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Foreword

This Discussion Paper examines the role of the coalition between political lead-
ers and elites as a critical factor in Botswana’s development. It provides a his-
torically grounded analysis of the evolution, nature and politics of this ruling 
coalition, and the ways its politics and governance style have contributed to the 
successful developmental project in Botswana. Part of its analysis focuses on 
the development of the ruling elite, their socio-cultural and educational roots 
and trajectories, and how this shaped coalition-building and networking among 
individuals that were to constitute the future leaders of the country and their 
collective vision for national development. Sebudubudu and Molutsi explore the 
anatomy of the ‘grand coalition’ that underpinned the Botswana development 
project, providing explanations for one of Africa’s success stories in terms of 
economic growth and political stability. Of note is their analysis of the factors of 
leadership, the balancing of ethnic, racial, and regional interests within the rul-
ing coalition in successfully defining the multi-ethnic and multi-racial character 
of Botswana’s ‘development’ elite. Another important point that is carefully un-
packed by the paper is the deliberate and careful negotiation of the ruling pact 
between various competing factions of the elite, particularly the traditional and 
the modern factions. The paper explains how the opposing worldviews of the 
traditional leaders and modern political elite were managed, to institutionalize 
the power of the latter over the former without any major conflict. It also shows 
that rather than ‘completely losing out’, the political elite successfully blended 
in aspects of traditional institutions into modern structures of governance. Ex-
amples include the use of the traditional assembly or Kgotla as a forum for broad 
consultations, consensus-building and adjudication of local cases. This explains 
how traditional institutions have been included and successfully co-opted by the 
post-colonial elite in a broad ruling coalition. It is thus an example of the blend-
ing involved as a political strategy of coalition-building and inclusiveness by an 
elite keen on focussing its attention on social harmony and consensus around a 
vision of national development and stability. Considerable attention is devoted 
in the paper towards the emergence of elite-led political parties in Botswana and 
their role in building a post-colonial Botswana ruling coalition along broadly 
consensual lines. The reasons why the Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) was 
the party was the most successful in building the grand governing coalition is 
laid bare, particularly with regard to the privileged background of its leaders, its 
ideological moderation, the ways it strategically dealt with ethnic and racial is-
sues in an inclusive manner, and the establishment of an All Party Consultative 
conference in the late-1990s as a forum for consultation and building consen-
sus on several national issues. Apart from the political, the paper analyzes the 
economic basis of Botswana’s development. It shows how through economic 
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prudence, state control and management of land and mineral resources, and a 
strategic partnership between the state, an agrarian elite, labour, international 
investors and the private sector Botswana was able to transform its natural re-
sources into source of substantial national wealth and development. The paper 
succeeds in providing empirical and substantive evidence to demonstrate that 
the agency of the elite in creating a particular kind of politics and democratic 
developmental state has been a crucial element in making Botswana a success 
story of African development and political stability. It is a story that will inter-
est development planners and workers, scholars, policy makers and the general 
reader.

Cyril Obi 
Senior Researcher
The Nordic Africa Institute
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abstract

This study analyzes the important role of the elite and leadership coalitions in 
the emergence of a developmental state in Botswana. It examines the origins, 
nature and politics of Botswana’s leaders, particularly the elite and the ways in 
which they contributed to the development of the country over the past four 
decades following the country’s independence in 1966. The perspective adopt-
ed in this study focuses on both formal and informal settings and arenas of 
decision-making, planning and governance; on political, economic and social 
interactions (for instance between traditional and modern leaders) and on inter-
ethnic and inter-racial ethnic coalition building. The analysis undertaken in this 
paper transcends the standard institutional and policy-focussed approaches by 
drawing attention to the basis of elite and coalitional strategies and decisions 
regarding national development policy, and thereby contributing to Botswana’s 
emergence as an African developmental success story. The study examines how 
the interactions of leaders and elites in forming cross-cutting coalitions were 
shaped and framed by local factors and institutional contexts. In this regard, it 
relied on secondary and primary sources, including interviews with some key 
actors who played or still play key roles in the political, bureaucratic, social, tra-
ditional systems and institutions that continue to contribute to the reproduction 
of the ideology and practices of the country’s founding fathers. The study con-
cludes that key among the elite coalitions were those that were established across 
traditional-modern sectors, across political parties, across the ethnic-racial divi-
sions, across the public-private sectors, across employer-employee relations as 
well as state and non-state actors in business and non-governmental sectors. This 
study of the leaders, elites and coalitions suggests that Botswana achieved what 
it did out of carefully designed and managed political strategies. The specific 
geo-political and ethno-historical situations of the country were and continue to 
be important additional structural factors, but were not on their own critical de-
terminants of the successful policy and strategy. Instead, it was the leadership’s 
conscious effort to shape Botswana into what it is today – a functioning demo-
cratic ‘developmental state’ – that has been of primary importance (Leftwich, 
1995). However, as in any society, there remain some challenges and threats 
which have been dealt with through the medium of an institutional and policy 
framework that was locally devised, legitimate and appropriate based on broad 
consultation, inclusive participation and consensus. 
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introduction

Botswana is regarded by some as a successful ‘developmental state’ (see Leftwich, 
1995; Edge, 1998; Tsie, 1998; Maundeni, 2001; Taylor, 2003; Sebudubudu, 
2005). From acute poverty at independence in 1966, Botswana has become one 
of Africa’s developmental success stories. Most international and national de-
velopment indicators/country assessments show that Botswana is one of the top 
performers on the continent. Why has Botswana been so successful? What key 
factors account for its good performance in an economically challenging African 
environment where poverty, failure of democratic institutions and the corrupt 
practices of the leadership most times become contributory factors in otherwise 
resource rich economies falling prey to violent conflict and untold misery? 

This study takes a close look at the role of social and political actors and 
coalitions, particularly the elite in successfully propelling Botswana along a 
developmental path. A lot has been written about Botswana’s democracy, her 
economic stability, her low levels of corruption and the unique management 
skills of the leadership, particularly when it comes to using diamond revenues 
to promote broad based development programmes that have helped make the 
country a stable middle income economy. 

The Developmental state as a conceptual Framework 
The nature of its politics is an important factor in the development of a country. 
Politics is among other factors in turn influenced by the character and relation-
ships between leaders or members of the governining elite. These relationships 
go a long way in defining the political system, either in democratic or non-
democratic terms, or developmental or non-developmental terms. The vision, 
commitment and politics of the leadership also go a long way in shaping the 
political economy and defining the character of the state. In other words, the 
state, democracy, development and public policy are products of practical and 
deliberate strategies adopted by the leaders of each country. Leftwich (1996:17) 
succinctly summarised this position as follows:

...good governance and democracy are not mere components which can be in-
serted into any society at any point in its development, like a socket or valve. On 
the contrary, both good governance and democracy depend crucially on the char-
acter and capacity of the state which, alone, can institute and insist on it. And the 
capacity of a state to deliver good governance and protect democracy is in turn a 
function of its politics and its developmental determination.

Not all democratic states are successful developmental states and not all success-
ful developmental states are democratic. Around the world democratic states 
are considered democratic in the sense of giving primacy to the rule of law 
and promoting and protecting political institutions that permit broad participa-



9

T h e  E l i t e  a s  a  C r i t i c a l   Fa c t o r  i n  N a t i o n a l  D e v e l o p m e n t

tion through regular elections and a parliamentary system of government. Some 
democracies particularly in the developing world however have existed under 
conditions of general poverty and overall conditions of social crisis. Countries 
such as South Korea, China, Singapore and Malaysia which are successful devel-
opmental states have not been always considered ‘democratic’. Although some 
of these including Singapore and Malaysia have over the years opened up their 
political systems, they were for the most part of their major developmental tran-
sition in the 1980s quite authoritarian in their politics. China remains across 
the world, a typical successful non-democratic developmental state which has 
reduced poverty, brought about socio-economic transformation and accumu-
lated a lot of wealth.

The characteristics of a developmental state as used in this paper refers to the 
leaders deliberate decisions to work together to achieve a particular developmen-
tal vision for their society, and their ability to manage conflict, device strategies 
for cooperation, negotiation and compromises designed to avoid alienation and 
disgruntlement among significant sections of the key elite. 

The cultural and Historical context
The political and economic environments of Botswana have undoubtedly fa-
cilitated policies that impacted positively on the quality of life of the majority 
of the population. The income per capita of Botswana has increased from a 
meagre US$ 80 at independence in 1966 to US$ 5,600.00 in 2007, according 
to World Bank estimates. The country has consequently emerged from among 
the poorest twenty five nations in the 1960s to become one of the upper middle 
income economies in the world. Politically, Botswana has escaped the scourge 
of military coups, and is an example of a stable multiparty democracy marked 
by order succession of its political leadership. The country boasts a good human 
rights record, and has been cited in many circles as a model of good governance 
in Africa.

The social development record of Botswana, which has had positive impact 
on the quality of life, has also been notable. The country’s literacy rate has grown 
from below 25% of the adult population to over 90% in 2007. Access to primary 
education stood at over 90% while that of the three year junior secondary was 
100% in 2007. Transition to senior secondary has increased from below 30% 
in the late 1990s to 67% in 2008. Access to tertiary education, though still low 
in comparison with some of Botswana’s neighbours – especially middle income 
ones such as Mauritius, Namibia and South Africa – has been growing steadily, 
from 7% in 2005 to 11.4% in 2008. 

In the health sector, Botswana has done well in reducing maternal and child 
mortality and has reduced communicable and environment-related diseases. 
Above all, Botswana has responded decisively to the scourge of HIV/AIDS. The 
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spread of HIV infection has been significantly curtailed and mother-to-child 
HIV transmission has been dramatically reduced. Access to clean and drinkable 
water, to basic food needs and to sanitary facilities has been significantly im-
proved, even though the levels differ between households and from one district 
to another. Over 95% of the population lives within 15km of a health facility. 
Life expectancy increased to 65 years in 1991 up from 48 at independence, 
though this has been reversed to 56 with the advent of HIV/AIDS. However, 
the government has put in place measures to mitigate this disease. 

Assessing Botswana on the basis of the core indicators of health (reduced 
mortality), education (basic literacy rate) and economic performance (increased 
per capita income), good leadership has enabled the country to record impressive 
achievements. Botswana has also used its mineral wealth to improve infrastruc-
ture so that there now exists some 10 000 km of paved road compared to the 
10km it inherited at independence. Domestic employment has increased from 
29 000 at independence to 550 000 in 2006, as many people have found jobs in 
government, local government, the parastatal and private sectors. Employment 
levels have gone up significantly, as shown by the overall drop in the unemploy-
ment rate from 23% in 1994/1995 to 17.6% in 2005/6. All these achievements 
are not simply the result of sound policies but, more fundamentally, flow from 
the solid political and institutional foundations for growth established by the 
leaders and elites at the time of independence and progressively sustained ever 
since.

All the foregoing are clear indicators of the nature of the Botswana state and 
its determination to promote inclusive politics and development. The question 
that remains is why and how did Botswana state acquire this character?

The nature of Botswana elite – The critical success Factor
Botswana’s elite is unique in a number of ways. Firstly, being predominantly of 
one Tswana stock, it has a common cultural background, one language and a 
common socio-cultural orientation. Secondly, because many of the elite studied 
together in institutions outside the country and/or in a few elite schools within 
the country, they developed a common political and social value system. And 
third, their foreign studies in Southern Africa and abroad facilitated their inter-
actions with foreign students which gave them a broad world outlook. Towards 
the end of its rule, the British Protectorate Administration developed nascent 
political institutions that brought modern and traditional elites, African and 
European leaders together and helped foster a common understanding. Trust 
between key actors who inherited the postcolonial state also contributed to forg-
ing what were otherwise potentially hostile relations between different elites. 
The personal experiences and roles of key leaders, such as Seretse Khama, Quett 
Masire and others in elite coalition building cannot be underestimated.
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The schoolmate friendships that developed in South African institutions 
such as Tiger Kloof, Fort Hare and Lovedale between leaders in opposite sides 
of the political divide like the late Moutlakgola Nwako of the ruling Botswana 
Democratic Party (BDP) and the late Kenneth Koma of the opposition Bot-
swana National Front (BNF), among others, and for the second generation dur-
ing their studies in Lesotho and Swaziland (in the then joint university) became 
handy in the formation of key state and social institutions. For instance, many 
of the leaders married their classmates or friends of their sisters, brothers and 
cousins, invited one another into political parties, formed community-based 
organizations together, recruited one another into the public service and even 
formed private business investment agencies as friends, colleagues and inter-eth-
nic/racial elite groups. At home, the only university and the limited number of 
technical schools around the country ensured that generations of the elite went 
through the same educational system and institutional experience. Here too, a 
broad-based schoolmate camaraderie evolved which later enabled easy network-
ing relationships. In this way, education was a key factor and underpinned the 
coalitions that emerged later, and contributed to Botswana’s development (Inter-
views with Gobe Matenge on 19 December 2008; Peter Letlhogonolo Siele on 
31 December 2008; Botsweletse Kingsley Sebele on 10 January 2009; Festina 
Bakwena on 11 February 2009; Patrick Molutsi on 22 February 2009; Binkie 
Kerileng on 26 February 2009; Lt Gen. Mompati Merafhe on 9 March 2009). 

Familiarity with each other enabled the emerging Botswana national elite to 
form a successful “grand coalition” which in turn contributed to political, social 
and economic stability. The ‘grand coalition’ has become a critical success fac-
tor in Botswana and stands in sharp contrast with countries such as Burundi, 
Ethiopia, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Rwanda, Somalia, Sudan, Zambia, Zimba-
bwe, and many other African countries, where ethnic and racial conflict and in-
fighting created unstable governments and hampered development. Instead, the 
larger political strategy of balancing regional, ethnic and racial interests enabled 
the Botswana elite to work together in harmony and for a common develop-
ment agenda which has seen the country transform from one of the poorest in 
the world to a middle income country in the twenty first century. The coalitions 
took various forms and were both formal and informal. In particular politi-
cal party co-operation, public–private sector partnerships, traditional-modern 
institutional collaboration, and other business groupings of friends are evident 
throughout the postcolonial history of the country. The government, the private 
sector, the labour movement and the non-governmental sector gave expression 
to this grand coalition when, in 1996, the then second president of Botswana, 
President Quett Masire, established a non-statutory consultative forum called a 
High Level Consultative Council (HLCC). 
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The context: Multi-ethnic and Multi-racial character of the Botswana’s 
Developmental elite 
While it has been noted that Botswana’s leaders and elite played a critical role in 
the country’s development, there were other contributory contextual factors in 
its success story. The first of these unique features was the country’s peculiar eth-
nic structure and the nature of its colonial history. Unlike many African coun-
tries, Botswana has no central monarchy or a single dominant ethnic group. 
This does not mean all ethnic groups are of the same size. It only means that the 
big ones are not big enough to dominate others in the political, social or eco-
nomic sense. This situation created an environment like the one in some parlia-
ments elsewhere where there is a multiplicity of parties of different strengths in 
parliament and none enjoys an absolute majority. In such situations, as evident 
in Italian and Israeli experiences among others, the small parties gain “inflated 
importance” as they are needed to balance majorities in parliament. This anal-
ogy fits Botswana’s ethnic structure well and it was the need to minimise con-
flict that generated an inclusive political strategy amongst the first generations of 
the country’s post-colonial leaders (Interviews with Goboletswe Ketsitlile on 29 
December 2008; Otlaadisa Koosaletse on 31 December 2008; Patrick Molutsi 
on 22 February 2009; Binkie Kerileng on 26 February 2009).

 Botswana is made up of a number of Tswana-speaking groupings which 
constitute the dominant socio-cultural and political pattern of the society. They 
each have their chief and a distinct territory. During the Protectorate Admin-
istration era, the chiefdoms were established in eight “Native Reserves”. These 
were the Reserves of Bangwato, Bakwena, Bangwaketse, Batawana, Bakgatla, 
Balete, Barolong and Batlokwa (later called eight main tribes in the constitu-
tion). During the 1920s the Protectorate Administration formed an advisory 
body called the African Advisory Council, constituted by the chiefs from the 
eight Native Reserves and a few ‘educated’ persons from each of the chiefdoms/
reserves. Outside the reserves were a number of other groups, some not of Tswa-
na origin. These were living in what were called Crown Land, largely in the 
Kalahari and North East parts of the country. Among these groups were people 
of Afrikaner origins in places such as Ghantsi, Bokspit and along the Molopo 
River on the border between Botswana and South Africa; and the Kalanga peo-
ple on the Botswana-Zimbabwe border in the north and northeast. Within the 
reserves, there were several distinct ethnic groups including Babirwa, Bapedi, 
Baherero, Basarwa, Batswapong in the Bangwato reserves and Bakgalagadi, Ba-
sarwa, Bakaa and others in the Bakwena and Bangweketse reserves. Batawana 
Reserve was perhaps the most ethnically diverse. Other than the Batawana, it 
included Bayei, Barotse, Humbukushu, Baherero, Basubia and Basarwa. Out-
side the reserves and crown lands were the white settlers living predominantly in 
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freehold land (then about 5% of the total land area) in the eastern parts around 
Lobatse, Gaborone, the Tuli Blocks and Francistown area. The new leaders of 
Botswana, therefore, had the challenge of including all the leaders of different 
groups within and outside reserves, the white settlers of English and Afrikaner 
origin, as well as minority groups of Indian origin found scattered across differ-
ent parts of the country. 

Given this diversity the constitutional talks of 1963 were rather challenging. 
On the one hand, the new state had to include all leaders of different groups 
while, on the other hand, it had to maintain the stability of the native reserves 
which were the basis of chiefs’ rule and grip on the society. Would the different 
racial groups feel counted? Or would they feel excluded? These questions are ad-
dressed in the following sections.

Two elites with contrasting Value systems
At independence, national leaders were not only concerned with ensuring that 
leaders of the different ethnic and racial groups were included in the grand 
political coalition, but also needed to find an acceptable and respected role for 
the traditional elite (Interviews with Elmon Tafa on 2 February 2009; Leach 
Tlhomelang on 3 February 2009; XYZ on 11 February 2009; Patrick Molutsi 
on 22 February 2009; Lt Gen. Mompati Merafhe on 9 March 2009). The new 
elite and traditional elite however represented two contrasting world views – one 
traditional-authoritarian and the other Christian-liberal and tending towards a 
democratic system of government. These were evident in the Advisory Council 
which had brought the modern and traditional elites together as advisers to 
government. 

The minutes of the African Advisory Council in the 1930s and 1940s and 
its successor Legislative Council in 1950s and early 1960s show the contrasting 
perspectives between traditional leaders and the emerging new western-educat-
ed elite (see for instance, Fawcus, 2000; Molutsi, 1983 and Parsons, 1974; and 
1985). These tensions were later succinctly captured by Quett Masire, Botswa-
na’s second President and a former member of the Legislative Council which 
negotiated the new independence constitution. In his autobiography, Masire 
(2006) has much to say about how his Chief hated and frustrated him simply 
because he was educated, modern and very successful in farming. In his book 
Masire further explains why he and other members of the educated elite rejected 
the chiefs and feared their possible direct and active role in party politics. He 
also spells out why and how they hastened to transfer control of communal/
tribal land from the chiefs to the newly established land boards. Indeed, the 
relationship between the new elite and traditional elite was well captured in the 
first manifesto of the Bechuanaland Democratic Party (now Botswana Demo-
cratic Party) of 1965 (Bechuanaland Democratic Party, 1965). It stated that “the 
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Bechuanaland Democratic Party stands for a gradual but sure evolution of a 
national state in Bechuanaland, to which tribal groups will, while they remain 
in existence, take a secondary place. This is an unavoidable development, an 
evolutionary law to which we must yield to survive, or resist and disappear as a 
people” (Bechuanaland Democratic Party, 1965: 5). As Fawcus (2000:91) noted, 
“the Democratic Party leaders had their differences with the chiefs, but were 
aware of the strength of tribal institutions and knew that, when the time came 
to devise the territory’s … constitution, an accommodation would have to be 
worked out between the chiefs and the politicians”. 

The other personal story of a relationship which symbolises different and 
contrasting world views between the new elite and traditional leaders was that 
of Seretse Khama and his uncle and guardian Tshekedi Khama, between 1948 
and 1957/8. The spark came from the well-documented story of the marriage of 
Seretse Khama, heir to the Bangwato chiefdom, to a white lady while studying 
in the United Kingdom. Seretse was determined to keep his wife and bring her 
to Bechuanaland against strong objections from his uncle – and Regent – Tshek-
edi Khama, the leaders of South Africa and British colonial leaders in the region 
who were all opposed to multiracial marriages at the time. Although a fairly 
educated and receptive person to a lot of western ideas, Tshekedi did not accept 
the idea of the chieftaincy of Bangwato going to heirs of a “mixed marriage”. 
This incident divided Bangwato into two camps and ultimately both Tshekedi 
and Seretse decided to renounce their right to the chieftaincy of Bangwato. 
Other cases of conflict between traditional versus modern elites were reported 
in other reserves, for example among the Barolong and Bakwena.

These two life stories of Quett Masire and Seretse Khama, the two (then) 
strongest chiefs in the country, each coming from two of the largest Tswana 
groups in the country, offer two important lessons of how modern Botswana 
was formed around the settlement of the tense relationship between the new 
elite on the one hand and the traditional conservative elite on the other. How 
were these reconciled and by whom? These are the key questions answered below 
by (a) the coalitions formed at Constitutional Talks of 1963 in Lobatse town; (b) 
the formation of political parties to the exclusion of chiefs; and (c) the establish-
ment of democratic local government institutions, immediately after independ-
ence, taking away the powers of the chiefs but incorporating them into the new 
and democratic local government system. 

constitutional Talks of 1963 – a Defining Moment for the new Botswana
The Constitutional Talks held in the town of Lobatse in 1963 were in many 
ways a defining moment for the future of Botswana. First, they were to conclude 
that Bechuanaland Protectorate, like the other two High Commission Territo-
ries of Lesotho and Swaziland in Southern Africa, would indeed not become 
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incorporated into South Africa as the latter’s leaders had been trying to arrange 
since the 1920s against the wishes of the Tswana chiefs. The Constitutional 
Talks settled the issue of incorporation once and for all. By so doing, the Talks 
also decided that the country would become an independent state in a few years. 
It indeed attained self-rule in 1965 and full independence in 1966. Secondly, 
the Talks defined what type of state it would be in terms of whether or not the 
Chiefs would be the key inheritors of the new national state, whether it would 
be a coalition of the new elite with the chiefs or just the former alone at the helm 
of state power (Interview with Gobe Matenge on 19 December 2008). In the 
event, it was a coalition of the multi-ethnic and multi-racial elite of a moderate 
character which emerged as the inheritor of the new independent Botswana.

The Lobatse Constitutional Talks were a landmark in other respects. In 
the first place they pitted different key stakeholders against each other. Present 
among them were the chiefs, the new elite (educated Batswana of different eth-
nic groups), the nationalist leaders (mainly the Botswana Peoples Party (BPP)), 
the leaders of the white settler community and some religious leaders. In fact, 
these were negotiations and to call them talks implies that the discussions were 
smooth when they were not. During the Talks it emerged that the BPP with its 
radical urban politics modelled around the Pan Africanist Congress of South 
Africa and the African National Congress (ANC) was unacceptable to all the 
other representatives. The chiefs, the white settler leaders, the moderate new elite 
and the Protectorate Administrators found the BPP rather divisive. That the 
BPP could not be a key player in the new coalition was set out at the Constitu-
tional Talks as shown below.

The other group of negotiators were the chiefs. The leaders here were Bathoen 
Gaseitsewe, Linchwe II of Bakgatla and Neale Sechele of Bakwena, among oth-
ers. The chiefs’ position was that they would be the leaders of the new state. 
Their view was that they were the legitimate representatives of the different com-
munities in the country. They also saw their role as carrying on what they had 
been doing in the African Advisory Council and subsequently the Legislative 
Council. After detailed and critical discussions, the chiefs’ final position was 
that they should be placed in a supreme House of Chiefs above the National 
Parliament. This House would be similar to the British House of Lords. 

In the chiefs’ view, the new elite were determined to usurp their powers and 
they were not prepared to let them achieve this goal. It was not only the new elite 
who were uncomfortable with the chiefs proposal but the BPP, the white settler 
leaders and the Government Officials were not convinced that the chiefs were 
ready to be national leaders of a modern state. Like the BPP, the chiefs lost much 
in the Lobatse Talks. The final agreement gave them a mere advisory role in the 
Lower House of Chiefs and further barred them from playing an active role in 
politics. Clearly the chiefs were bruised by this conclusion and, as shown in the 
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next sections of this study, would continue the battle for power at the regional 
level. It was the disappointment with the outcome of the Talks put against sub-
sequent local government reforms that further disempowered the chiefs, which 
made Bathoen II of Bangweketse resign his chieftaincy to join the opposition 
in politics in 1969.

Having eliminated both the radical politics of the BPP and the conservative 
traditional position of the chiefs, the new leadership was poised to spell out 
the nature of the new state. The challenges before them were to assure first the 
leaders of the white settler communities and other foreign minorities that they 
would remain accepted in the new state. The second challenge was how differ-
ent communities would be accommodated, including those outside the native 
reserves. In this way, the Talks were a defining moment again because it was in 
light of the challenges just outlined that the issues of the bill of rights, freedom 
of speech, multi-party democracy and a multi-racial society of equals before the 
law were resolved. The constitution was thereby collectively defined by the first 
grand coalition of the new leadership.

In part, the preparatory work for a democratic state had been hatched in the 
Legislative Council that was established in 1959, and which brought together 
the leaders of different groups including the chiefs. The Legislative Council 
(Legco) provided a forum for familiarisation amongst emerging leaders for it 
was here that they got to know each other better. In the course of its meetings 
between 1959 and 1963 a new moderate Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) was 
formed, mainly by members of the Legco.

Political Parties as Grand coalitions of elites 
The political parties were formed by identifying key individuals from each eth-
nic and/or racial grouping. Our interviews show that the first serious political 
parties succeeded or failed on the basis of their strategic alliances, or lack thereof. 
The history of different political parties is outlined in the following sections. 

a. The Botswana Peoples Party (BPP)
The Bechuanaland Peoples Party (BPP), the first political party formed in 1960, 
for instance, was led by individuals from the relatively larger ethnic group of 
Bangwato but included at the Central Committee level leaders of ethnic minor-
ity groupings from Francistown, North East and Okavango in the North West-
ern parts of the country. However because of its radical anti-colonial stance, 
the BPP was racially exclusive of the white settler leaders in the country. The 
BPP also failed to penetrate other main ethnic groupings in the country. For 
instance, it was not able to gain visibility or support in the large chiefdoms of 
Bakwena, Bangwaketse and Barolong in the south east. However, the BPP was 
more visible in the towns and areas close to white settler farms such as Ghanzi, 
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Gaborone, Lobatse and Francistown. It was also able to succeed among the Bak-
gatla chiefdom whose chief was quite a radical character. 

The BPP subsequently broke into three factions on the eve of independence. 
Its leader Kgalemang Motsete, from the Bangwato chiefdom, remained with a 
much weaker faction; while Phillip Matante and Motsamai Mpho went in dif-
ferent directions. Mr Mpho subsequently re-named his faction the Botswana 
Independence Party (BIP). At the first election in 1965 the BPP (Matante) was 
only able to win three seats from Francistown, Northeast and Bakgatla constitu-
encies, while BIP did not win any seats. The evidence from the BPP case study 
suggests very clearly that its radical political ideology was a factor that made the 
party fail to form a successful coalition with leaders from the other ethnic and 
racial groupings in the country. In fact, the BPP remains a marginal political 
force in Botswana up till the present. 

b. The Botswana Democratic Party (BDP)
The Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) was established in 1962 and was led 
predominantly by members of the Legislative Council. This was a body formed 
by the British Protectorate Administration in the late 1950s and composed of 
the leading chiefs, educated Africans and leaders of the white settler communi-
ties in the country. The BDP learnt some lessons from the BPP’s failures. First, 
the BDP was initiated by strategically placed and popular individuals from their 
individual ethnic and racial groupings. Secondly, the BDP leaders had among 
them men from royal families who were either chiefs or relations of chiefs. Also 
important among them were the self-made emerging leaders such as Masire, 
Tsheko, Tsoebebe, Ngwako and others. Also critical at this stage was the fact 
that the BDP recruited the leaders of the white settler communities among them 
were Messrs Russell England, Steenberg, Haskins, Blackbeard and others. 

The BDP, unlike the BPP, was a grand coalition of the strategically well-
placed and privileged leaders from the very beginning. It was its strategic placing 
and the fact that its formation had been facilitated by the Protectorate Admin-
istration that gave the BDP its moderate ideological stance and, indeed, also de-
fined its grand political position in addressing both racial discrimination, social-
ist and African socialism ideologies of the 1950s and 1960s. The BDP was able 
to make a successful appeal to the wider sections of the population and won the 
first election in 1965 with 28 of the 31 seats in the first Parliament. Since then 
the BDP’s grand coalition of ethnic and racial leaders (many of whom were also 
related to the traditional ruling families of different ethnic groups) has managed 
to win all of the past nine elections held every five years in the country since 
1965 with large majorities. 

This coalition at the political level has been manifest in the composition of 
both the Cabinet and the Public Service. Different generations of Cabinets have 
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been made up of individual leaders from different ethnic and racial groups. 
Some of our respondents narrated the case of Mr. Masire, the second President, 
who not only selected his first Vice President from the Bangwato ethnic group 
(the largest ethnic group of the first president) but also went out of his way to 
nominate a Kalanga as a specially elected member of Parliament and another 
Kalanga as an Assistant Minister (Interviews with Gobe Matenge on 19 Decem-
ber 2008; Otlaadisa Koosaletse on 31 December 2008). As a historical political 
strategy, the regional and ethnic balancing of the Cabinet however declined dur-
ing the Presidency of Mr. Mogae, the third President of the country. 

Mr Mogae appointed his Vice President and a significant number of his 
Ministers from his own Bangwato ethnic group. That this was not an accepted 
practice was shown by the media outcry against this perceived departure from 
the past practice as pointed out by several newspapers. At another level however, 
President Mogae made significant changes in the Constitution to accommodate 
simmering discontent by some ethnic minorities who felt under-represented in 
the House of Chiefs and discriminated against by sections of the Constitution 
which made reference to some ethnic groups as major and others as minor. He 
set up a nationwide consultative process which resulted in the reforms which 
changed those clauses in the Constitution and allowed for the creation of an ex-
panded House of Chiefs. Although he has retained the Mogae mode of Cabinet 
appointment, the current President Khama (son of the first President, Seretse 
Khama) has retained some significant balancing in the Cabinet by appointing 
an Afrikaner as the Minister of agriculture (Interview with Patrick Molutsi on 
22 February 2009). 

Although there are no quotas of the Nigerian type in the Public Service, 
senior positions in the public service and parastatal organizations have been oc-
cupied by persons of different ethnic and racial groupings over the years. As a 
matter of fact, the first head of the public service and secretary to Cabinet was of 
Afrikaner origin. He was a leader of the public service for the whole of the first 
two decades of independence from 1967 to 1988. 

c. The Botswana National Front (BNF)
Another form of political coalition worth noting in Botswana’s experience was the 
formation of the Botswana National Front (BNF) in 1966. The BNF was formed 
out of faction from the BPP breakup which remained with the BPP President, 
Kgalemang Motsete. The grand goal of the BNF was to bring together patriotic 
forces and nationalists across the political spectrum into a political force in order 
to challenge the dominant BDP. The BNF, like BPP, was on the left of the politi-
cal spectrum and was more ideologically aligned to socialist tendencies than the 
BPP. However, like the BPP, the BNF never managed to make significant impact 
across the country until about three decades later in the 1990s. The reasons for 
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the poor showing came from the same direction as the BPP. First, like the BPP 
but unlike the BDP, the BNF had a difficult time recruiting the leadership of the 
ruling families of the different ethnic groups and racial groupings. The second 
reason – which is not unrelated to the first – was its rather radical political lean-
ings in the direction of socialism. Indeed, the Front had to bend over backward, 
ideologically, in 1967 to successfully recruit the disgruntled Chief Bathoen II of 
Bangwaketse to resign his chieftaincy to join them. Chief Bathoen II was a con-
servative traditionalist who opposed the BDP government for taking away the 
powers of the chiefs, thereby marginalising them. 

The recruitment of Chief Bathoen II was a significant positive step by the 
BNF. Bathoen won the first seat for the party in Parliament in the 1969 election 
when all the three seats in his chiefdom elected the BNF candidates including 
himself and, even more significantly, defeated the then Vice President, Masire, 
and the then BDP Secretary-General. Mr Masire had to be brought back to 
parliament under the specially elected member ticket. Although the BNF ap-
pealed to a section of the labour movement and subsequently to the youth and 
urban voters, the BNF’s political coalition had only a limited impact. Most of 
the anticipated in-roads into the BDP support in rural areas did not happen. As 
with the rest of the opposition parties, the success of the BNF has been further 
hampered by both the lack of resources and internal disagreements which saw 
the party break into a several smaller factions/parties during the 1990s. 

In recent years, efforts have been made by different opposition parties to 
form broader coalitions. For instance, in the 2004 election the BNF, BPP and 
Botswana Alliance Movement (BAM – itself a formation of three smaller oppo-
sition parties) formed an electoral pact which however did not make any impact 
on their overall support. For the 2009 election, the BAM has gone into an elec-
toral pact with the Botswana Congress Party (BCP is a faction of BNF) and the 
New Democratic Front (NDF – latest faction of the BNF). The impact of this 
new coalition on the electorate remains to be seen.

d. The All-Party Conference as a Grand Coalition
The Botswana leadership has been ingenious in the way it has handled politi-
cal challenges and disagreement. In the previous section, we referred to former 
President Mogae’s strategy of resolving the issues of perceived discrimination 
and under-representation in the House of Chiefs by certain minority groups. 
Mr. Mogae addressed this challenge by setting up a consultative commission to 
solicit ideas. The Commission served several positive objectives as it went around 
the country addressing both the majority and minority groups. First, it raised 
for debate the concerns of the minority groups. Secondly, through the debates 
in the Kgotla, it prepared the nation for change by deliberating on what were 
significant national unity issues. And thirdly, it generated ideas about how to 
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solve the issues amicably in the national interest. Similarly during the late 1990s 
when for the first time the BDP felt the threat of opposition parties eroding its 
support, the ruling party established an All-Party Consultative Conference. The 
Conference was to discuss and build consensus on major political issues relating 
to electoral reform, the voting age and postal voting from outside the country. 
The opposition parties had been mobilising around these issues for some time 
and they were clearly gaining support about them.

Following a number of discussions at the Conference, a consensus was built 
to: (i) create an autonomous electoral body run by an Independent Electoral 
Commission; (ii) lower the voting age from 21 to 18; (iii) allow for postal voting; 
and (iv) set the limit to the term of Office of the President at two terms of five 
years each. These reforms were then taken through parliament and translated 
into law. The value of the Conference was its inclusiveness and consensus build-
ing. It included political parties which would not have had the opportunity to 
express their views if the issue had simply gone straight to parliament because 
they were not represented there. Secondly, it gave an opportunity to the ruling 
party to save face as it looked less like a victory for the opposition parties. The 
All Party Conference has declined in importance and now meets less frequently. 
This is largely because the opposition parties have become weak and voters’ con-
fidence in them significantly reduced. Nevertheless the Conference remains in 
existence as an informal consultative structure on political consensus building. 

Traditional and Modern Leadership coalition
Different scholars have celebrated Botswana’s ability to graft the traditional and 
modern institutions in a manner that made them work towards common goals 
of nation-building and development. Indeed, the institutions of chieftaincy and 
of the Kgotla (traditional assembly place and court) which were political, judi-
cial and social pillars of the pre-colonial and colonial Tswana society still exist 
in a robust form as parts of the modern democratic Botswana. The chiefs, for 
instance, are part of the parliament through the advisory House of Chiefs. They 
are also an integral part of the judicial and administrative systems at local and 
national levels (Interviews with Goboletswe Ketsitlile on 29 December 2008; 
Tebelelo Seretse on 9 January 2009; Botsweletse Kingsley Sebele on 10 January 
2009). In fact, contrary to the view of some writers on this subject, their role is 
not just limited to local government from where their power derives. They are 
national leaders in that they conduct judicial appeal cases and are also custo-
dians of culture and tradition across the country. This notwithstanding, some 
young chiefs are increasingly being enticed into joining partisan politics and 
prefer to directly represent their tribal/geographical areas of their traditional au-
thority in parliament in the same manner as Chief Bathoen II did in the 1960s 
and 1970s. 
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The Kgotla too has remained a central forum in the life of Botswana’s democ-
racy. All key decisions on policy, law and development have to be tabled at each 
main Kgotla for both debate and information. The Kgotla is also the place where 
the majority of the population still goes for redress or relief of any injustice or 
disputes with each other. The Kgotla also serves as the institution where marriage 
is consummated or dissolved. Many citizens go to the Kgotla to conclude or dis-
solve their marriages and pay the still highly recognized system of lobola – bride 
price (Interview with Tebelelo Seretse on 9 January 2009). 

How did the leaders manage to successfully blend the country’s traditional 
and modern institutions? This is an important question given that many African 
countries decided to abolish traditional institutions after independence. The cas-
es of Mozambique where the new government abolished traditional institutions, 
or Uganda, Lesotho and Ghana where traditional institutions became either too 
powerful or became a stubborn opposition to the success of the modern state 
are just a few of the many cases in the continent. Swaziland, for instance, has 
chosen to make the new institutions subservient to the traditional ones and this 
has not worked well either as the country has become divided and conflict rid-
den. So, the fact that Botswana seems to have succeeded in peacefully blending 
traditional and modern institutions should be regarded as a subject of significant 
achievement on the part of the country’s leaders and elites.

This process of blending was neither easy nor smooth. It involved several 
struggles, resistance, resignation and a carefully designed political strategy of 
coalition building and inclusiveness by the new elite. Before independence, the 
chiefs were powerful individuals controlling land, natural resources, culture, 
tradition and the law and custom in their individual territories around the 
country. At the independence talks they were therefore determined to retain 
their powers. On the other hand, the new elites and the outgoing Protector-
ate Administration did not see the future in rule by chiefs. The new elite had 
been picked by the Protectorate Administration much earlier to participate in 
formative semi-political bodies such as the African Advisory Council, the Joint 
Advisory Council and, ultimately, the Legislative Council which gave rise to the 
independence Constitutional Talks in the early 1960s. 

As we noted earlier, the new political elite could be divided into two groups 
– a minority of radicals and a majority of ideological moderates. However, both 
groups were convinced that chiefly rule was undemocratic and had to be re-
placed by a national democratic government. They were all therefore determined 
to exclude the chiefs from active politics (Masire, 2006).

The leaders wanted to establish a judicious selection and integration of some 
strategic traditional institutions to articulate them with modern democratic insti-
tutions so as to indigenise the country’s democratic tradition. In this section the 
institution-building skills of the leaders and elites of Botswana are demonstrable. 
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The leaders were clear on the agenda for change, but also recognized the 
importance of buying time, when appropriate, and acting decisively when neces-
sary. We focus particularly on the strategies that were used to curtail the powers 
of the chiefs and establish new and more representative institutions, such as the 
land boards, district councils and the new structure of tribal administration. 
These new more democratic institutions were built on the chiefs’ power and 
authority, while at the same time carving a new role for the chiefs themselves 
(Interviews with Goboletswe Ketsitlile on 29 December 2008; Tebelelo Seretse 
on 9 January 2009; Botsweletse Kingsley Sebele on 10 January 2009; Patrick 
Molutsi on 22 February 2009). What leadership skills and strategies did the new 
elite use to build this articulation which elsewhere in Africa has not worked?

The chiefs did not take kindly to the major changes and curtailment of their 
powers. Since 1966 conflicts and contestations have come to characterize the 
relationships between modern leaders and their institutions and the traditional 
leaders and their institutions. These relationships involved protest and confron-
tation where some of the chiefs who were not happy with the new arrangement, 
particularly the curtailment of their powers such as Chief Bathoen II decided 
to leave chieftaincy for active politics. Chief Bathoen II resigned in 1969, and 
joined the opposition Botswana National Front (BNF). He later challenged Ke-
tumile Masire, Botswana’s Vice President at the time, and defeated him in the 
1969 elections. He was in parliament from 1969 through 1986 when he re-
signed. He was later appointed President of the Customary Court of Appeal. 
Even then, those chiefs who openly protested were few in number. This showed 
that the curtailment of the powers of the chiefs was skilfully managed by the 
new leaders and elite. 

Where appropriate the state used a ‘carrot and stick approach to bring chiefs 
under control and discipline. Several chiefs such as Neale Sechele of Bakwena, 
Seepapitso IV of Bangwaketse and Besele Montshioa of Barolong, were all sus-
pended from their duties at different times for what was considered indiscipline 
and misbehaviour, often against politicians and local public officers. The trans-
formation of chiefs into salaried public servants also meant that they lost all 
the rights to collect levies from their people. The most recent confrontation was 
in 2007 when the Government introduced a Bill that introduced a mandatory 
retirement age for chiefs at 70 years. Another successful strategy was manage-
ment by neutralisation whereby several new non-chiefs were appointed into the 
chieftaincy both at the local level and to the House of Chiefs. This served to 
neutralise and weaken the voices of the stronger chiefs. Such appointees in-
cluded former public officers such as Gontse, previously the Clerk of Parliament, 
Maforaga – former District Commissioner – was appointed Chief in Palapye; 
and the former Member of Parliament for Kgatleng, Mr Greek Ruele, was made 
chief of Artesia.
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The leaders also used incorporation and integration to manage chiefs. Chiefs 
were involved in local councils and land boards, the establishment of new tra-
ditional institutions such as the Traditional Court of Appeal to which Bathoen 
was appointed, then Lichwe II and also Chief Monare Gaborone of Batlokwa. 
Such institutions did not only present opportunities to disgruntled chiefs but 
also helped to integrate them as part of the new ruling coalition. In the process, 
the traditional institutions and leaders were skilfully moulded to become an 
integral part of the modern state and its democratic institutions in dispensing 
justice, public consultation, gender and ethnic involvement as well as promotion 
of the cultural identity of Botswana.

However, the part that remains unresolved and poses a potential source of 
tension and conflict is the straddling of chieftaincy and political office by some 
chiefs. This is the situation where the chief becomes a politician or senior public 
officer without resigning his or her chieftaincy position. Since chiefs are sup-
posed to be non-partisan and neutral leaders above politics, the situation first 
allowed by the ruling party to co-opt the current President as a politician and 
Member of Parliament while still remaining a Chief of Bangwato has estab-
lished a precedent which has already been envied by the other young chiefs. 

Taken together, all measures described above reduced the chiefs’ powers and 
made it possible for the post-colonial state to manage and govern the country 
without compromising state capacity to rule and define the overall democratic 
politics. Despite reforms and changes, chiefs remain popular in the areas they 
preside over. Even then, a key lesson can be drawn from this. A careful manage-
ment of traditional chiefs and their institutions whereby they have been given 
some recognition, accommodated and thus integrated into the new state, does 
not only ensure stability but also ensures that they continue to play a mean-
ingful role – however small – in development programmes. And this has also 
safeguarded Botswana’s political identity and its subsequent post-colonial de-
velopment. 

centralising Key resources in the Hands of the national as opposed  
to the Local state 
The success of the new state depended on its ability to bring key natural resources 
under its control. Since most of these were in the hands of chiefs, private individu-
als and (in the case of freehold land) in the hands of white settler farmers, get-
ting these resources peacefully transferred from the original owners to the central 
government was yet another demonstration of skilful leadership and respect for 
human rights of those affected. In this section we focus of three types of resources: 
land – both tribal and freehold; mineral resources; and wildlife resources.

At independence the country’s land tenure stood as 48% tribal land, 47% 
Crown Land and the remaining 5% was freehold land. There were several chal-
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lenges involved with this land tenure and its distribution. In the tribal areas, 
there was shortage of land in some and in others it was under-utilised and poor-
ly managed. The tribal land was for tribesmen and restricted to those citizens 
crowded in small tribal areas. The freehold owners also underutilised their land 
and some were absentee landlords (Mazonde, 1987).

The transfer of land ownership and control from the tribe to the central 
state and from freehold white settler owners was not an easy process for the new 
leadership of Botswana. The new state, however, was clear that land was a key 
resource which needed to be released from the control of the chiefs and private 
individuals in order to be given to citizens to develop and improve the country’s 
agriculture and, where possible, for government to utilise for other purposes 
such as mining and wildlife development and management. The policies and 
programmes of the ruling Botswana Democratic Party, which overwhelmingly 
won the first democratic elections in 1965, identified agriculture and therefore 
the land question as key to the success of the economy. The thrust of the govern-
ment’s policy on land was first to:

Change the control and ownership of the communal land to individuals to •	
either freehold ownership or leasehold;
Promote large individual ownership in order to encourage productivity and •	
better conservation practices.
Acquire through purchase freehold land from white settlers and give it back •	
to communities where there was land shortage.

•	

a. Managing Tribal Land
The first steps in all this were to introduce legislation that changed the chiefs’ 
custodianship and allowed government to buy land from freehold owners.  
With regard to tribal land, two major land policies were initiated in the first 
decade of independence. The Tribal Land Act of 1968 and the Tribal Grazing 
Land Policy of 1975 both succeeded in taking/reducing the chiefs’ control of 
tribal land and establishing individual control of large ranches of tribal land. 

The first piece of legislation created a new organization – the land board, 
as the custodian of tribal land allocation, administration and recipient of any 
revenue generated from such land by its private users. The second piece of leg-
islation sought to achieve three principles of policy: increased production and 
job creation; better conservation management; and social justice – reservation of 
land for the next generations. These legislations were bold steps by the new elite 
and the leadership of the new state. The policies were controversial and in many 
ways tested the power and control of the chiefs over their subjects. The chiefs 
strongly opposed both pieces of legislation but they were skilfully managed and, 
in the end, they became part of the ownership of these land reforms.
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This study shows that these Acts contributed to Chief Bathoen II resigning 
his post as chief of Bangweketse in 1969 and joining opposition politics. Other 
vocal chiefs were either incorporated into new state functions such as the ap-
pointment of Chief Linchwe II of Bakgatla as the Botswana Ambassador to 
the United States in 1969 or they were advised to co-operate or resign. Clearly 
the new leaders here used incorporation and inclusion as a means of building a 
coalition for policy consensus. However, where this was difficult the leaders were 
willing to use threats of exclusion to ensure success of policy. Masire (2006) 
provides elaborate evidence of this other part of the state strategy. 

The success of land policies however, derived more from the broader elite 
coalition base which supported them. Many of the elite identified with reforms 
and became important local champions of these reforms. The establishment of 
new local government institutions – tribal administration, local councils, land 
boards and the new pattern of district administration – were major institutional 
innovations which both intended and successfully served to diminish the pow-
ers of the chiefs and brought representative politics into operation at local level. 
The creation of these new institutions involved much conflict, accommodation 
and coalition of elites who worked together in the national interest. The main 
losers were the chiefs who were given a role in Parliament – in the House of 
Chiefs – and also the opportunity to chair the first district councils and land 
boards, but were gradually replaced. New traditional judicial structures – such 
as the Customary Court of Appeal – further created opportunities for chiefs to 
find a new role away from the developmental agenda of the local councils. 

The new political stage opened with major democratic reforms that directly 
curtailed the power and authority of the chiefs on such matters as administra-
tion of land, planning and execution of development programmes and general 
responsibility for law and order in their areas of operation. Such reforms were 
captured in the establishment of elected local councils in 1965 and land boards 
in 1970. Effectively, the legislation on chieftaincy, local councils and tribal land 
of 1965, 1966 and 1967 respectively resulted in the end of the traditional lead-
ership of the past and consequently opened a new chapter driven by conflict, 
coercion and reluctant co-operation between the new state and the chiefs (In-
terviews with Tebelelo Seretse on 9 January 2009; Botsweletse Kingsley Sebele 
on 10 January 2009; Kentse Rammidi on 5 February 2009). 

The reforms gave rise to four new or re-structured local institutions – dis-
trict/town councils, land boards, district administration (representing central 
government at local level) and the chiefs’ own tribal administration. The local 
councils, land boards and district administration all re-shaped and confined 
the powers of the chiefs to leadership only in customary and traditional jus-
tice areas. The Kgotla – the tribal court and a ceremonial place for debates and 
other important events in the community – became the new consultative forum 
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for national leaders. Ministers, Members of Parliament, Councillors and public 
servants all used the Kgotla to consult with the people in their constituencies 
to gather ideas and explain government policies and programmes. In this way, 
the Kgotla remains a major site for policy formulation and a forum that is used 
to build consensus around major ideas and policies. The chiefs on the other 
hand use the Kgotla more to conduct court hearings and settlement of disputes. 
This is a remarkable illustration of a hybrid institutional arrangement, serving 
and incorporating both ‘customary’ and ‘modern’ political and social functions. 
Moreover, it illustrates the virtue of indigenous institutional formation which is 
both appropriate and locally legitimate.

b. Re-Tribalising Freehold Land
Around some towns and in some tribal areas land was very scarce. Yet, around 
other towns like Lobatse, Gaborone and Francistown, prime land was privately 
owned by individuals and companies, mainly of European origin. The govern-
ment chose to deal with the challenges of shortage of urban land and in some 
tribal areas through negotiated purchase of land from private owners. This proc-
ess started way back in the immediate years of independence and has continued 
up until the present period. Farms have been purchased and handed over to 
communities in Northeast District, Batlokwa and Balete and Barolong areas. 
The process has been smooth though expensive for the government.

c. Introducing New Wildlife Management Regime
The Crown Land which constituted 47% of the total land area was transformed 
into State Land and thereby became the property of the Central Government. 
However, in many places in the Kalahari and elsewhere, Crown Land had been 
effectively used as tribal land where communities raised animals, produced 
crops and collected different types of wildlife. The new government took steps 
to transform most of this land into game reserves and national parks. It intro-
duced new restrictive regimes against which local communities reacted strongly. 
Hunting for instance, was regulated and rationed. Only people of San origin 
were initially permitted to hunt throughout the year but they too were subse-
quently restricted. The case of Central Kalahari Game Reserve (CKGR), where 
the San people have taken Government to court several times and often won the 
cases, typifies the democratic process with which the wildlife reforms were as 
important as the changes in the tribal and freehold land tenures.

In many areas surrounding National Parks and Game Reserves communities 
were always pitted against Central Government. There were two reasons for this. 
First, they wanted to access the wildlife resources without restrictions as be-
fore. This could not be allowed and they were often caught and fined by Game 
Scouts. In the second instance, wildlife animals crossed into their areas and 
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destroyed both their crops and killed their animals. These issues have caused 
persistent conflict and disagreement between the Central Government and the 
communities next to the national wildlife resources. This has required a lot of 
management skills from local and national leaders.

d. Acquiring Mineral Rights
Faced with limited resources at independence, the political elite not only took 
a proactive role in development, but they also carefully entered into a strategic 
alliance with international capital regarding the ownership and management 
of mineral resources. The state established both control of mineral rights and 
a strategic partnership. This partnership has been described, by some of our 
respondents, as one of the best to be entered between a multi-national company 
and a government of a developing country (Interviews with Botsweletse Kings-
ley Sebele on 10 January 2009; Kentse Rammidi on 5 February 2009; Lt Gen. 
Mompati Merafhe on 9 March 2009). As a result of this, minerals have not only 
been the pillar of Botswana’s economy but they have generally been used for the 
benefit of all. The situation contrast sharply with a number of countries in Africa 
where they became a source of destabilisation, conflict and misery. 

The new elites that assumed office at independence, particularly under the 
leadership of Seretse Khama, played a crucial role in ensuring that mineral rights 
were ceded from the different ethnic groupings to the central government, fol-
lowing an extended consultation process with the different ethnic groups. This 
was made easy because the first minerals were discovered in the Bangwato area, 
the birthplace of Seretse Khama. The minerals discovered were copper and nick-
el in Selibe Phikwe, and later diamonds in Orapa-Letlhakane which was also in 
the Bangwato area. Ceding mineral rights to the Central Government started 
there. As a result, the rest of the tribes had no problem with this arrangement. 
Even then, Chief Bathoen II was against the ceding of mineral rights but he gave 
in following skilful negotiations with the leaders (Interviews with Botsweletse 
Kingsley Sebele on 10 January 2009; Lt Gen. Mompati Merafhe on 9 March 
2009). Since then, large diamond deposits have been discovered in the area of 
Bangwaketse of former Chief Bathoen II.

More importantly, there was a consensus amongst the leadership that min-
erals were a strategic resource. As a result, they used their skills to enter into a 
strategic partnership with international capital. De Beers, in particular, became 
a critical partner forming a uniquely successful coalition that mined and man-
aged sales and shared mineral revenues in such a way that it has benefited the 
country’s development programme in a sustainable way. 
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Governing coalitions – The Modern Democratic state in Practice 
Botswana has been a stable unitary state since independence. How did the elites 
develop and manage to break the physical and socio-cultural, ethnic and racial 
barriers? What factors in terms of material and social conditions helped them 
form successful coalitions that contributed to the formation and success of Bot-
swana as a ‘developmental state’? This section explains the historical origins 
of the modern elites and their background in terms of education, ideological 
orientation, racial and ethnic accommodation and economic survival strategies. 
It also looks at the external threats that helped to mould the new coalitions 
into a common purpose. The strategies adopted to create an open society ac-
commodating different groups and foreigners were central to the success of the 
country’s politics and economy up to date. 
 

a. The Making of the Modern Elite
The modern elite in Botswana had its provenance and was formed in the second 
decade of the twentieth century. The writings of missionaries and early travellers 
such as Robert Moffat, John Mackenzie and David Livingstone in the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries show that the points of call and centres of power 
in many Tswana communities were chiefs – the traditional elites. The western 
educated elites did not appear until the 1920s and 1930s following the attain-
ment of some western missionary-led education. Such education was for the first 
and second generations (defined for the purposes of this paper as the periods 
from 1920-1950 and from 1950-1970 respectively) and was received largely out-
side the country. A few citizens, disproportionately from royal families (Parsons, 
Henderson and Tlou, 1995), managed with the assistance of missionaries to go 
through secondary and tertiary education in South Africa and what was then 
Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe).

By the mid-1940s Botswana had developed a small but identifiable first gen-
eration of a new elite. This, as we saw earlier, was a group that contested state 
power with the traditional leadership. In the case of Botswana, the new elite had 
been forming since the 1920s and 1930s compared to other neighbouring coun-
tries where the provision of western-Christian education enabled the new elite 
to form earlier in the late nineteenth century (Molutsi, 1989, Parsons, 1993). 
The new elite were socially different in values, ethics, education and political 
aspirations from the traditional leaders. Sections of this elite, operating at local 
level of individual Native Reserves/Chiefdoms, started challenging chieftaincy 
rule in the 1930s (Schapera 1955, 1970 and 1994; Molutsi, 1989). Individual 
names such as the Ratshosas in Bangwato territory, Masire and others in the 
Bangwaketse territory, and Dr. Molema in the Barolong territory, come to mind 
in terms of their vociferous criticisms of the chiefs’ rule. The emergence and 
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local presence of the new elite could not escape the attention of the colonial 
administration which began to use them as alternate leaders, either to support 
the administration’s local development initiatives or purposely to moderate the 
chiefs’ occasional autocratic tendencies (Molutsi, 1989, Parsons, Henderson and 
Tlou, 1995, Masire, 2006; Interviews with Gobe Matenge on 19 December 
2008; Patrick Molutsi on 22 February 2009). 

As alternative leaders to the traditional leaders, the new elite came to the fore 
in the 1950s when the hitherto separate African and European Advisory Coun-
cils were merged to form the Joint Advisory Council. Not only were the chiefs 
and leaders of the white settler communities appointed to the new Council, but 
educated non-chiefly individuals such as Quett Masire, Moutlakgolo Nwako 
and Goareng Mosinyi were also brought in. It was here too that the battle of 
values and contestation for the future leadership of the postcolonial state came 
to the fore. Indeed the political and cultural proximity between the colonial ad-
ministrators, the European representatives and the new elite, on the one hand, 
and the traditional leaders, on the other, was demonstrated (Fawcus, 2000) dur-
ing the constitutional talks in 1963. 

The last of the colonial institutions, the Legislative Council formed in 1959, 
ushered in Botswana’s independence in 1966 and showed a disproportionate 
representation in favour of the new elite as against the traditional leaders. It now 
became clearer than ever before that the people being mentored into the inherit-
ance of the post-colonial state were not the chiefs and the wider traditional lead-
ership but the new elite and their new political organizations. It was during the 
formation of political parties in the late 1950s and early 1960s that the battle for 
postcolonial state power between the chiefs and the new elite came to its peak 
and new alliances were formed and points of departure made. 

Beginning in the late 1940s, the people of the Bechuanaland Protectorate be-
gan to experience a greater desire for education. A number of initiatives to estab-
lish educational institutions of higher learning were started. In the early 1930s, 
two such initiatives began in the North East and at Kgale around Gaborone (the 
modern capital of Botswana). The Tati Institution sought to promote the edu-
cation of the Bakalanga community while the Forest Hill Agriculture School 
sought to bring students from different parts of the country. The real impact 
of education at secondary level came in the 1950s when new secondary schools 
were established by Catholics in Kgale as St. Joseph’s College, Moeng College 
by the Bangwato tribe under their Chief Tshekedi Khama in Moeng and subse-
quently in the transfer of Tigerkloof under the new name Moeding College from 
South Africa to Otse in Botswana. These three organizations became premier 
secondary schools educating students from all parts of the country. It was from 
these schools that a small number of good performers subsequently proceeded to 
study at the new University of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland (UBLS) based 
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in Lesotho (Interviews with Kesitegile Gobotswang on 15 January 2009; Festina 
Bakwena on 11 February 2009; Patrick Molutsi on 22 February 2009). 

The majority of the elite were of Tswana-speaking background, coming from 
the country’s main ethnic groups and speaking the same language and with 
common cultural background. The first generation of this small but very critical 
group had been educated largely outside the country in premier Christian Af-
rican multi-discipline institutions in South Africa such as Lovedale, Tigerkloof 
and Fort Hare University in the Eastern Cape.

The review of secondary sources to date and interviews show that the elite 
coalition in Botswana was influenced by its educational background as well as 
by the geo-political challenges facing Botswana before and immediately after 
independence.

Masire’s case study also shows how the emerging elite of former tribesmen – 
who came from very different parts of the country – were formed. This group of 
schoolmates had commonly studied together in South Africa. They came back 
to Botswana to work in the then limited number of schools as teachers, news-
paper reporters, junior clerks and other junior administrators in the Protectorate 
Administration of the 1940s and 1950s. Masire also refers to his friends and 
members of his ethnic group such as Bias Mookodi, Archie Mogwe, Peter Mmu-
si but also mentions Goareng Mosinyi, Moutlakgola Nwako from outside the 
Bangwaketse, and a few others who with him came to lead the new independ-
ent state as politicians, diplomats, senior bureaucrats and political party leaders. 
Masire’s book also illustrates a strong religious education and associated anti-
communist ideology of the Southern Africa region of the 1940s and 1950s. 

Another case study of the new elites and their differences from the traditional 
elites comes from none other than the first president of Botswana himself – the 
late Seretse Khama. Mr. Seretse Khama was the heir to the Bangwato crown, 
the biggest ethnic group in the country. His father Sekgoma Khama died during 
the early years of Seretse’s childhood, and Seretse grew up under the guardian-
ship of his uncle – his father’s younger brother Tshekedi Khama. Seretse, like 
other Batswana children of his age and times, went to school in the local prima-
ry school, but for his secondary schooling he went to study outside the country. 
There he studied with several other students from Botswana in South Africa in 
the 1930s and 1940s. These were times when African nationalism was gaining 
momentum while the Soviet-led socialist ideology was slowly taking root in the 
African continent. In South Africa, the racial ideologies which had informed the 
Hertzog government of the 1920s to early 1930s were also taking a new turn as 
Prime Minister D.F. Malan and his group in the post War period prepared the 
design and implementation of “grand apartheid”.

However, Seretse’s specific experience came as a result of his studies in Eng-
land from the mid-1940s, where he was exposed to liberal political ideologies 
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and where he married a white lady from London. His marriage brought him and 
his wife harsh personal experiences that have been too well documented to war-
rant repetition here. However, his experience points to the impact that individual 
leader’s experiences do sometimes have on the wider society and its development.

The first outcome of his bi-racial marriage was the division it brought to his 
own ethnic group. One group sided with him, while the other sided with his 
uncle, Tshekedi Khama. The long struggle that resulted ultimately led to rec-
onciliation with his uncle, and Seretse’s rejection of the tribal traditional leader-
ship role for a broader national leadership role. So, for Seretse, it was not only 
racism and racist ideology to which he became exposed and which he rejected, 
but chieftaincy and its limited tribal base. As a consequence, Seretse Khama 
became a national hero and a unifying figure for the racial groupings in the 
country and the different ethnic/tribal leaders who were not chiefs at the time. 
The new conciliatory politics saw Seretse and his uncle Tshekedi Khama in 1959 
participate in the preparations for independence when the British Protectorate 
Administration (which had been seriously implicated in the “Seretse’s Marriage 
Affair”) began to reach out to involve him in the different political and develop-
ment committees. 

During their studies, the new elite also met other people from countries of 
the Southern African region. Some of these schoolmates later became political 
party members back in Botswana. Typically, there was a number of South Af-
ricans (Xhosa, Zulu and Sotho speakers) fleeing the heightened racial conflict 
in their country in the late 1940s and 1950s and they too came to settle in Bot-
swana and worked in schools and other administrative jobs. This group also ul-
timately formed an integral part of the new elite. Among these were key names 
such as Tsoebebe, Mdlauli, Ngcongco, Vanga, Mzondeki, Motsepe and others 
(see Parsons, Henderson and Tlou, 1995; Interviews with Peter Letlhogonolo 
Siele on 31 December 2008; Patrick Molutsi on 22 February 2009). 

The second generation came from a similar socio-cultural and educational 
background as the first and evolved in the 1970s. They, and most of the sub-
sequent generations, were largely driven into public service and teaching jobs. 
Compared to their predecessors, the second and third generations of elite were 
better educated and trained. They tended to study social sciences, humanities 
and education with only a few going for natural sciences. These two generations 
were therefore destined for public service leadership and much less for political 
leadership which in any case was still dominated by the first generation. Hence, 
many of the second and third generation elites became permanent secretaries, 
directors of different departments in government, school principals and head-
masters as well as teachers, nurses and social workers. 

The common feature was rapid social mobility to the higher echelons of the 
civil service and therefore to positions of strategic leadership in public sector pol-
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icy formation and implementation. Because they were relatively more educated 
and trained than their predecessors, the second and third generations enjoyed 
some relative autonomy from the politicians who allowed them a lot of space 
to initiate policy and play a professional advisory role to the politicians (See 
Wiseman, 1977; Wallis, 1989; Holm, 1989; Egner and Grant, 1989; Somolekae, 
1993; Tordoff, 1997; Samatar, 1999; Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson, 2001). 
Internal elite cohesion among the bureaucrats was quite high. Early tensions 
which had been related to racial differences were successfully resolved (Republic 
of Botswana, 1966; Molutsi, 1983). This demonstrates the value of education in 
the processes of elite formation and coalition-building.

economic Viability of the state at independence
Botswana’s independence in 1966 coincided with one of the country’s occasion-
al severe droughts. The country was poor in every sense, with no clear source of 
income. The agricultural sector, which had since the 1930s been seen as the only 
real potential economic activity of substance was going through a difficult time 
which also demonstrated the sector’s vulnerability. Under the circumstances, the 
new leaders looked to the departing British government to provide a temporary 
economic package in the form of budget subsidy. This strategy and the recogni-
tion of the poverty that cut across the population seems to have been critical in 
the evolution of the culture of economic prudence that has become one of the pil-
lars of the country’s economic planning and development discourse (Interviews 
with Botsweletse Kingsley Sebele on 10 January 2009; Leach Tlhomelang on 3 
February 2009; Festina Bakwena on 11 February 2009; Lt Gen. Mompati Mer-
afhe on 9 March 2009). The culture of scarcity and the challenge of creating a 
viable state later manifested itself in the ideological orientation that emphasized 
self-reliance (ipelegeng, national unity) and economic independence.

The leadership stressed national unity and social harmony (kagisanyo) as the 
unifying factors that would allow the country to focus on development and 
achieve the goals of economic independence and political stability. The findings 
of our research show that it was the challenge of creating a viable independent 
state that provided an objective rallying point for leaders and elite coalitions in Bot-
swana. The material circumstances of the country and the implications of this 
for its success as an independent state were crucial in promoting a momentum 
for the formation of a grand elite coalition at political, public service and eco-
nomic development levels. In particular, the introduction and entrenchment of 
the culture of a five-yearly development planning process that engaged local and 
central government, private and public sectors, civil society and religious leaders 
and elites in an elaborate process of priority selection of projects and develop-
ment agenda-setting, has been a critical factor and process helping to build and 
sustain developmental coalitions in Botswana. 
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The evolution of the national Development Planning Process 
Botswana’s development programme has since independence been underpinned 
by the five-to-six year rolling plans called the National Development Plan. In 
2009, the country will begin its tenth such Plan. The first plan was formulated 
in 1963 and was called a Transitional Development Plan. Since then every five 
to six years the country has undergone an extensive process of project selection, 
prioritisation and resource allocation. Several points and questions need to be 
discussed here concerning the planning process. Is it truly consultative? Does it 
make a difference? Who are the real drivers, and who benefits? 

The Botswana’s planning process and its product – the National Develop-
ment Plan – has been questioned by some scholars as well as celebrated by others 
as showing both the quality of leadership and the country’s genuine commit-
ment to a democratic decision-making process. The planning process involves 
a number of discrete steps. First, the lead ministry – namely the Ministry of 
Finance and Development Planning (MFDP) – normally starts the process by 
producing what they call a Key Issues Paper (KIP). This is a general framework 
which states possible issues to be focussed on during the coming plan. The KIP 
is determined by a number of factors. The first is the continuing agenda from 
the prior and just-ending plan. Second, are the new challenges to the country’s 
development; and third are new opportunities and possibilities. For example, 
while poverty alleviation, the social development agenda – education, health, 
water and agriculture and infrastructure development – have remained per-
manent priorities and stable in each plan, HIV/AIDS, crime prevention, anti-
corruption and others have been emerging issues in the past two development 
plans. On the basis of KIP, each sectoral ministry and department – including 
local government institutions – are given the opportunity to both comment on, 
and develop, their Sectoral Key Issues Papers (SKIPs).

On the basis of KIP and SKIPs, the MFDP then produces yet another frame-
work called – Macroeconomic Strategy Paper – which defines total estimated 
cost allocation proposals for each ministry and sector. For example, the Macr-
oeconomic Strategy Paper might state that the total estimated cost of the Devel-
opment Plan 7 is P250 billion (total is for five years) of which P50 billion will go 
to education. The next step will be for each ministry and its broad stakeholders 
at central and local levels, also including and both public and private interests, 
to work together to prioritise which programmes and projects will go into the 
plan. In this example, the Ministry of Education and Skills Development would 
prioritise in terms of which schools and other facilities are to be built and for 
how much. From the individual sectoral consultations, draft chapters for the 
next plan would be done. These would then be compiled into the draft plan 
which goes to the National Consultative Forum to discuss and modify. The 
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forum then has the opportunity to question, change and add new programmes 
and projects across sectors. It is after this third stage that the draft plan goes to 
Parliament for debate and final approval.

The planning process is designed to involve the lowest structures at the lo-
cal level called village development committees (VDCs) through to District 
Development Committees (DDC) to the National Development Conference 
(Forum). The political structures from district councils, Cabinet/Executive up 
to Parliament are involved at each stage (Interviews with Festina Bakwena on 11 
February 2009; Lt Gen. Mompati Merafhe on 9 March 2009). In this way, the 
elites at all levels are mobilised to focus on the plan and make decisions about 
the priorities for their part of the country. Certainly, the Plan is a gate-keeping 
tool and the players have come to realise this. If your project – school or clinic – 
is in the Plan then you are happy and would expect it to be built during the plan 
period. If, however, your project is left out then you know a priori that it would 
not be done in the current plan period. In short, the plan is a bargaining tool, an 
interactive political process between the different local and central government 
elites, public, private sector and non-governmental elites. They each bargain to 
come up with something to serve their needs (Interviews with Festina Bakwena 
on 11 February 2009; Patrick Molutsi on 22 February 2009; Lt Gen. Mompati 
Merafhe on 9 March 2009).

From the foregoing description, it can be seen that the planning process 
and the National Development Plan in Botswana symbolises a grand coalition 
of elites at work. It is here that voices are heard and bargains and balancing of 
interests are made. 

The Material Base of the elite
The fundamental characteristic of the Botswana leaders and elites, especially the 
first generation, was that they were socially and economically tied to the agricul-
tural economy where the majority of the population lived and eked out a living. 
The question might therefore be asked as to what made them an ‘elite’? The 
answer is simply that although they were trained in western education which in-
fluenced their value system, behavioural patterns and sub-cultures and therefore 
made them different from the rest of the society, they essentially depended on 
agriculture for a living. They were, on one hand agents of change and advocates 
of an alternative system of governance to that of the chiefs’ rule – traditional 
governance institutions; while, and on the other hand, they were farmers. Mate-
rially, the new elite depended like everyone else on ownership of livestock – cat-
tle predominantly – and the production of crops for their own consumption and 
commercial sale. This situation made the elite highly dependent on the agricul-
tural economic base, hence our description of it as an “agrarian elite”.

How did the material base of this elite influence the policies and programmes 
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of the new state? Did their economic interests influence state policies and pro-
grammes? If so, did these policies and programmes benefit only the elite as an in-
terest group or did such policies and programmes also benefit the wider society?

This section uses the land question and policies on agriculture and livestock 
as measures of how the leadership and the ruling elite built coalitions and pat-
terns of consensus that were critical for state formation and the stability of the 
economy in the early years of independence. Although the elite has remained 
strongly linked to the agrarian sector, the section shows that their growth in 
size and diversification in interest has led to subsequent generations of the elite 
focusing on the urban economy – private sector, estate agent and property devel-
opment as areas of investment and material dependence away from agriculture. 
Formal employment has also absorbed the focus of a large proportion of the 
succeeding generations of elites and thereby substantially reduced their reliance 
on the agrarian sector. 

strategic alliances with international capital and Business 
Many developing states depend a lot on the support and co-operation of bilat-
eral aid, multi-lateral organizations/institutions and foreign direct investment 
(FDI) for their development success. In cases where the state has been hostile 
to external partners, the evidence shows a poor record of development perform-
ance at home. In Southern Africa, countries which were devastated by civil wars 
such as Mozambique, South Africa, Angola, Namibia and currently DRC have 
derived a lot of assistance and support from the international community simply 
because they have opened up to the external world. On the other hand Zimba-
bwe’s recent experience is a typical case of difficult international relations which 
have deprived that country of much needed foreign assistance and investment. 

Botswana’s leaders and elite from the start based their development model 
on a free market economic strategy. Different types of external elites – donors, 
international organizations, foreign technical experts and foreign businesses 
and workers – have featured prominently in the development process of the 
country. This section unpacks the different types of foreign elites and their role 
in co-operating with Botswana’s leadership to drive the country’s development 
agenda. It shows that the orientation has been and remains that of accommoda-
tion rather than exclusion. Botswana has realised its success with the joint effort 
and co-operation of external interests in the private sector. The private sector in 
the mineral sector, in particular, carved out a strategic and enduring relationship 
with the Botswana state from very early on. Such relationship is epitomised in 
the ownership and sharing of the diamond revenues. This research has shown 
that the relationship between the state and the private sector in Botswana has 
been uniquely friendly, yet has crucially avoided collusion, rent-seeking or pred-
atory behaviours. 
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a. The Mineral Coalition
The skills of Botswana’s leadership are often said to have been displayed most 
vividly in the manner in which it formed and sustained an enduring coalition 
with mineral exploiting foreign companies. As new and reconciled leader of the 
Bangwato tribe, Tshekedi Khama and Seretse Khama had entered into a rela-
tionship with the Roan Selection Trust (RST) to exploit copper and nickel in 
Selibe Phikwe in the mid 1960s. This relationship was to endure into the post-
independence period resulting in the formation of a new jointly owned company 
called Bangwato Corporation Limited (BCL) which still today mines copper 
and nickel in Selibe Phikwe in Botswana. 

However, it is the diamond mining sector which has attracted international 
attention as an exemplary case of a harmonious and mutually beneficial rela-
tionship between a developing country and a powerful multinational compa-
ny. When large diamond pipes were discovered in the mid-1960s, again in the 
Bangwato territory of Orapa and Letlhakane, the Government entered into a 
uniquely successful partnership with the De Beers Diamond Mining Company. 
De Beers which had for many years been mining diamonds in South Africa, Na-
mibia and Angola – among other countries in the region – accepted a uniquely 
generous agreement with the government of Botswana whereby the Government 
and de Beers agreed to a 50/50 split of the diamond mining revenues. According 
to secondary sources and our current respondents, this was a highly favourable 
agreement to Botswana as in reality the government gained more through tax 
revenues from De Beers (Interviews with Botsweletse Kingsley Sebele on 10 
January 2009; Patrick Molutsi on 22 February 2009; Lt Gen. Mompati Mer-
afhe on 9 March 2009).

The careful negotiation skills of the Botswana leadership was again dem-
onstrated in the late 1970s when yet another even larger and more valuable 
diamond Kimberlite pipe was discovered in Jwaneng in Bangwaketse territo-
ry in the south of Botswana. Here, the negotiations resulted favourably in the 
Government settling for sixty (60%) per cent of the revenue from the mine. 
Subsequently, a jointly owned company, named the De Beers–Botswana Min-
ing Company (or DEBSWANA), was formed with equal membership and a 
chairmanship of the board rotating between officials from the Government of 
Botswana and De Beers. Today it is DEBSWANA which runs the diamond 
mines in Botswana. It is in this company that senior civil servants have taken 
turns to sit both on the DEBSWANA Board on behalf of Government and also 
some of them have been Executive directors of the DEBSWANA. 

Among many such influential players was Mr. Festus Mogae who started 
off at DEBSWANA Board as the then Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of 
Finance and Development Planning (MFDP) in the 1980s. When he became 
the Minister in the same Ministry in the early 1990s his successor as Perma-
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nent Secretary of the same Ministry, Mr. Baledzi Gaolatlhe (now Minister of 
Finance and Development Planning), also became an influential member of the 
DEBSWANA Board. In fact, at one point in the late 1990s Mr. Gaolatlhe was 
the Managing Director of DEBSWANA for about two years. He left the post to 
become the Governor of the Central Bank until he joined politics and became 
the Minister of Finance and Development Planning in 1999 when Mr. Mogae 
became the President of Botswana. Besides Messrs Mogae and Gaolatlhe, the 
other prominent figure in the managing of DEBSWANA over the many years 
was Mr. Nchindo. He was the longest serving member of the board of DEBS-
WANA and the company’s Managing Director for many years. 

Since the representation of both Government and De Beers in the DEBS-
WANA Board was fifty–fifty, several other senior government officers were in-
volved in the running of this long lasting coalition. Senior officers from the 
Ministry of Mineral Resources and Water Affairs and from the Office of the 
President became members of the Board of DEBSWANA. Indeed, the current 
Managing Director of DEBSWANA, since the retirement of Mr. Nchindo in 
2004, Mr. Blackie Marole, gained his knowledge and experience of the dia-
mond mining sector during his years as the Permanent Secretary in the Minis-
try of Mineral Resources and Water Affairs. The current Permanent Secretary 
to the President, who is also Secretary to Cabinet, Mr. Molale, is the current 
chairman of DEBSWANA. He is occupying this position as the government 
representative and he will in a few years pass the chairmanship to the De Beers 
representative on the Board. 

At individual interest level, De Beers still has its own separate Office in Bot-
swana which oversees the company’s interest and ensures that it is adequately 
informed of government policies and other developments. It is interesting that 
in around 2005, De Beers appointed, for the first time, a female citizen, married 
to the Khama family, as its local Executive Director. This was interesting for 
two reasons. 

First, it showed that trust had evolved between the two parties on the min-
ing and sale of Botswana diamonds. De Beers must have felt that a citizen – of 
course with capability and experience – was appropriate at this time. Ms Sheila 
Khama has proved to be capable and a useful link between the De Beers and 
Government. 

The second reason why the appointment of Ms Khama to the Executive 
Director position at De Beers at this time was interesting was that it came at a 
critical moment when the first twenty-five year contract between De Beers and 
the Government was expiring. The new contract had to be re-negotiated and it is 
clear that De Beers wanted to show that this relationship had not only benefited 
the country in terms of revenue sharing, but that citizens had been trained and 
developed to the highest level of skills in the diamond sector. Indeed, the other 
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important role of this appointment was that Ms Khama brought with her extra 
social capital – her deep knowledge of the country and how it works – but more 
importantly her friendships, both formal and informal, with many officials on 
the government side. She had been a schoolmate at the University of Botswana 
with Mr. Molale, the Permanent Secretary to the President, and the current 
Managing Director of DEBSWANA, Mr. Blackie Marole. In addition, Sheila 
Khama has family ties with the current President, Mr. Ian Khama.

The timeliness of the appointment of Ms Sheila Khama becomes also impor-
tant in the context of the negotiations of the substance of the second long term 
contract between the two parties. Since the mid-1980s the government side has 
been expressing concerns that De Beers was not doing enough to develop the 
downstream operations of diamond mining to the country. The operations of 
the diamond sorting subsidiary company – Botswana Diamond Valuing Com-
pany (BDVC) – were seen as insufficient for job creation and strategic placing 
of Botswana as one of the lead diamond producers around the world. The key 
issue then for the second longer term contract was going to be the need to bring 
diamond manufacturing operations from London and other parts of Europe 
and America, to Botswana. This was expected to help the Government effort 
to diversify the economy away from mineral dependency to other sectors. The 
beneficiation of diamonds will bring into the country more companies that buy 
and cut diamonds and thereby the jobs that accompany those processes.

Indeed, the Government’s Mineral Advisory Committee, formed around 
the Ministry of Mineral Resources and Water Affairs, the Ministry of Finance 
and Development Planning, the Central Bank and the Office of the President, 
pressed hard for the Diamond Trading Company (DTC), the De Beers subsidi-
ary based in London, to transfer its operations to Botswana as a requirement 
for the new contract with De Beers. This was a tall order for De Beers as DTC 
is a complex operation at the heart of the whole global marketing and sale of 
diamonds and it involves both high security and business intelligence of a politi-
cal and economic nature. Moreover, other diamond producing countries in the 
region – South Africa, Namibia and Angola – were also negotiating on the same 
grounds in order to deepen diamond benefits to their economies. 

However, De Beers finally conceded to the deepening of integrated diamonds 
operations in Botswana. It was agreed that DTC would ultimately transfer its 
operations from London to Gaborone and the related aggregation of diamonds 
from neighbouring countries as well as major sale of raw diamonds will now 
be done in Botswana. Since the signing of a favourable new long term contract 
between De Beers and the Government of Botswana in 2007, BDVC has been 
dissolved. A new building for DTC has been completed and some of DTC’s 
operations have been transferred to Gaborone. Clearly, this time around, Bot-
swana’s leadership has demonstrated continuing skilful negotiations and lead-
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ership. While the contract must have been difficult for De Beers, the trust in 
Botswana government’s intentions is not in doubt. In fact, until last year (2008), 
when Government sold some of its shares, the Government of Botswana owned 
up to 15% of shares in De Beers (Interview with Patrick Molutsi on 22 February 
2009).

b. The Public – Private Sector Coalition
The political elite has also showed its commitment to attracting Foreign Di-
rect Investment (FDI) not only by entering into partnerships with De Beers (as 
above), but it has also been working hard to create a conducive environment for 
the private sector. This was particularly urgent as there was a need to diversify 
the economy away from diamonds and to create new centres of wealth. Over the 
years government has done a lot to create a stable macroeconomic and political 
business environment to attract FDI. The company tax for instance is one of 
the lowest in the world, at 15% of profits, and the fiscal policies, exchange and 
prime lending interest rates have all been fine-tuned to support local and foreign 
private sector. 

The government also introduced a number of business finance initiatives in 
the 1980s and 1990s to finance both local and foreign business development 
in the country. The Financial Assistance Policy (FAP) and its successor – the 
Citizen Entrepreneur Development Agency (CEDA) – have been intended to 
boost private investment in different sectors of the economy. However, several 
constraints in the public-private sector relationship which (at least according to 
the private sector) have been major stumbling blocks to its growth have been 
identified as bureaucratic red-tape, negative attitudes of public officers to private 
sector initiatives, high cost of utilities and the length of time it takes to assist 
businesses with critical services.

In response to these complaints, the government under President Masire’s 
Administration established a high level consultative council (HLCC) in 1996, 
made up of high level representatives of government, private sector and labour 
(Land, 2002; Ntuane, 2007; Interviews with Gobe Matenge on 19 December 
2008; Botsweletse Kingsley Sebele on 10 January 2009; Festina Bakwena on 11 
February 2009). The HLCC has indeed since been entrenched as a very serious 
coalition of business-government interests, aimed at addressing economic de-
velopment issues and finding solutions that are mutually beneficial. The HLCC 
meets twice a year and it is chaired by the President and all ministers, perma-
nent secretaries attend on the government side, while the Botswana Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry and Manpower (BOCCIM) brings all their dif-
ferent sectoral members to this forum (Interviews with Gobe Matenge on 19 
December 2008; Festina Bakwena on 11 February 2009; Patrick Molutsi on 
22 February 2009). An even more effective element of the consultative process 
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through the HLCC is the fact that sub-committees meet at sectoral levels (that 
is, education, commerce, finance, etc.) before they meet at a higher level. This 
has helped to bring public officers and private businesses much closer together 
in a constructive expression of state-business relations.

c. The Roles of Technical Assistance and Foreign Workers
The case of Botswana also shows that the donor community and international 
development organisations/agencies have also been liberally accepted and made 
part of the development partnership. They have thus played a crucial role in de-
velopment, particularly in the early years of independence. Why? Was it neces-
sitated by the challenges the country faced, especially economic threat and acute 
poverty as well as other factors?

It is important to note that – as in Japan at the end of the 19th century – there 
was also an inclination and willingness to accept foreign ideas and advice, where 
appropriate to the conditions of Botswana. In this respect, localisation was not 
rushed and introduced at the expense of merit. And in this way, expatriates 
played an important role in the economy by providing the much needed techni-
cal expertise (Parsons, Henderson and Tlou, 1995). As Masire (2006) noted, 
at the time one of the things that preoccupied them was the retention of an ef-
ficient administration that could deliver development programmes. This is also 
supported by the interviews we conducted (Interviews with Gobe Matenge on 
19 December 2008; Botsweletse Kingsley Sebele on 10 January 2009; Festina 
Bakwena on 11 February 2009; Lt Gen. Mompati Merafhe on 9 March 2009).

There has also been a willingness by the leaders, elites and coalitions to use 
mineral wealth to introduce citizen empowerment initiatives also aimed at not 
only creating jobs but diversifying the economy as well. In this sense, there is no 
doubt that the government perceives the private sector as a partner in develop-
ment. 
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conclusion 

This study has traced the origins of the modern developmental elite and state in 
Botswana. It has emphasized that politics and the process of managing politics 
do not alone determine political, bureaucratic, social and economic formations 
of a society. In the case of Botswana the elite has been analysed in terms of its 
ideological inclinations, political ideologies and their origins, and in terms of 
its governing and development strategies. Clearly, notwithstanding challenges 
which still remain, this study has shown that behind Botswana’s political and 
economic success lies a genuinely conscious elite which has worked through 
consultation, consensus building and inclusive strategies to drive a successful 
developmental project.

Key elite coalitions and pacts formed across the traditional-modern divide, 
across political parties, across ethnic-racial cleavages, across the public and pri-
vate sectors, and across employer and employee divisions, as well as state and 
non-state actors in business and non-governmental sectors were of critical im-
portance. Leadership was also a vital factor in the successes of these elite coali-
tions. This study of the Botswana leaders, elites and coalitions suggest that the 
country achieved what it did out of carefully designed and managed strategies. 
The specific geo-political and ethno-historical structural contexts of the country 
at the time of independence and beyond were, and continue to be important 
factors. But they were not, on their own not enough in shaping the success of 
policy and strategy. Rather, what really made the difference was agency, that is 
the leaders’ conscious effort to create particular type of politics and state that 
made Botswana into what it is today – a functioning democratic ‘developmental 
state’ – by establishing the political conditions and institutional arrangements 
for sustained growth and political stability.

This study also shows how a judicious balance between the various ethnic 
groups has ensured that no single group dominated the political space. Both 
at independence and up to the present time each group has continued to enjoy 
relative autonomy from each other and is able to enter political discourse as an 
identifiable group. For instance, political parties, parliament, executive mem-
bership of government and public service selections have tended to be inclusive 
of the different ethnic and racial groupings without reducing these mode of 
decision making into formal rules as they have unsuccessfully tried to do in 
some developing countries. Moreover, the judicious integration of traditional 
and modern elements also shows a conscious effort on the part of the leaders to 
build inclusive developmental coalitions. The mineral coalition that was crafted 
and the relative good use of the mineral proceeds for the benefit of all also dem-
onstrate a commitment to change the lives of all, irrespective of their racial or 
ethnic origin. 
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Finally, the use of the National Development Plan in prioritising projects, 
its inclusive nature in the course of its production and the commitment to im-
plement what is in the Plan shows skilful leadership and the drive to make a 
difference in the country. A combination of factors played a key role in the way 
in which leaders and elites in Botswana forged and sustained developmental 
coalitions to promote growth through institutional arrangements which were 
appropriate in the context of Botswana’s history, and its collective national de-
velopmental aspirations
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