entertainment at the homes of both sets of parents. The timing for each of 

these elements can be several months apart or over a period of a few days. If a long time 

apart, the registry of the marriage will be a standalone event, followed by a small 

ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƻǊȅ ŦŜŀǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ όмфплΣ мфтмΥсоύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ 

betrothal ceremonies, which appear to have suffered little change, wedding ceremonies 

have altered greatly, for the introduction of Christianity brought with it European marriage 

ǊƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀƴŎŜǎΩ. An elderly participant in one of the focus groups purported that 

wedding ceremonies were previously not commonly seen: 

ΨΧΦ patlo of olden days was really problematic. In those days the Kgatla 

custom believed that patlo was actually marriage because at that time 

wedding ceremonies were not held; it was such that when bogadi was 

given it was seen as the conclusion of the marriage ritual. Marriage was 

then conducted at the Kgotla by the Chief and there were no marriage 

ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜǎΦΩ 

 

 
Figure 15: Marriage of Chief Khama III, Old Palapye in 1896: photograph courtesy of Sandy 

Grant 

 

{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ όмфплΣ мфтмΥтнύ ǘŀƭƪǎ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊΩ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƻƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

more common one undertaken by poorer families in which a couple co-Ƙŀōƛǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ 
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ƘƻƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŎŜ ŦŜǊǘƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾŜŘΣ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ married as 

long as bogadi has been given.  As can be seen in the photograph (Figure 15), dating back to 

1896, Chief Khama III of the Bangwato tribe married his bride, Sefhakwanein, at a church in 

hƭŘ tŀƭŀǇȅŜ ƛƴ ŀ ΨǿƘƛǘŜΩ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎΦ bƻǿŀŘŀȅǎ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƘŀt most weddings are a version 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊΩ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ƛǘΣ ƻǊ ŀǊŜ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

take out a loan, they usually defer getting married127. The wedding celebration is seen as 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊƛǎǘ ǎǘȅƭŜΩ ǿƘƛŎh is being harnessed by young people (Van Dijk 

2012:193). A young man in Old Rampedi describes his situation: 

 

ΨaŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻƻ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ς 2 to 3 years. 

We, Tswana, believe in bogadi.  We have to have a celebration ς I was 

helped by my brothers.  If I was alone, it would have been a very big 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ L ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ōǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ 

money, so brothers came together to see if they could help me. At the 

beginning I was not planning for a white marriage, I was going to pay 

bogadi ŀƴŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ 

ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƛǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΣ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎΣ ǎƻ ǿƘȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ 

you do as well as us? They came together and contributed.Ω 

 

The wedding celebration takes place on two days which can be consecutive or up to a week 

ŀǇŀǊǘ όŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜŘύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Řŀȅ ƛǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜƎǊƻƻƳΩǎ ǿƘƛŎh follows the process of the traditional and historic 

ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǊƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǾŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ 

ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎΦ ¢ƻŘŀȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ-centre celebration persists ς although 

in the case of the ƳŀƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻƻ ŦŀǊ ŀǿŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƘŜƭŘ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ƛƴ 

one location128. The significance of the celebration in two places is also recognition of both 

families and a bringing together not only of immediate and distant family, but the local 

communities as well.  

 

The wedding is a big consumptive event. In the words of Douglas and Isherwood (1979:43),  

 

Ψwƛǘǳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎΦΦΦΦ ¢ƻ 

manage without rituals is to manage without clear meanings.... More 

effective rituals use material things, and the more costly the ritual 

                                                           
127 aƻǊŜ ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎǎ Řƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǇǊƻǎŀƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά[Ŝƴȅŀƭƻ ƭŀ Ƴƻǎƻƪƻέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎ 
ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ƎŜǘ ƴƛŎŜ ŦƻƻŘΩΦ aƻǎǘ .ŀǘǎǿŀƴŀ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǘǊƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ς they 
take great pride in not appearing poor. 
128 There is also a growing trend in Gaborone to hold a wedding in one central venue, and hotels now offer 
wedding packages. In these instances, wedding invitations are being issued to a chosen number of relatives and 
friends, whereas previously, any number of neighbours and friends would automatically have been welcome to 
attend. 
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trappings, the stronger we can assume the intention to fix the meanings 

ǘƻ ōŜΩΦ  

 

It appears that this is what is happening here: a wedding is an occasion for the whole 

community to take notice of, not only to enjoy, but to participate in the marking of a 

significant life-course event. Neighbours, friends and relatives are invited to learn about the 

other partner in the marriage and about the couple together: what statement is being made 

about what sort of person he or she is, and how they interact together. Consumption is used 

ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ŎǊŜŘŜƴǘƛŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

the wedding, social relations are rejoined and sustained, and acceptance of the new link to 

another family is cemented. 

 

Schapera talks of the traditional practice of much feasting which lasts all day and on 

subsequent days (1940, 1971:65). However, it is a different consumption which is 

highlighted when he is describing the conteƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊΩ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ - that of clothing 

ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ όƛōƛŘύΦ IŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻƻƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ Ψŀ ŘŀǊƪ ǎǳƛǘΣ ƘŀǘΣ ǎƘƛǊǘΣ ǎƘƻŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƎƭƻǾŜǎΩ 

and for the bride, a dress would be made together with a veil and other items to make up 

her costume (ibid).  Today the bride and groom wear more than one outfit, often more than 

three changes in a day; some couples have been known to have five changes of outfit.  

 

   
Figure 16: Changes of wedding outfit 

¢ƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ƻǳǘ όǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Řŀȅ ŀǘ ƘŜǊ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻƻƳΩǎύ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŘǊŜǎǎ 

and veil and subsequently changes to alternative forms of dress.  Quite often one or more of 

the outfits will be presents from uncles or aunts (as in the red dress in Figure 16). The 
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maternal uncle holds a special and respected position in the family as parent, arbiter and 

conciliator129, and ideally, bogadi should go to the uncle which he is supposed to hold in 

custody for the children of his sister. When his niece ƎŜǘǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΣ ƘŜ ƛǎ ΨǾŜǊȅ ǇǊƻǳŘΩ ǘƻ ōǳȅ 

ƘŜǊ ŀ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ΨƎǊŜŀǘ ƘƻƴƻǳǊΩ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊ ƛǘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ōȅ ŀƭƭ 

attending as having many changes of outfit. 

 

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ DŜǊƳŀƴ ǇǊƛƴǘ material made in 

South Africa (shown in Figure 16 as the blue outfit)130. Usually this dress is made from the 

material given as a betrothal gift, following patloΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΣ ŀǎ 

detailed in the previous chapter. The bride usually has a matching head scarf, a blanket 

shawl and a large safety pin which all constitute the traditional outfit. Across Botswana, 

ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘȅƭŜǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΣ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ 

Europe131Σ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ΨDŜǊƳŀƴ ǇǊƛƴǘΩ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ132. The traditional dress is the last 

one the bride will wear and this is deliberate so that she is wearing it when she receives her 

ΨŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩ ŀǘ ǎǳƴǎŜǘ ς this is discussed further on. The Bakgatla bride wears special 

earrings ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨNkitsengΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ Ψƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƳ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ 

takes part in patlo discussions as a married relative, she is expected to wear them. 

 

The nature of the fabric used, such as silk or cotton, adds to the distinctiveness of the 

individual dresses. The groom will have corresponding changes of outfit which follow the 

chosen colour scheme; so too will the maid of honour, bridesmaids and groomsmen (and 

flower girls and boys).  Sometimes the bridesmaids dresses are the same style, other times 

ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

mixing the two to create a contemporary styled outfit in German print materials. The white 

wedding dress is sometimes hired as a means of keeping costs down133.  The significance of 

ƛǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛǎƛƴƎ ΨǾƛǊƎƛƴƛǘȅΩ ƘƻƭŘǎ ƴƻ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ 

ŜǾŜǊ ŘƛŘΤ ǎƻ ǘƻƻ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛǎƳ ƻŦ ΨƳƻŘŜǎǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊƛǘȅΩ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƛƭΤ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŘǊŜǎǎ Ƙŀǎ 

increasingly become a must-have bridal fashion item. As pointed out by Otnes and Pleck 

όнллоύΣ ΨǿƘƛǘŜΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǇǳǊƛǘȅΦ 

                                                           
129 If an uncle is deceased, an aunt would often assume his familial duties. 
130 The use of this particular cotton material is symbolic of the Bakgatla tribe. Although it is available today in 
different colours, the Bakgatla still prefer the original colour of blue.  
131 It is only the Basarwa or San who will probably claim animal skins as their traditional clothing (Grant 2012), 
yet ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘŀƴŎŜΩ, often entertainment at public commemorative events, will invariably consist of a troop of 
young men and women dressed in animal skins. Ψ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ 
ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅƻƴŜΣ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΩ όƛōƛŘΥфсύΦ CƻǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴts on historical 
background of dress in Botswana, see Grant (2012:94-101), in which he states that the avant-garde clothing of 
ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛŜŦǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ΨŦƛǘ ƛƴΩ όǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎύ ŀƴŘ ŀ .ŀǘǎǿŀƴŀ ǘǊŀƛǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 
than looking back.  
132 The origins of German print material date back to nineteenth century European textile manufacturers. The 
researcher had a dress made in this traditional material and style by a local dressmaker in Rampedi for the cost 
of P450 (£45) 
133 A respondent in Rampedi said she had paid P1,900 (£190) to hire a wedding dress for two weeks in 2008. A 
wedding planning company promoting themselves in a major shopping centre in Gaborone cited the purchase 
price of a white dress at around P4,000 (£400) and that hiring one would be half that price.  
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Denbow and Thebe (2006:159.25) are somewhat contradictory in saying that if the bride has 

been married before or has Ψŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦΩ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻƻƳΣ 

ǘƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ǿŜŀǊ ŀ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŘǊŜǎǎ Ψŀǎ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨǇǳǊŜΩΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

findings in Rampedi, leads to the conclusion that if a woman has just one child with another 

man, she can still get to wear the white dress134. It is more likely, in line with Denbow and 

¢ƘŜōŜΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƘƛǘŜ 

dress as an indication of the significance and social importance placed on the occasion135. 

 

The subsequent bridal outfits, following the white dress, are exquisitely and individually 

designed and made up using different materials to produce a unique effect.  The outfits, 

ōƻǘƘ ōǊƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻƻƳΩǎΣ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜΣ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

complement each other, yet more than this, through the different changes, they express 

their respect for tradition (and their tribal roots), and a means of producing and maintaining 

kinship relations. Also, they show their desire to appear fashionable, embracing a variety of 

modern styles. The outfits have symbolic meaning, representing modernity, kinship and 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǎƻ ΨŜƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ ƳŀƭƭŜŀōƭŜΩ όIŀƴǎŜƴ нллпΥотоύ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ 

chosen, manipulated and appropriated to reveal individualistic and innovative self-

expression.  Where there used to be prestige attached to European style dress in the early 

days of introduction (Comaroff 1996), now it is the traditional outfit which is just as highly 

regarded and the focus of innovation and creativity.  

 

 
Figure 17: The Praise Poet 

 

The guests are generally dressed in the following manner: older men wear suits and tie, the 

younger ones, more casual attire, and the women, particularly the older ones, wear dresses, 

                                                           
134 Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΣ ƛƴ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘΣ ǎŀȅǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎ 
ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ƭŜǎǎ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ΨǳƴǎǇƻƛƭǘΩΩ όмфоуΣ мффпΥмотύ 
135 It may be noticed that the bride in the pictures is expecting a child within three months.  
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or skirts and tops, and headscarves made from German print material, and, if cold enough, 

traditional blankets136.  

 

Another element of tradition is the inclusion of a praise poet who stops at the gate to the 

lapa ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƛǘŜǎ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ 

praising the wedding couple. This is apparently done to invite the ancestors into the lives of 

the couple and to relate to everyone present, their lineage. Much gesturing takes place and 

pointing of the knobkerrie (stick). Botswana has strong aural traditions in verse, stories, 

songs and proverbs (Nitza et al 2010) which are used to communicate and educate. Proverbs 

ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩΣ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψgo layaΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƻ 

both bride and groom before the wedding day is over. Married female and male relatives 

(usually maternal aunts and uncles who have been involved in the patlo process), retell 

proverbs (to the bride and groom respectively), often related to cattle, which instruct on 

marital and sexual relations and behaviour (ibid). The advice given is purported to be based 

on traditional gender roles in which the wife is expected to look after her husband in 

performing domestic duties and to show tolerance, ignoring any infidelities he may indulge 

in, whereas the husband is lectured on the importance of providing protection and financial 

resource for his wife and family. He is also advised to consult with her and encouraged to 

create a partnership, albeit a rather unbalanced one (Ellece 2011). Evidence is given that 

ǎƻƳŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƭƛƴƎΩ ŀǎ ǳƴƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘŘŀǘŜŘ όbƘƭŜƪƛǎŀƴŀ 

2007b). 

 

  
Figure 18: The choirs 

 

Traditional wedding songs are popular and most of these focus on the bride and her 

feminine values (ibid). They often carry messages of advice for the bride and groom as well 

as being entertaining, and, the fact that everyone can join in, there exists a communal 

participation in the giving of guidance to the couple (Nhlekisana 2007b). Through song and 

dance, the new couple are socialised into their new roles as husband and wife (ibid). There is 

                                                           
136 Traditional clothes like this are called mateitshe 
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ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŀ ŎƘƻƛǊ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǳƴƛŦƻǊƳΩΦ 

¢ƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǘƻ ǎƛƴƎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǳƴƛǎƻƴΦ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 

ǊŜƘŜŀǊǎŜŘ ŎƘƻƛǊǎ ƻŦ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ όмфоуΣ мффпΥмотύΣ ƛƳǇƭȅƛng a gendered approach to such singing 

back in the 1930s. 

 

The wedding couple along with their entourage of bridesmaids and groomsmen are 

expected to perform a special sequence of dances around the open yard (see Figure 19), and 

for this, popular music is often provided by a DJ or band, or piped through from a sound 

system in the house.  The wedding group will have taken dance lessons for several months 

beforehand to ensure they can perfect the dance steps. Their movements have to be 

uniform. After each change of outfit, more dancing takes place. This form of dancing has 

developed into a more formal and stage-managed performance over the years in contrast to 

SchapŜǊŀΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ мфолǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŘ ƘƻŎΥ ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ 

the girls rehearse songs and dances for the coming celebrations, many of the songs having 

9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǘǳƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǿƻǊŘǎΩ όмфплΣмфтмΥссύΣ ŀƴŘ Ψ{ƘŜ ώǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜϐ Ƨƻƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ 

gathering in the courtyard, where the younger people continue to sing, dance, and make 

merrȅΣ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭŀǘŜΩ όƛōƛŘΥтлύΦ  

 

 
Figure 19: Dancing: an important component of the wedding 

 

The visual display of dancing and costume has become a polished performance for both men 

and women. Schapera implied it was once girls who initiated and took a lead in dancing. 

Nowadays, an accomplished dancer, usually the dance teacher who at this particular 

wedding is male, heads the wedding line and leads them round the yard swinging in all 

directions in time to the music. The wedding party has a large audience, swelled with people 

from the local community, and when they move into the marquee for the meal, guests, both 

men and women of all ages, then join together in dancing and singing traditional African 

ǎƻƴƎǎΦ !ǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ !ŦǊƛŎŀΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳŀtic rulŜΩ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻǊ Ŏŀƴ 

not sing and dance (Nhlekisana 2007b); it is done spontaneously when the individual is 

inspired to do so. And so, it is argued that such stage-managed pre-arranged dancing on 

behalf of the wedding party goes against the spirit of communality and solidarity, and their 



84 
 

dancing invites comments, complementary or adverse, from the spectators (ibid). Also, such 

dancing from a bride is not always considered appropriate; some think she should be more 

demure in her behaviour (ibid). 

 

 
Figure 20: Inside the marquee: the top table and decorated place settings 

 

¢ƘŜ ƳŀǊǉǳŜŜ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǎǘ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƛŘŘƭŜ-ŎƭŀǎǎƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎǎΩ 

according to Van Dijk (2012:197). His argument is that such consumptive displays are 

evidence of class aspiration in young people. There is certainly rising prosperity and 

informants in Rampedi point to a sense of competition amongst young people when it 

comes to wedding festivities. The detail and sheer volume of material and ribbon used, as 

well as flower and table decorations, is impressive, and this follows a style that can be seen 

elsewhere ς public commemorations such as the opening of a new public building, or public 

celebration of some kind137, will have a tent decorated with similar swirling white material 

and covered chairs, which are reserved for dignitaries and the main players at the event. At 

ǘƘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ǘŀōƭŜ ƛǎ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ΨŘƛƎƴƛǘŀǊƛŜǎΩ ς the bride and groom, 

best man and matron of honour. There is a second tent, open at the sides, which is not laid 

up with tables, but has many plastic chairs and is used by members of the community, since 

by tradition, a wedding is open and anyone is welcome to attend (Nhlekisana 2007b), of 

which there could be up to a few hundred. Here people can be shaded from the sun and 

enjoy eating and drinking. 

 

                                                           
137 {ǳŎƘ ŀǎ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΩǎ 5ŀȅ ƻǊ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ 5ŀȅ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
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Figure 21: Preparing the feast 

 

Food is of utmost importance and has always been a core element of wedding festivities. A 

respondent at one of the focus groups commentedΥ ΨLǘ ƛǎ ŀǾƻƛŘŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ 

ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŜŀǘŜƴΩΦ And so there are copious quantities 

of food and soft drinks, as well as bottled and traditional brewed beer, and there is a 

specially designed anŘ ƳŀŘŜ ΨōǊƛŘŀƭ ŎŀƪŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƻǊ 

traditional design138. The maternal uncle is expected to provide an ox for the feast, and there 

may be more animals slaughtered. The preparation of meat is carried out by a team of men 

who are friends of the family. It is cooked in large iron pots for several hours, then the bones 

removed and the meat pounded to produce seswaa (shredded meat). This is a Setswana 

delicacy which is eaten on special occasions and served with a variety of salads, such as 

coleslaw and beetroot. 

 

 Figure 22: A traditional bridal cake (photographed by researcher) 

                                                           
138 To purchase a bridal cake is P4,200 - 4,000 (£420-400) according to a wedding planning company in 
Gaborone. A modern designed cake usually has tiers and flowers in icing, whereas a traditional cake will 
illustrate certain tribal elements, such as a replicate earthenware pot (see Figure 22). 
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Figure 23: Traditional seswaa with salad; bridal cake at Rampedi wedding 

 

Since the cost of the wedding is so large139, loans are often taken out. The whole wedding 

process has the potential to become more commercialised with the availability of wedding 

organisers to plan, contract and orchestrate the events and feasts. As mentioned earlier, 

there is a growing trend in urban areas to celebrate a wedding in one neutral location in 

which guests are invited through an invitation system. This transforms the underlying 

meaning of the Tswana marriage, not only the physical sense of a woman leaving her natal 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ōut also the open participation of 

the whole community, the communal giving of advice through singing traditional wedding 

songs, and the social relations and feeling of belonging to that community. 

 

Some wedding guests bring presents, but not many, and these are noted down; wedding 

lists do not exist, but this might change along with developments as detailed above.  

 

                                                           
139 Focus groups put the cost of a white wedding at P50,000-60,000 (£5-6k) for clothes, food, entertainment, 
marquee and settings. ±ŀƴ 5ƛƧƪΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴ YŀƴȅŜ ŎƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ŀǎ ΨŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƻ tнллΣлллΩ όϻнлƪύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 
three times the salary of some of his interviewees (2012). Such extravagant consumption is not unique to 
Botswana or even Africa ς Cynthia Werner (1997) describes a society in Kazakstan in which it has become so 
expensive to marry that the majority of young couples elope. For other examples, see Otnes and Pleck (2003).  
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Figure 24: Keeping a record of wedding presents given 

 

Some young couples getting married today hire professional photographers to take pictures 

at a place of their choosing. The wedding couple in Rampedi relate how they travelled forty 

kilometres to a ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ǾŜƴǳŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ DŀǊŘŜƴ ƻŦ 9ŘŜƴΩΦ IŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ 

ǇŀǊǘȅ ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ ƻŦ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǎŎenes such as piles of 

firewood, old farm implements and a nomadic style hut. 

 

  

  
Figure 25Υ Ψ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ 
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Again, the concern with tradition and tribal roots is revealed. What is also interesting in the 

photographs is the separation of two groups of people: firstly the wedding party, comprising 

the best man, matron of honour and various bridesmaids and groomsmen, and secondly, the 

principle relatives, the parents, uncles and aunts (see Figure 26). The two sets of people are 

not photographed together either here or later on, implying a significant social divide: the 

young from old, global from local, modern from traditional. It points to a background of 

rapid social change and difference.  

 

 

 
Figure 26: Group wedding photographs 
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! ǿƘƛǘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎƘ ƛǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜ ƛƴ 

particular. This is not unique to Botswana, and it is argued that women have more need of 

ΨǊƛǘǳŀƭ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴΩ όhǘƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ Pleck 2003). Whether this is the case or not, there is a definite 

ȅŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ōƛƎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛǾŜ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ƭƻǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦ 

Within the Rampedi wedding, small details point to a focus on the bride, such as the 

ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ŎŀƪŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨōǊƛŘŀƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜ ǿƘƻ ƭŜŀŘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ 

different dresses, the changes to the outfits of the rest of the wedding party ς the colour 

scheme, material fabric and style is set by her dress. Yet so much of the wedding process 

demonstrates the bride and groom operating as a couple and this can be seen so clearly in 

the elaborate dancing performed together. 

 

A wedding in any society is illustrative of different strands of history and culture (Johnson 

1998; Otnes and Pleck 2003) which are often difficult to interpret. Van Dijk (2012) describes 

ǘƘŜ ¢ǎǿŀƴŀ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻŎƪǘŀƛƭΩ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ 

people encounter in organising such an event, wƛǘƘ Ψŀ ƴŜǿ ƳƛȄǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ local 

and global, traditional and modern, and part of a civil system as well as part of the rising 

ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊƛǎǘ ǎǘȅƭŜΩ όibid:191). The white wedding is paid for and organized by the young 

couple, albeit with help from their friends and family, and there is a sense that this is very 

much their show. Through the wedding celebrations, the young couple are not so much 

seeking to demonstrate social status or wealth as to express themselves as a couple, being 

careful to use their abilities to pick up the various strands of their culture, bringing both their 

communities, families and kin together. The lavish wedding consumption is an 

ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƻǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀ ōƻƭŘ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 

relationship sought. 

 

In concluding the chapter, one has to marvel at the exciting material displays, which all 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ΨƛƴŦƭŀǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǇƛŎǳƻǳǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΩ όDŜǿŀƭŘ Ŝǘ ŀƭ 

2012:11). It is indeed a flamboyant display of consumption, yet is more complex than a mere 

show; it is the utilisation and manipulation of consumption which aims to combine 

traditional and contemporary elements, displaying creativity in representing and bringing 

together various strands of family and community, and personalised self-expression, to 

celebrate in style. The social mix achieved by this younger generation is clearly illustrated in 

the various wedding outfits. Materials are chosen, styled and appropriated to express the 

vital links of modernity and global style, kinship and family, and tradition and ethnicity. Yet, 

all this is under threat of change if and when the event ceases to openly involve the 

community, and witnesses and participants in this consumptive banquet are limited. 

Consumption may be the catalyst which drives a symbolic change in the style of nuptial 

celebrations and breaks the link to communal belonging.  
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Chapter 8 ς Obligations and communality in funerals 

Ψ²ŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΤ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘΦ ¸ƻǳ can have so 

many worldly possessions and others would call you wealthy, but if you 

do not love people and people do not love you, then you are poor. On the 

other hand you can have no possessions at all but have wealth in the 

sense that you love and are loved by a lot of people, many people can 

love you for just who you are, and, by the time you die, people will be 

amazed at the turn out for your funeralΩ  

LƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘ ƛƴ aŜƴΩǎ CƻŎǳǎ DǊƻǳǇ 

 

The historic and cultural belief in death held by the Bakgatla was that there was another 

ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩs spirit went when they died (Schapera 

1940, 1971: 274). They believed Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǎƻǳƭ ǿƘŜƴ 

they died became a spirit which exerted a powerful influence on close relatives alive on 

earth (ibid). The world of the dead waǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘƭȅ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

spirits continued to do what they did when alive, such as farming, cattle ranching and so 

forth, yet dictated the fortunes oŦ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎΦ IŜƴŎŜΣ ΨLƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ΦΦΦΦǘƻ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

favour, no opportunity was lost of propitiating them. The worship of the dead was in fact the 

ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ YƎŀǘƭŀ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ ΨΦΦΦΦƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ Řŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ 

paternŀƭ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ƎƻŘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩ ό{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ мфплΣ мфтмΥ фуύΦ 

Although huge changes in religious conviction had occurred by the 1930s (ibid), this belief 

system of badimo140 is still an active part of the cosmology of life of some Bakgatla as can be 

seen in the examples of the inheritance of the powers of the traditional healer (see Katlego 

Segare in chapter 10) and inheritance of the family home (see Mothusi household), even 

though most individuals align themselves to Christianity as their practising religion141 

(Amanze 2003; Werbner 2004). Dreams are often the vehicle through which dead relatives 

illuminate a required course of action and this takes precedence over everything else. 

Interviews conducted in Rampedi show that this can lead to family disputes over land and 

property, and often the kgotla142 is called upon to intervene. The original practise of routine 

offerings and sacrifices to the ancestors ceased long ago (Schapera 1940, 1971) and badimo 

ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΩ ŜǉǳŀǘŜǎ ƴƻǿ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŀǘŜƴǘ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƻǊ ǎǳǇŜǊǎǘƛǘƛƻƴΦ ²ŜǊōƴŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ 

though referring to the Kalanga143 of Botswana, are relevant to the community in Mochudi: 

 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŀŘΣ ƭŜŦǘ ǳƴŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƛƎƘǘŦǳƭ ƎǊŀǾŜǎΣ ŀǊŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ 

the living undisturbed. However, having found a way to forget the dead, 

                                                           
140 Badimo is a term meaning ancestral spirits 
141 According to the 2001 census, almost 72% of the population declared Christianity as religious affiliation 
142 Kgotla - local customary court and meeting place 
143 The Kalanga tribe is the largest of the minority non-Tswana ethnic groups in Botswana (Tswana make up 
79% of population, Kalanga approximately 11% (https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/bc.html, accessed on 5th November 2012)) 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bc.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bc.html
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the living eventually become concerned to remember them, when 

ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǿŜƛƎƘŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ōȅ ŀŦŦƭƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊŀŎǘŀōƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΩ  

       Werbner 2004: 139 

 

Current burial practises are very different from the old customs prior to the introduction of 

Christianity and other European influences144, and have evolved further in recent years 

influenced by practises from South Africa. What has remained the same is the necessity for 

the community to gather, observe proceedings and partake of a feast. Attendance at a 

funeral of a relative, work colleague, friend or neighbour is required of every Batswana and 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ ΨNo other event τ a wedding or 

choral competition or public celebration in the kgotla or visit of national politicians τ 

provokes a similar sense of obligatiƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ό5ǳǊƘŀƳ нллнΥ мсм)Φ ΨCƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǘƻ ƻǇǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦƛǎƘƴŜǎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ƭŀǘŜǊ ōŜ ǊŜǇŀƛŘ ƛƴ ƪƛƴŘΩ 

(Grant 1987: 141). This obligation is also recorded by Schapera (1940, 1971: 157). The higher 

ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ ƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǿŜƭƭ 

ōǳǊƛŜŘΩ όaƻƭƻōƛ нллсύΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŜƭȅΣ ƛŦ ŦŜǿŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘǳǊƴ ǳǇ ǘƘŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ 

particular if food is left over, this is deemed a bad situation145. 

 

  
Figure 27: People gathered in a lapa in the early morning of a winter funeral 

 

A typical funeral programme is shown in Appendix 10. Relatives, close friends, work 

colleagues and other people representative of some part of the life of the deceased, are 

invited to speak about the person who has passed away. Far from a uniformly kindly view of 

the deceased, these speeches will strive to be truthful even if that means a less than 

flattering account of the individual. 

 

At the height of the HIV and AIDS epidemic from the mid-nineties until around 2007, before 

the widespread use of anti-retroviral drugs, funerals were taking place all over Botswana 

                                                           
144 {ŜŜ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜǎ όмфплΤ мфтмΥнто-276) 
145 ±ŀƴ DŜƴƴŜǇ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƻƳ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ǊƛǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ are condemned to a pitiable 
existence, since they are never able to enter the world of the dead or to become incorporated in the society 
ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩ όмффмΥнмуύ 
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every Saturday and during the week. The demand for burials was so great that traditions 

long practised such as the required timing of the digging of the grave at night were relaxed 

(Dow and Essex 2010). The high level of burials not only shifted practises, but also attitudes 

and sensitivities to death were reshaped. 

 

Traditionally, the Bakgatla view death philosophically in that it is a logical progression and no 

one can change that (Alverson 1978:15). This is reflected in the manner in which funerals are 

conducted, although the atmosphere can understandably vary as to what extent death has 

ŎƘŜŀǘŜŘ ƭƛŦŜΣ ΨtǊƻǇŜǊ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƴƻ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

ǎƻǊǊƻǿΩ όDǊŀƴǘ мфутΥ мпмύΦ {ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǾŜǊȅ ƭƻǳŘ ǿŀƛƭƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ όмфплΤ 

1971: 276), but such demonstrable and gendered sentiment of grief is nowadays more likely 

to be channelled into hymn singing during the different stages of the funeral. An informative 

and descriptive account of proceedings of burials in Mochudi exists, written by Sandy Grant 

in 1987, and, although there are some obvious changes since this was written146, the pattern 

followed is the same: the preparations, the community gathering at the lapa, prayers and 

tributes, procession to the graveyard, the graveside rites and back to the lapa for the feast. 

In an analysis of Asante funerals, de Witte (2003) emphasises that funerals have always been 

an important part of the social structure in this part of Ghana, as indeed across Africa (Jindra 

and Noret 2011). Ancestor worship forms the basis of belief, and death, viewed as 

inevitable, is a route to becoming a powerful ancestor. There is a recognition that Asante 

funerals are becoming increasingly commercialised and competitive, which de Witte argues 

does not detract from the significance of the event, but rather plays to the flamboyant social 

and cultural side of Asante life (ibid).  Funerals are as much about life as death (ibid; Bonsu 

and Belk 2003), and are used here as opportunities for establishing individual and collective 

identities through extravagant consumption (Bonsu and DeBerry-Spence 2008).   

 

With regard to Tswana funerals in Mochudi, Grant refers to changes reflecting increased 

wealth and a tendency to ostentation, which acts as a marker to differences in social status 

(1987: 141). These changes, facilitated by augmented wealth, can be partly explained by 

modernisation through technological advances (Jindra and Noret 2011), such as the use of 

more vehicles, and the ease of consumption with, for example, readily available printing 

services for the production of funeral programmes. No doubt some funerals were deemed 

showier than others, which in light of the Batswana modesty or botho, may be explained as 

reflecting the eminence of the deceased person. An interesting insight has developed as a 

result of interviews with residents of Mochudi which reveals that at one stage a certain 

                                                           
146 Mobile phones (and internet) now used as a means of communicating news of death, rather than telegram 
and radio. Expenses documented have increased ς a typical funeral in Rampedi with 300 people attending costs 
P7,000 ς P12,000 plus a cow (valued at P3-7,000). 500 ς 1,000 people attending a funeral requires 2 cows or 4 
goats, plus a few chickens (Mochudi informant). A number of details in the document are unverified as 
customary practice today, for instance, the removal of curtains and smearing windows with ash (Grant 1987: 
138). Some customs are partially practised, for example, the shaving of heads by close relatives as a sign of 
mourning. 
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ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ΨƻǎǘŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōle, if affordable, and this was most marked and 

remembered by informants by the serving of a variety of non-traditional, fancy food147. 

However, over the years, informants said, this tendency had disappeared. Nowadays pride is 

taken in following a set pattern of procedure, a simple ceremony carried out with due 

decorum, with the feast for the community of people likewise established in its 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻƻŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ǎŀƭǘ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ΨŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ 

grieving, not for making one happȅΩΦ  

 

It is believed that the heavy toll of deaths as a result of the AIDS pandemic and subsequent 

burials which peaked around the mid 2000s in Botswana placed a sombre and sensitive hand 

on the manner of burial rites. The impact of AIDS affected many regions in various ways - in 

Uganda there appears to have been a scaling back in expenditure on some funerals in order 

to reduce costs related to AIDS deaths (Jindra and Noret 2011: 25). In other places, increased 

mortality has made it more difficult for communities to dignify death, and as a result death 

has come to be viewed more casually (Ranger 2011). Funerals, in Botswana, as major 

community gatherings became aligned to the needs of society which reacted against 

anything which counteracted the Tswana humanism or botho, deeply embedded in the 

fabric of society. People abided by the maxim motho ke motho ka batho, ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ Ψŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ 

ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΩ όbƎǿŜƴȅŀ нллпΥ нмύ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψƛǎ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

Tswana sense of spirituality that accords basic respect, human dignity, dialogue and 

ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ  

 

In addition, society was careful not to invoke jealousy or envy, called dikgaba148 (see Klaits 

2010: 5). Although the belief in dikgaba - ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƳŀƭŜǾƻƭŜƴǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΣ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ stirred 

by envy, can inflict injury on its subject - diminished as education and Christianity became 

more widespread, it undoubtedly still exists today (Lambek and Solway 2001; Durham and 

Klaits 2002). And in a period of much illness and increasing numbers of deaths, Tswana were 

careful to manage their sentiments so as not to invite further misfortune (Durham 2002). It 

is argued that funerals became simpler not solely to keep costs down in the onslaught of 

multiple burials, but as a result of a combination of Tswana botho and dikgaba in reaction to 

this crisis of death. 

 

Most people dress well for funerals, but not too smartly so as to offend or stand out 

(Werbner 2004): men will often wear suits and women outfits with the obligatory 

headscarf149and in winter, the ubiquitous blanket150. Younger women eschew the traditional 

                                                           
147 {ŀƭŀŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŜȄƻǘƛŎΩ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ 
148 Schapera describes dikgaba as a curse that can be placed on individuals by ancestors by way of punishment 
for moral misdeeds (1940, 1971: 228 and 278).  Discussions and other interpretations of dikgaba are well 
documented (Alverson 1978: 70; Durham 2002; Durham and Klaits 2002; Lambek and Solway 2001; Bar-On 
2002:36) 
149 Traditionally headscarves worn at funerals were black, nowadays they are various colours and patterned, or 
some other head covering altogether is worn such as a beret 
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blanket for a modern coat or jacket. There is disapproval, particularly from the older 

generation, of anyone who does not abide by the social norms of funeral dress. Ngwenya 

(2004) writes abouǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǳƴƛŦƻǊƳΩ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ǌǳƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ōǳǊƛŀƭ 

societies151which provides visual recognition of their role in caring for the social, spiritual 

and economic needs of the community at time of death. The clothing provides a reminder to 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ΨƻǊŘŜǊΣ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΣ ǎƻōǊƛŜǘȅΣ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΣ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΩ 

(Ngwenya 2004: 20). Burial societies reportedly maintained a high membership during the 

crisis of AIDS (ibid) and through such institutions social norms were established which 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳōŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƭǳǊŜ ƻŦ ΨƻǎǘŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ 

 

 

 
Figure 28: Food being prepared in large pots; men and women separately waiting for a meal 

 

The typical Mochudi funeral has, for the time being, turned its back on ostentation in 

contrast to the Asante funeral which presents a picture of conspicuous consumption ς Ψ¢ƘŜȅ 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
150 Comaroff (1996:25) writes about the distinctive Tswana 'folk' style and how it lived on 'in the form of a 

store-bought blanket, as a crucial element of 'tribal' costume.' 
151 Burial societies are local mutual aid institutions which provide social and material relief to members at times 
of death in the family. They are usually run by women, although men participate too, and are regarded as: 
ΨΦΦΦΦƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ǘǊǳǎǘΣ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΩ όaƻƭƻōƛ нллсΥнύΦ aŜƳōŜǊǎ ƛƴ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ Ǉŀȅ tнл ς P30 per 
month to belong to a burial society, which then provides a coffin, iron grid, hearse for funeral and P800 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŦƻƻŘ ƻƴ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΦ ΨbƻǿŀŘŀȅǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦǳƴŎǘioning concurrently with 
ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜǊǎΩ 
(Makgala 2009:41) 
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are great public events, where families compete for prestige and respect by showing off 

ǿŜŀƭǘƘΦΦΦΦΩ όŘŜ ²ƛǘǘŜ нллоύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭǎ ƛƴ aƻŎƘǳŘƛ ŀǊŜ ΨŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ǎƻƭƛŘŀǊƛǘȅΩ 

όDǊŀƴǘ мфутύ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ΨƳǳǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘΩ ό5ǳǊƘŀƳ нллнύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

obligation to attend funerals channels large numbers of people to participate in such 

occasions, and they are by nature an opportunity to socialise. And from the point of view of 

ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

obligation of close kin152. Following the funeral service and burial, and return to the lapa, the 

emphasis seems to be in feeding everybody: men on one side of the lapa, women on the 

other, served by their respective young men and women from the family who form lines to 

pass down plates of food. Trestle tables strain under the weight of stacks of plates which are 

individually piled up with meat and accompaniments from huge metal bowls which in turn 

are filled from the large black cooking pots. Meat from a cow slaughtered the day before and 

cooked overnight, is served shredded, as in traditional Botswana fashion, with samp (maize 

and beans), sorghum porridge and gravy, and one or two potato pieces. The sorghum 

porridge is prepared without it being sour, just plain. There is an urgency to get a plate of 

hot food to everyone present. Many people help produce and distribute the food and the 

operation runs like a well-oiled machine. A little later, a representative of the family 

ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ 

 

{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀǘ ŀ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǳƴƭŜŀǾŜƴŜŘ 

and unseasoned porridge, then the following day, or soon after, only relatives and close 

friends would be invited to partake of a feast of ox or goat (1940, 1971: 276). The two meals 

appear to have amalgamated over time to provide one big feast for all on the day of the 

funeral. However, there exist post-ōǳǊƛŀƭ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǳƴǾŜƛƭƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜǎǘƻƴŜ 

όbƎǿŜƴȅŀ нллпύ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΩ153 of the deceased (ibid), 

not open to the public. A subsequent ceremony, called mogoga, takes place sometime 

later154 as remembrance of the deceased person (Grant 1987) which informants in Rampedi 

describe as an opportunity to invite neighbours and friends to partake in another feast: 

traditional beer is brewed and a cow slaughtered.  

 

In the week in which the person dies, the home is set up for prayers and to receive visitors of 

friends and family who carry the expectation of refreshments of food and drink. If they have 

                                                           
152 Noret (2009), researching death in southern Benin, goes further and describes a transactional relationship. 
HŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƻǳǘƭŀȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ Ƴŀƴ ŀǎ Ψŀ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǎǘŜǇ 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǎŜǘǘƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōǘΩ ƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǇŀƛŘ ōȅ ŀǊǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊΩ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŀƴ 
element of grief management is undone. 
153 The clothes are washed, ironed and stored away and, after a year, they are distributed amongst relatives, 
according to their perceived needs (Grant 1987). Schapera makes no mention of this, yet states that a married 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǳƴŎƭŜ όмфплΣ мфтмΥнфсύΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ ŀ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ 
go to his maternal uncle and family (295). 
154 Mogoga occurs usually a year after the death and marks the end of the mourning period according to 
Amanze (2005), yet other commentators say mogoga takes place a few days after the burial (Makgala 
2009:38). 



96 
 

travelled far, they will be accommodated overnight, and for the purposes of this, the 

Botswana Defence Force (BDF) freely loan large green tents. Often a pending funeral is 

realised through glimpsing such a canvas pitched in a lapa. Schapera relates in detail 

ΨƳƻǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀƴŎŜǎΩ ƻǊ ǊƛǘŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфолǎ ƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƘŀŘ 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ όмфплΣ мфтмΥ 

279). The basis of mourning is that it is a transitional period for the survivors which leads 

from rites of separation through to rites of reintegration into society (Van Gennep 1960). 

The mourning practises to which Schapera refers are on the premise that those closely 

related to the deceased have ǘƻ ōŜ ǇǳǊƛŦƛŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƘƻt or cool 

ōƭƻƻŘΩΦ bƻ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ wŀƳǇŜŘƛ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǿƛŘƻǿ ƻǊ 

widower regarding behaviour following the death of a spouse, but it is likely vestiges of 

practises Schapera describes exist today (see Amanze 2005: 212-223). 

 

 
Figure 29: Cemetery in Mochudi 

 

The consumption surrounding burial rites objectifies the meaning of death. Through the 

ritual of feasting, including communal preparation of food, funerals reflect the solidarity of 

community - respectful, supportive and participative. Food is provided for all who attend 

ŀƴŘ ΨƳǳǘǳŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ 

being overreached, not through expense directly lavished on self aggrandisement, but 

through expectations of provisioning the whole community. Evidence of this was gathered 

from informants in Mochudi155. 

                                                           
155 A chicken farmer whose father had died was most concerned as to how he would pay for the funeral costs. 
IŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘƛǎ ƛs the bad side of Botswana, because it impoverishes the relatives who have to feed 
as many as turn up.....and they could stay for lunch, dinner and breakfast next day.Ω He said that the reason for 
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Part of the funerary procedure is the move from the lapa to the cemetery for the burial. The 

cemetery in Rampedi Ward has long ceased to be used and now consists of a number of 

heaps of stones overgrown and reclaimed by nature (Grant 1987). Before even such time as 

the formation of the cemetery in Rampedi, people were buried in different places according 

to their sŜȄΥ ΨΦΦΦΦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ Ǉƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ 

ōǳǊƛŜŘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ōȅǊŜǎ ƻǊ ŦƛŜƭŘǎΩ όaƻǎƻǘƘǿŀƴŜ 

2001:156). This reflects the historically segregated working lives of men and women and the 

belief in afterlife in which ancestors would continue in their labour ς a woman in looking 

after the home, and likewise, a man tending to his animals or crops. Burials nowadays take 

place in cemeteries on the outskirts of Mochudi and burial plots, since outside Gaborone, 

are given freely.  

 

  
Figure 30: Rampedi graves 

 

A significant expense as part of the burial ritual is the coffin (Christiaans et al 2009). Funerals 

taking place in Rampedi during the period of fieldwork alleged costs for the coffin or casket 

of P3,000 - P10,000, (the latter for a distant member of the Bakgatla royal family) with the 

iron grid and shade around P800 (see Figure 31).  

 

At a funeral, the coffin is placed in a prominent position in the lapa, having been moved 

from the mortuary the day before and residing in the house overnight, usually with an all-

night vigil. It is on display for all who gather for the funeral, and is processed to the cemetery 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ōǳǊƛŜŘΦ !ƴ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀŀƴǎΩ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ findings into coffin 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
the high turnout ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ was that there were no other funerals in Mochudi that day - usually 
there are 2 or 3 and the lƻŎŀƭǎ ΨǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘΩΦ 



98 
 

design is that respondents favoured a cheaper looking coffin since they were concerned 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎǘΣ ȅŜǘ ΨǎǘŀǘǳǎΩ ǿŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǾŀƭǳŜ Ψwhen choosing a coffin 

and holding a funeral service and is often in contrast to their status throughout their livesΩ 

(ibid: 2887). The tradition of belonging to a burial society or to a church with a similar 

scheme develops the practise of a fǳƴŜǊŀǊȅ ΨǇŀŎƪŀƎŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ the casket, hire of the 

hearse and contribution towards food: this may have led towards a standardisation of coffin 

and one which most people could afford. Yet this does not fully explain the lack of 

ΨƻǎǘŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎƪŜǘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ indeed status is important as a 

means of honouring the dead and paying due respect, and that this is shown most 

particularly in the gathering of people, in the sheer numbers, the eulogies given by select 

individuals representing the community, and by the feast provided, not by the extravagance 

of the coffin or any other material funerary object.  

 

Schapera (1940, 1971) describes how traditionally the body of the deceased was wrapped in 

animal skins, equipped with artefacts needed for their new life, and buried standing up, and 

how this changed to ensuring that the person was buried horizontally, in their best clothes 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻŦŦƛƴ ΨƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƻŘŜƴ Ǉƭŀƴƪǎ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōƭŀŎƪ 

ǇǊƛƴǘΩ όƛōƛŘΥ нтрύΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ƛƴ Mochudi, during the time of fieldwork, that 

the coffin was covered in a black cloth which may indicate the continuing tradition cited by 

{ŎƘŀǇŜǊŀΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǎǘŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŎƻŦŦƛƴΦ 

 

The material culture of burial reflects not only the cultural values of the time, but also 

consumption choices which can be seen in the style of gravestones: 

 

Ψ{ǇŀŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ 

conditions of the living, as well as shifting meanings and discourses 

about life, for these spaces have cultural and symbolic meaning invested 

by the living, representing microcosms of the society within which they 

ŀǊŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘΩ  

(Maddrell and Sidaway 2010: xv) 

 

The fashion in graves has moved from an anonymous pile of stones, to one with a concrete 

base, metal structure and canvas roof with inscription (on varying materials), through to a 

Western-looking grave in polished granite and matching gravel, and many variations and 

combinations in-between156. Most graves are equipped with an iron grid and green netted 

roof which is believed to provide the body with shelter from the sun. This style of grave has 

ƛǘǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ǎǿŀƴŀ ΨŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŝƴǘŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƻƳƛŎƛƭŜ ǘƻ 

provide the deceased with comforts on their journey to another world (Ngwenya 2004)157. 

                                                           
156 Dramatic changes in Africa in the manner of disposal and burial of bodies has, according to Jindra and Noret 
(2011:7) been little commented on by academics. 
157 ΨLǘ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƭ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀŘŀǾŜǊΩ όbƎǿŜƴȅŀ нллпΥно ŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ рύ 
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hŦǘŜƴ ŀ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ōƻǘǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ǘƻ 

prevent thirst. Material goods here are used as a means of acknowledging and establishing 

the deceased as an ancestral presence (Miller and Parrott 2007: 160).  

 

 

 
Figure 31: Different styles of grave 

 



100 
 

All graves face in the same direction following the east-west burial tradition (Christiaans et al 

2009), with the head to the west and the feet to the east (Grant 1987; Schapera 1940, 1971). 

Christian symbolism has appeared on some of the graves in the form of crosses. Also 

flowers, usually plastic or silk, are present on a number of graves not just the very recent 

ones. The different styles of grave reflect an interesting mixture of religious beliefs ς some 

overtly Christian, others through touches such as the water bottle, state a traditional belief 

in ancestor worship. The spectrum of styles also reveals the span of appropriation of modern 

materials and styles of grave which is not chronological. The significance of this is how it 

reflects the various attitudes to life and combinations of belief, revealing the quest for 

modernity and experimentation, yet experiencing the pull back to tradition.  

 

  
Figure 32:  Further graves in Mochudi cemetery 

 

In talking to informants in Rampedi, there are no specific times at which people visit graves, 

but if someone lives in the city, they may choose to visit their home village at holiday times, 

such as Christmas, Easter or during the school holidays, and it is at this time that they may 

choose to visit a grave. The usual ritual would be to clean the grave and put some flowers on 

it. If the family is unable to afford the desired headstone at the time of burying a loved one, 

this will be bought at a later date. They will then have a ceremony for the unveiling of the 

tombstone (as mentioned earlier) and much feasting will take place, again involving the 

slaughtering of a cow. 

 

On a subsequent visit to Mochudi in May 2013, a new business had appeared on the main 

road out of the village selling tombstones and providing a repair service for such. The owner 

being absent, a relative from a neighbouring lapa handed over a marketing leaflet (see 

Figure 33). The styles of tombstone shown, and glimpsed through the window of the small 

ΨƻŦŦƛŎŜΩ όCƛƎǳǊŜ оо), were markedly different from the common iron structure and green 

netting design of most graves in the cemetery, although conceivably an iron frame and green 

roof could, and probably would, be added as a combination choice, as can be seen in Figure 

32.  

 


