
78  

 

COEXISTING TENSIONS BETWEEN THE ‘TRADITION-
MODERNITY’ AND THE ‘SUSTAINABILITY- INTEGRATION’ 
APPROACHES TO URBAN DEVELOPMENT POLICY AND 

PLANNING PRACTICES IN BOTSWANA 

Tshenesani Nigel Tapela 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology, Cape Town. 

tapelan@cput.ac.za 

ABSTRACT  

The reality of traditional urban forms in African towns and cities sits uncomfortably with the 
desire to ‘modernize’ them, the latter often equated to (urban) development. Urban 
development in this sense relates more to the enhancement of physical aesthetics of 
urban-spaces than to the regenerative capacity of urban economies and improvement of 
livelihoods of urban citizens. The discourse on ‘tradition’ and the knee-jerk instrumental 
response of ‘modernization’ has thus tended to coexist with the newer ‘sustainability’ 
paradigm and its ‘integrative’ intentions in broader development thinking and action. This 
is quite evident in the urban development field where these paradigms and their underly-
ing theoretical framing often contest in both policy terms and development practices. This 
tension exists at several levels and manifest in urban planning’s preoccupation with the 
physicality of spatial forms, often justified in the embracing of globalization.  

Using existing development planning theory and policy literature, the article explores the 
tensions in development and planning practice that result from two contending views of 
what constitutes urban development. With the backdrop of Botswana’s settlement policy 
and praxis, the article explores how these tensions manifest in practices in responding to 
rapid urbanization. The article suggests that arguments for nucleation, containment and 
dispersal of settlements (Silitshena, 1983), which have dominated the academic explana-
tions for settlement form and structure of Tswana agro-villes seem to be mirrored or 
reproduced in the discourses of ‘modernization’, ‘densification’ and ‘smart growth’ in 
current policy and praxis. Within the changing political economy and ecology of resource 
utilization, spatial patterns of investment and livelihood across the national space econo-
my; the article explores the planning implications of, and responses to these coexisting 
paradigms and addressing the spatial forms in current practices.  

Keywords: Tradition, modern(ization), integration, sustainability, urbanization, 
urban planning, development policy and praxis.  

INTRODUCTION: ‘URBANIZATION OF TRADITION’  

Two conferences held in 2012 entitled Urbanization of Traditional Settlements in 
Botswana, and The Myth of Tradition respectively foregrounded the underlying 
questions on tensions between the traditional and modern. The latter is often 
subsumed under a largely industrial-type urbanization and thus perhaps the 
concern with ‘the urbanization of traditional settlements’ and built-forms. Interest-
ingly, in the editorial to a second conference (the Biennial�Conference of the 
International Association for the Study of Traditional Environments) with the 
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theme The Myth of Tradition, also held in 2012 at University of Oregon, AlSay-
yad (2012: 10) observed that: 

The analysis and use of myth in urban planning and the design professions 
has a long history... For instance, striving to configure places for development 
and progress, many twentieth-century architects and planners operated un-
der a belief that particular spatial forms could provoke the modern condition. 
Contemporary discourses on sustainability are likewise often based on myths 
regarding efficiency and productivity. The myths that have justified these tra-
ditions all have inherent problems, which, when exposed, raise important 
questions regarding spatial production.  

Urban planning as a professional practice, or what Porter (2010) refers to as the 
‘social practice of spatial ordering’, has struggled with the nature of choices and 
balancing the transformative, preservationist and/or conservationist agenda that 
informs the development challenges of re-imagining urban spaces or forms. 
Ravetz (1986) observes that part of the problem arises from the legacy of west-
ern trained built-environment professionals (particularly planners and architects) 
who have ‘played an instrumental role by loaning images of the dominant coloni-
al culture which the newly independent countries aspired to for prestige and self-
esteem’; and that this training resulted in ‘a culture transplant that elevated a 
rarefied and often irrelevant nature of much planning theory, even in its own 
society’ (Ravetz as cited in Gasper, 1990: 269). Partly arising from this view 
regarding the legacy of training of planners, and the resultant framing of devel-
opment agendas and discourses that drive these desired endgames; the extent 
to which the conception of development (how society uses space) has become 
problematic in exploring the planning implications of, and responses to coexist-
ing spatial forms in current practices. 

Approaches to study of traditional settlement transitions and change 

The preoccupation with physical form of settlement may seem pedantic but 
derives from a more fundamental urban planners’ fixation with spatial manifesta-
tions of human social interaction and (land) resource usage, and less on the 
understanding of processes that create them. In urban planning, the study of 
traditional settlements in a changing political economy is akin to the ‘relic prob-
lem’ in the study of landforms in climatic geomorphology (Gutierrez, 2005), or in 
the tradition of the so-called vernacular/indigenous architecture (Fathy, 1973). 
While useful in understanding history, the bigger challenge is the social implica-
tions of transforming traditional settlements. Thus Steyn and Roodt (2005: 195) 
note, in the case of built-forms, that: 

Traditional African architecture is generally studied for its historiographical 
and anthropological content, and to investigate it from a contemporary per-
spective is exceptional, although there seems to be an increasing trend to 
search for African solutions to African problems. Topics like local tradition 
versus globalisation (processes of change, transformation, and moderniza-
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tion) and development (cultural sustainability, tourism, 'museumification') 
have now become part of the debate. 

Rapoport (1969: 14) similarly observed that the study of vernacular or indige-
nous settlement forms is firmly rooted in the idea that forms and configurations 
developed over a long time, and that change depended on culture, the availabil-
ity of resources and the level of technology, rather than simply on chronology.  

In the ‘cultural turn’ in studies of economic geography, Crang (1997: 4) distin-
guishes five alternative approaches in thinking about the relation between the 
economic and the cultural, among which is the option that ‘the cultural is seen as 
materialized in the economic (i.e. economies are seen as involving the produc-
tion, circulation and consumption of material that are cultural)’. Commenting on 
the ascendancy of the ‘cultural turn’ in broader development studies, Steyn and 
Roodt (2005) warn of the danger of branding culture as a form of local economic 
development: 

Cultural tourism as an accepted way of improving the economic situation of a 
community, but to what extent could the integrity of a community be pre-
served without turning it into an open-air museum? The resilience of tradi-
tional African settlements must not be underestimated – since the physical 
configuration has the inherent capability to respond to, and accommodate a 
wide range of environmental and cultural contexts (Steyn and Roodt, 2005: 
208).  

Several papers at the conference the notion of ‘tradition as myth-making’ thus 
drew attention to the utilization of tradition as a sanitized language for bolstering 
land and property markets in the emerging global architecture of neo-liberalism. 
In the case of Israel, Yizhar and Kallus (2012) explore the coexisting myths in 
neoliberal space-production, where they contend that these myths generate 
particular practices that constitute traditions of spatial practice and professional 
knowledge in which neo-liberal governance involves multiple actors representing 
different ideologies, ambitions and desires. Using varying forms of practices, the 
authors suggest a new course of analysis that reveals the existence of myths that 
organize space under neoliberal conditions. In interpreting Abu-Dhabi’s post-
modern urbanism, Chakravarty (2012) explores how the myth of modernity has 
been inscribed into sites and communities in various misguided attempts to 
escape traditional practices and ways of life. 

In the case of the south-eastern Nigerian city of Calabar, Godlewski (2012) talks 
of “enterprising masquerades” to underscore the contentious and inventive 
processes of constructing myths of indigeneity in Calabar’s long history of trade 
– transitioning from slave to “legitimate” palm oil trade in the early nineteenth 
century and the advent of missionary and British imperial development since 
1846. He documents an interesting case of successive transformations of the 
former principal spatial configuration of decentralized states of the traditional 
walled compound, which was transformed into an ufok (house) system (no 
longer based on lineage); to larger compounds fragmented through alliances 
found in a number of smaller competing compounds. He then describes how 
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colonial development instituted anti-urban policy of establishing scattered, 
expedient and segregated enclaves for British officials and traders separate from 
the native quarters. He concludes that the legacies of both traditional and coloni-
al methods of enclosure are clearly visible in the contemporary postcolonial 
urban geography of Calabar. Finally noting the current upsurges in entrepreneur-
ial Pentecostalism and neoliberal developments that have further splintered the 
territorialization of the city’s urban morphology into fractured and contesting 
sovereignties, political and economic autonomy, privacy, safety, and personal 
salvation; and how these have informed historic and contemporary strategies for 
organizing urban space. Mabogunje’s (1968: 226) thesis of ‘growth by fission’ as 
observed in the disintegration of traditional (residential) compound structure of 
Ibadan is another example of this socio-spatial transformation. 

In Botswana’s emerging urban settlement structure, there exists a tension in the 
coexistence of two traditions in the discourse on traditional settlements and its 
influence on the development trajectories and transformation of space-
economies where they occur. While the modernization agenda may be seen as a 
transformation of the physicality of these settlements to increase spatial func-
tional efficiencies, there is a parallel ‘preservation-cum-conservation’ agenda that 
sees the potential for cultural tourism and the generation and support for sus-
tainable livelihoods. Tapela (1981) observed in Francistown of the late 1970s the 
coexistence of:  

...two distinct notions of settlement patterns and lifestyles associated with Ta-
ti-town and other traditional housing and squatter settlements on the one 
hand and the “town” or “urban” areas consisting of the central (European) 
residential areas and parts of the Government Camp’s residential areas. As a 
result of this contrast in lifestyles in these two areas, locally, the former is of-
ten referred to as ‘komotseng’ (village) and the latter as ‘kotoropong’ – the 
‘town’ or ‘urban’ area (Tapela, 1981: 13). 

Adopted urban planning practices often find difficulty in reconciling the physical 
conditions of place and the socio-economic needs and cultural milieu that can 
support sustainable livelihoods and flourishing communities (Frank, 2006). 

The backdrop of historical explanations used to describe the processes of 
nucleation and dispersal of traditional settlements in Botswana (Silitshena, 1993; 
Morton, 2004), suggest a need for reflection on the usefulness of the ‘tradition to 
modern’ transformation of settlements and built forms and in assessing the 
current development and planning implications in devising interventions for a 
sustainable and integrated spatial development and resource utilization (Gwebu, 
2004; 2005). Within the changing political economy and ecology of resource 
utilization, spatial patterns of investment and livelihood strategies across the 
national space economy, the article explores the planning implications of, and 
responses to co-existing spatial forms in current practices. The article thus 
attempts to show how these tensions play out in urban development planning 
policy and praxis. 
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RE-POSING THE SPACE- SOCIETY-TIME INTERFACE IN THE BUILT-
ENVIRONMENT: A CONCEPTUAL FRAME 

Paradigms are social constructs that frame intellectual discourses and develop-
ment thinking and are therefore replete with political and ideological undertones. 
The quest for ‘modernity as development’ may thus be dressed in sanitized 
language in the transition from colonialism to the post-colony, and the ascend-
ency of neo-liberalism as a more aggressive, market-friendly form of capitalism 
(globalization). The discourse on spatial and social transformation, as viewed 
from both the ‘vertical’ lens of geography and ‘horizontal’ flow of history provides 
one context for viewing the existence of tensions in succession of paradigms 
(Soja, 1989: 11). The ‘tradition-modern’ and ‘sustainability-integration’ binaries in 
the approaches or paradigms may just be one sanitized version of presenting the 
same trajectory of similar-path development models that separate spatial and 
social processes in shaping urban development and urbanization.  

In arguing for a more relational conception of the production of space, Hart 
(2013: 13) has used Lefebvre’s conception of space: 

‘not as a passive backdrop or empty container, but (of space) as actively pro-
duced through power-laden practices that are simultaneously material and 
meaningful. Closely related are ideas of place (however large or small) not as 
a bounded unit, but as nodal points of interconnection in socially produced 
space, the boundaries of which always need to be critically interrogated (em-
phasis mine). 

An opportunity thus arises from Lefebvre’s triad of production of space 
(Lefebvre, 1991; Schmid, 2008) as a useful lens to pose alternative understand-
ings of the nature of space and meanings of spatial interventions. According to 
Lefebvre (cited in Porter, 2010), the three modes of production of space are: 

• Spatial practice or ‘perceived’ space which refers to the physicality of space – 
natural and built-environment; 

• Representation of space or ‘conceived’ space; which refers to ‘planning 
space’, as seen by professionals; and 

• Representational space or ‘lived’ space which refers to everyday experienced 
social space and places made. 

As Hart (2013) above suggests, space is a neither politically or socially benign 
nor is place only physically defined or bounded. Just as the culture of a society 
or community is wrapped in the local language, it can be argued that space 
represents a raw canvass where the processes of place-specific production, 
reproduction as well as articulation of modes of production are inscribed. Thus, 
the resilience of traditional and indigenous built-forms and patterns in African 
cities may represent incomplete articulation of an increasingly dominant capitalist 
mode of production and social formations it creates; while significant segments 
of people still sustain their livelihoods in pre-capitalist and hybrid social for-
mations.  
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In this perspective, it is important to historicize urbanization and the social 
practices of planning in Botswana in order to foreground both the object of 
development policy (habitable and thriving urban spaces) and the social out-
comes (supporting sustainable community livelihoods), and then attempt to wrap 
conceived spaces in some developmental alignment with lived spaces. Urbani-
zation and ‘traditional settlements’ do not become a contradiction or problem but 
an opportunity for contextualization of current development dynamics under 
processes of rapid urbanization and globalization. A key concern therefore, 
according to Porter (2010: 15), should be ‘the extent to which conceived space 
has come to penetrate and dominate the way we live today and in doing so 
reduce space as an analytical category to be explained rather than a lived 
phenomenon’. A departure from the positivist conception of social and space 
relations as benign (the ‘spatial separatist theme’ in geography) is therefore 
needed in normative practices of planning and perhaps to re-problematize the 
spatial organization focus towards a place-making (integration-sustainability) 
mandate for planning. 

The substance of urban planning as a built-environment discipline revolves 
around facilitating the negotiation of equitable allocation and efficient usage of 
space among competing societal interests (Tapela, 2010) in the social and 
spatial restructuring of the city. The theoretical lenses used to construct and 
legitimize this practice largely influence the ‘location’ of these disciplines in the 
broader construction and interpretation of the development paradigm as well as 
of the professional instruments used to that intervene in the implement the 
space-society interface. The relative fixation on the physicality of the space 
component in place-making (Rambanapasi, 1994) has tended to make built 
environment professions to view space as instrumentalist in social engineering 
practices that elevate their interventions to sanitizing places through market 
rationalities that tend to clean out or marginalize the rights of vulnerable commu-
nities and households to legitimate claims for sustainable livelihoods in the city. 
In these practices, planning and its sister built-environment professions become 
complicit in the historic colonial cultures and social practices of creating the view 
of the ‘traditional’ and indigenous as anti-developmental.  

In the literature on indigenous knowledge systems, there are also contested 
political claims and economic cleavages and tensions around what is indigenous 
and/or traditional, where the adoption of indigeneity as a significant resource in 
local political arenas may be the consequence or source of new forms of exclu-
sion for those who cannot claim the status of indigenous people (Lanzano, 
2013). Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) have noted that the concept of tradition 
(and locality) is also not politically (or ideologically) benign either, noting the 
historicity and social constructed-ness of tradition, as it should be interpreted as 
a direct production of large-scale relations and global forces. Thus Ranger 
(1983) suggests that: 

African scholars as well as many European Africanists have found it difficult 
to free themselves from the false models of colonial codified African ‘tradi-
tion’... The ‘invented traditions’ imported from Europe not only provided 
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whites with models of command but also offered many Africans models of 
‘modern’ behaviour. The invented traditions of African societies – whether in-
vented by Europeans or Africans themselves in response – distorted the past 
but became in themselves realities through which a good deal of the colonial 
power was expressed (Ranger, 1983: 212). 

In African urban development policy and planning praxis, these myths of invent-
ed modernities as often seen in the physicality of townscapes, or what James 
Ferguson (1999) alternatively refers to as ‘expectations of modernity’, have 
permeated discourses on the tradition/indigenous and modern/sustainable views 
of development.  

With this backdrop of unfolding dynamic changes of settlement forms and pat-
terns, the pertinent research questions built-environment professionals may 
need to ask include: 

• Are ‘traditional’ built-forms and patterns of settlements a developmental 
problem?  

• How do ‘traditional’ built-forms and patterns of settlements support or detract 
from promoting sustainable livelihoods and urban performance?  

• What motivations and processes drive the need for transformation and how 
do these forms and patterns respond to formal and informal land and property 
markets?  

• To what extent are/should ‘traditional’ built-forms and patterns of settlements 
transformed, transforming, and what type/forms of planning/development in-
terventions are necessary to realize the kind of desired development path?  

These questions and their intersections provide an interesting and perhaps more 
value-adding research agenda for built-environment professions’ contributions to 
the discourse inclusive urban development. For the purposes of this paper, we 
focus on the first two questions as a kind of a preliminary research grounding 
exercise to initiate an exploration of the development planning implications 
premised by the latter two questions. 

EVOLUTION AND TRANSFORMATION OF BOTSWANA’S SETTLEMENT 
STRUCTURE, PATTERNS AND FORMS 

Botswana has a long and researched history of nucleated settlements character-
istic of Setswana speaking peoples who arrived in the region in a series of 
migrations between the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and pushed 
earlier inhabitants of Khoi-San origins westwards to the more arid areas 
(Silitshena, 1990; Moyo, O'Keefe and Sill, 1993). The development of these 
agro-towns and villages has been explained by the general harsh physical 
environment which favours concentration of settlements and exploitation of a 
wider (resource) area, limited water points, defence needs and culture (Silitshe-
na, 1979). These agro-villes provided the pivot of socio-political, economic and 
spatial organisation of these societies (Silitshena, 1982a).  
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The historical trajectory of settlement formation or urbanization in Botswana can 
be broadly categorized into three periods: the pre-colonial era, the period of 
establishment of colonial towns and the post-independence period of ‘new 
towns’ development (Letsholo, 1982). The first comprises the succession of 
ancient kingdoms and the subsequent rise of Tswana town-state formations and 
their consolidation (Gulbrandsen, 2007). The second era arises from the impact 
of colonialism, its industrialization drive and the influences of missionaries; while 
the last phase (post 1960s) is associated with the formation of new settlements 
and active policy activism for settlement consolidation and nucleation in the post-
independence era (Silitshena, 1979; 1982a). Astride this linear trajectory are 
series of adaptations and transitions across these social formations and articula-
tions between modes of production, and their impact on the emerging spatial 
economy. 

Through indirect rule, colonial control downgraded the Tswana agro-towns from 
being state capitals into district (reserves) headquarters of paramount chiefs who 
became servants of a Resident District Commissioner based in far-away Mafi-
keng – the former capital respectively of British Bechuanaland, Bechuanaland 
Protectorate, and later independent Botswana. Colonial political economy also 
brought with it a new settlement structure aimed at linking British imperial inter-
ests in the subregion as well as dreams of extending the empire to the southern 
shores of the Mediterranean – Cecil John Rhodes' famous ‘Cape to Cairo dream’ 
connection by railway line. The immediate aim was to link, by rail, the newly 
conquered territories to the north of the Limpopo and the anticipated mineral 
wealth there. The alignment of the railway route was not only determined by 
physiographic and ecological factors but, more importantly, by the prevailing 
geopolitics of colonial scrambles for physical resource frontier control to facilitate 
extraction of critical resources for the nascent industrialization of the metropoles 
in Europe. In the process of physical linkage by rail, some of these Tswana 
paramountcy headquarters were incorporated into the emerging imperial colonial 
political economy and spatial structure and hierarchies of resource extraction.  

In Botswana, settlements are currently defined as urban if they have a minimum 
population threshold of 5 000 residents and at least 75 percent of the economi-
cally active population engaged in non-agricultural activities in terms of the 
Department of Town and Regional Planning’s (DTRP, 1998) National Settlement 
Policy (NSP). According to Gwebu (2005), the NSP: 

...aims to create a hierarchy of centers that facilitate[s] an adequate and equi-
table provision of infrastructure and services to all settlements in a cost-
effective manner. The central place principle, which underlies Botswana’s 
National Settlement Policy, is fundamental for achieving this ideal. The logic 
is to concentrate scarce financial and human resources, in settlements with a 
very high potential for development as well as in settlements that support ag-
ricultural production and agro-based industries (p.13). 

Gwebu (2004: 7) notes that the NSP, the National Population Policy and the 
concept of ‘development regions’ provide a useful framework for describing and 
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THE ‘TRADITION VS MODERNITY’ PARADIGM / DISCOURSE 

The discourse of modernity according to Powers (2002) has its origins in the 
Enlightenment, which had forged the intellectual conditions in which the applica-
tion of reason to practical issues could flourish through such ‘modern’ institutions 
as the academy, the learned journal and the conference; and whereby a ‘mod-
ern’ audience was constituted for the dissemination of social and political ideas 
alongside a class of intellectuals that could live from writing about them (p. 67). 
He thus notes: 

In making the nineteenth century European ‘modernity’, Europeans had a 
sense of difference from other worlds which shaped the ways in which they 
were viewed as distant, uncivilized and immature stages of progress of hu-
manity. The establishment of the modern mode of scientific inquiry, of mod-
ern institutions and the modern development of societies in the nineteenth 
century Europe thus partly incorporated a contrast with the ‘savage’ and ‘un-
civilized’ spaces of the non-West world (Power, 2002: 67). 

Modernity thus represented a transplantation of western values through coloni-
zation during the second long wave of ‘globalization’ driven by European indus-
trial revolution. This superseded as well as overlapping the first wave of 
mercantilism that span the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries. The more engaged 
processes of colonial domination involved various forms and intensities of articu-
lation with existing political economies and cultural ecologies of African society 
and polities in social cooption, transformation and ‘re-invention’ of traditions in 
colonial Africa (Ranger, 1983).  

In his book, ‘The development process: A spatial perspective’, Mabogunje (1980) 
distinguishes four intersecting perspectives of the concept of development: as 
economic growth, as modernization, as distributive justice, and as socio-
economic transformation. These perspectives of development are not necessari-
ly in historical chronology, but are underpinned by alternative philosophical, 
theoretical-ideological orientations. In the South, the concept and process of 
development is often overshadowed by the comparative ‘global’ core-periphery 
relations that subsume development as essentially a process to overcome the 
condition of ‘underdevelopment’ created and sustained by imperial and colonial 
domination. From this vantage point, he then explores the implications of this 
transformation on geographic space (rural and urban, regional and national) and 
the kind of development strategies necessary to ensure efficiencies in spatial 
(re)organization with an ability to transform spatial structures in a manner con-
sistent with particular articulating modes of production and attendant social 
institutions, organization and technology. By spatial structure, he meant the 
ordered relations which exist between individual spatial forms as physical mani-
festations of social relations of production (Mabogunje, 1980: 36-54). Salient in 
this analysis is the distinction and interrelatedness between process and form in 
the understanding of spatial and social transformations and therefore the possi-
bilities of how transformations can inform development planning and manage-
ment interventions. 
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Traditional or indigenous settlements and forms have become a focus for this 
spatial transformation in attempts to align them with the new production, distribu-
tion and consumption systems and social relations that they foster and are 
enmeshed; and also as a strategic lever and focus for socio-spatial reorganiza-
tion or ‘modernization’. Alsayyad (1995) ponders the ‘natural’ coexistence and 
articulation of traditional-modern nexus of settlement forms thus:  

If such hybridity [of settlement and built-forms] is seen as an inherent constit-
uent of national identity, ensuing settlement form can never be more than the 
reflection of a transitional stage in the life of that society. Indeed, globalization 
has made issues of identify and representation in dwelling and settlement 
form very cumbersome. It has challenged the very possibility of any physical 
form to represent the identity of a people, a nation, or a culture… Only time 
will tell whether these forms will be marginalized or become part of the never-
ending cycle of innovation and transmission we call "tradition” (p.15).  

He further notes the parallels in these tradition-modernity transitions in the West 
or delayed implantations of failed western modernities in what some saw as the 
death of modernism and birth of post-modernism in the West; the destruction of 
Pruitt-Igoe, the prize-winning public housing project city of St. Louis, Missouri 
being reincarnated in the south:  

Thus, at the same time that Pruitt-Igoe was being torn down in St. Louis, 
many projects were just being completed on the outskirts of cities such as 
Riyadh, Tehran and Casablanca. For whom were these projects constructed? 
The answer may be: for people clinging to certain building traditions while 
their government yearned to join the so-called "modern" world (Alsayyad, 
1995: 18). 

Several researchers have analyzed the rapid transformation of Botswana’s 
settlements, society and economy since independence and the implications of 
the emerging space economy (Silitshena, 1979; 1982; 1990) with particular 
focus on transformation of traditional settlement patterns and forms (Larsson and 
Larsson, 1984). This transformation was often seen in the ‘modernizing tradition’ 
mould, with ‘modern’ forms seen as equal to, or a symbol of ‘development’. In 
developing a ‘theoretical approach and methodology’ in her study of ‘Moderniza-
tion of Traditional Tswana Housing: A Decade of Transformation’, Larson (1996) 
invokes the three concepts of modern, traditional and modernization; and asserts 
that: 

Since independence, as one aspect of development, the Botswana Govern-
ment has supported housing modernization through various programmes. So 
far only urban areas have been included… Nonetheless, a common sight in 
rural areas today is traditional dwellings being transformed into various types 
of modern ones (p. 9)… I use the terms traditional (rather than vernacular, 
primitive or indigenous) and modern (rather than civilized, Western or high 
style) in relation to housing, since they are commonly used in Botswana. On 
the basis of the above meaning of tradition and modern housing, I let mod-
ernization simply denote the process whereby traditional housing is being re-
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placed by modern housing. The concept of modernization as used here has 
no value attributed to it (p.17 – emphasis mine).  

This ‘transformation’ conceived as modernization or development has preoccu-
pied academics, policy makers and development practitioners as a desired end 
product purportedly to signify improvement of quality of people’s lives or simply 
as a condition of enlightenment or modernity. In his book entitled ‘Intra-Rural 
Migration and Settlement Changes in Botswana’, Silitshena (1983) acknowledg-
es the keen interest shown by policy makers and planners at both district and 
national levels on the implications of these transformations on future settlement 
planning. He also makes a significant observation regarding the baseline struc-
ture and evolution of Botswana’s settlement system; that: 

A unique feature of Botswana, which distinguishes it from most African coun-
tries south of the Sahara, is the existence in large parts of the country of 
large nucleated villages. These villages varying in population from 1 000 to 
over 15 000 people, are sometimes referred to as agro-towns to emphasize 
their main characteristics – (a) they are not ordinary villages; and (b) they are 
towns of farmers. An indigenous urbanization on this scale is found only 
among the Yoruba in Nigeria. Although similar, to some extent, in form, the 
Tswana villages are in many respects dissimilar from Yoruba towns (Silitshe-
na, 1993: 160). 

In several overlapping studies, Silitshena (1979, 1982a, 1982b, 1990) identified 
and documented several postcolonial changes to settlement patterns. First, he 
noted the breakdown of the three anchors of spatial organization of settlement 
structure (central village, cattle post and lands) and seasonal migrations this 
engenders, within a broader context of the escalating patterns and rates of rural 
urban migration (Silitshena, 1982a). Second were the institutional changes 
associated with reduction of powers of chiefs and introduction of elected Land 
Boards, and district councils and a streamlined, tribal authority. Lastly, he identi-
fies the conflicting policy rationalities and intents between the need to improve 
agriculture and provide social services in relation to matters of settlement pat-
terns – the so-called nucleation versus dispersal debate (Silitshena, 1979, 
1982b). 

The emerging institutional architecture and repertoire for local governance and 
development arose from the 1979 Presidential Local Government Structure 
Commission Report that investigated the relationship between the four main 
institutions at district level – the District Administration, the District Council, the 
Land Board and the Tribal Administration, which recommended that each institu-
tion should retain its separate identity, with its powers balanced by those of the 
others (Reilly, 1983). While the balance between the four institutions has been 
tilted in favour of the District Administration, other assessments indicated that 
District Councils have displayed an improved capacity for plan implementation, 
but need more skilled technical personnel and a better quality of elected council-
lors, and that the Land Boards are no longer subordinate to the District Councils 
in administrative matters (Tordoff, 1988). 
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Given the history and high proportion of urbanization (in that over half of Bot-
swana’s population currently lives in urban settlements, unlike in most sub-
Saharan African countries), the notion of urbanization of traditional settlements 
raises several pertinent questions regarding development priorities and ap-
proaches in terms of both performance of these settlements, their resource 
bases and their ability to generate and support sustainable livelihoods for grow-
ing migrants.  

THE ‘INTEGRATION-SUSTAINABILITY’ DISCOURSE 

Following the extensive review of literature and applications of the sustainability 
concept elsewhere, Gwebu (2004) commented on the possibility for attaining 
urban sustainability outcomes in Botswana, that: 

Decentralization and participation within the EPM framework tend to bring 
decision-making closer to communities. Consequently, urban residents adopt 
flexible levels of environmental infrastructure standards, promote local own-
ership and empowerment through the planning, selection of technology, im-
plementation, operation and maintenance of projects. The last point is 
important for built-up environments in Botswana. An inflexible application of 
existing urban standards and development control codes could cause more 
harm than good in terms of destroying valuable housing stock and by disrupt-
ing existing social networks. Moreover, it is unlikely to be affordable for most 
households (Gwebu, 2004: 5). 

Sustainability as an outcome or end state is not a very useful concept in devel-
opment planning and facilitation given that the absence of sustainability out-
comes is what current development practices lack. Planning for sustainability 
brings together discourses on social and temporal justice, the economy, envi-
ronment and good governance; and an alternative rationality for planning. For 
development planning purposes, it is more useful to ground sustainability as an 
ethical value proposition, often contested in the plurality of interests over access 
to resources. Sachs (1999: 25) suggests that we reflect on social sustainability 
from a perspective of development studies understood as a ‘field’ (or a ‘problem-
atique’) cutting across several traditionally defined social sciences and prefigur-
ing perhaps a unified ‘eco-social-political economy’. 

Integration (in contradistinction to sustainability) is more a process than an 
outcome issue, and ‘at its most progressive, this idea [of integration] is con-
cerned with strengthening the bonds of community but in practice it has to do 
mainly with the managerial and technical task of providing more coordinated 
action by government’ (Harrison, Todes and Watson, 2008: 114). The concept of 
integration resonates with traditional planning concerns with comprehensive-
ness, holism and coordination, but also deals with developing sensibilities and 
ability to link spatial interventions to the economy (sectoral integration), govern-
ance (co- and cooperative governance) and institutions (institutional thickness) 
and socio-political mobilization to the broader mandate for environmental  
integrity.  
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Allen (2002: 16) re-articulated the primary arguments of sustainable urban 
development by emphasizing the political underpinnings or quality of governance 
systems and frameworks that guide and link the relationship and actions of 
different actors and actions among the four dimensions (social, economic, 
ecological and physical). She draws attention to the importance of strong political 
support for processes in formulating policies and programmes that advance 
sustainable development and signifies a re-balancing of power where democra-
cy, participation and discourse concerns the poor and marginalized in decision-
making. This approach to urban sustainability calls for reworking to open spaces 
for a more politically informed approach to urban development, in general, and 
for integration in particular. In addition to the notion of integration spawned by 
the belief that sustainable urban development is only possible if economic, social 
and environmental agendas are aligned and mutually reinforcing, Allen’s model 
enables a dynamic reformulation of these mainstream discourses towards more 
transformative ends (Tapela and Tonkin, 2012).  

Over the years, international discourses have consolidated an urban agenda 
towards socially just settlements and cities. While several strands of arguments 
around rights-based approaches to development, the ‘right to the city’ move-
ment, multi-cultural and inclusive cities; there is a growing consensus that points 
to strong linkages between urban sustainability and social justice and equity. 
Policy discourses during Botswana’s democratisation, as articulated in succes-
sive National Development Plans (NDPs), suggest possibilities for supporting 
responsive planning and development policy frameworks and practices. As 
indeed Molebatsi (2012: 22) observes: 

A cursory look at the themes of successive National Development Plans 
(NDPs) is a subtle shift in development paradigm from a concern for modern-
ization to increasingly one of sustainability and diversification. That this shift 
approximates with the UN’s Rio and Johannesburg Earth summits on Sus-
tainable Development where the sustainable development discourse was 
formerly articulated in international development discourse is perhaps no co-
incidence as Botswana’s development policy has not only been international-
ly aligned but perhaps crafted. 

It is therefore pertinent that David Smith (2003: 38) sounded a caution to built-
environment practitioners to the need for moving beyond physical manifestations 
of what are essentially socio-economic and political processes and foregrounded 
the necessity for using alternative lenses and sensibilities thus:  

...(t)he socio-economic limits of differentiation are to be found when material 
inequality among groups reaches unsustainable levels, in the sense of 
threatening moral order and social reproduction. The cultural limits of differ-
entiation are likely to be when the values of mutual recognition and tolerance 
yield to active group chauvinism. Without some limits to spatial and social 
fragmentation, and some moral values against which actual practice of dis-
parate groups can be called to account, we are left with the relativist (or 
postmodern) nightmare of anything goes. It is in trying to find these limits, ur-
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ban studies and city planning are well advised to consort with ethics. Any 
form of successful transformation or development, as intentional change for 
good requires understanding of what that good may be (Smith, 2003: 38). 

The integration-sustainability ‘turn’ in development planning should thus be seen 
to provide alternative strategic responses and lenses by development profes-
sionals, particularly built-environment practitioners to inform and reframe their 
practices to confront the growing unsustainable fragmentation of urban devel-
opment and society on the one hand; and the conflicting legal frameworks, policy 
intents and strategy outcomes. The tradition-modernity discourse is one such 
enduring pitfall in both development thinking and practice. 

PRACTITIONERS’ REFLECTIONS ON TRADITIONAL URBAN FORMS, PERI-
URBANITY AND PLANNING RESPONSES 

This section presents a brief review of three masters planning students’ disserta-
tions as evidential backdrops to reflections on current practices and possibilities 
in planning for peri-urban areas in cities and large villages. In these studies 
submitted for the masters of City and Regional Planning at the University of 
Cape Town in 2009, three young planning professionals interrogated the issue of 
traditional settlements from different angles: the need for densification of tradi-
tional settlement forms; and failure of current planning instruments to support 
adequate densification and efficient infrastructure utilization on the one hand; 
and support for livelihoods on the rural-urban interface, on the other. All three 
authors were middle-level planning professionals working in the public sector in 
Botswana and their dissertations provide a tiny window through which practising 
planner grapple intellectually and professionally to align theory, policy and praxis 
in trying to forge a nexus in the tradition-modernity chasm in development think-
ing and planning practice. 

1.1 A case for promoting ‘smart growth’ in large villages in Botswana 

In her study of urban sprawl development in Mahalapye and Palapye, Ram-
pape (2009), a practicing professional planner in Botswana, argues for pro-
moting smart growth by creating a ‘framework for densification of urban areas 
in Botswana’. This is premised on her observation that urbanization of major 
villages in Botswana has resulted in significant forms of low densities in both 
traditional settlement growth patterns and urban management as well as the 
nature of current (modern) planning interventions and practices. She “strongly 
feel(s) that the planning and development of urban areas, more especially the 
major villages unnecessarily lead to urban sprawl” (p. 4).  

From the point of view of efficient physical land and infrastructure resource 
utilization, she cites the historical legacy of allocation of large plots by both 
chiefs and land boards for traditional settlement management and the gener-
ous plot and development standards prescribed progressively by the Urban 
Development Standards (1992), the Development Control Code (1996) and 
the National Planning Policy (2008).  
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Densification as a central focus for smart growth initiatives focuses on increased 
efficiencies in resource utilization, physical infrastructure and social service 
provisions, and the resultant crowding-in (agglomeration) of activities, movement 
and innovation linkages; making for better functioning settlement economies. It is 
equally important however to weave this understanding of density and smart-
growth motivations within a thicker tapestry of the socio-economic and cultural 
(livelihood generation and support milieus) that circumscribes social production 
in the city (Tapela and Tonkin, 2012). This textured understanding in the initia-
tion of smart growth initiatives ensures inclusive approaches to planning and 
development. 

At a national strategic scale, Mahalapye, Palapye (and Serowe) represent three 
centrally located large settlements on the main national development corridor, 
yet sufficiently away from the dominant southern and northern settlement cores 
(the cities of Gaborone and Francistown respectively) to provide a third core for 
focused planning. It also lies at an important national spatial intersection of an 
incipient east-west mining-led development corridor linking Orapa-Lethakane 
diamond-fields in the west; and the coalfields running from Moropule to the 
South African’s Waterberg coalfields (Medupe complex and power station) 
through the busy Martins Drift border-post that is now favoured in the Gauteng-
Zambia-DRC-central and northern Namibia trade-route. This presents an excit-
ing counter-balancing of the dominant north-south development corridor and 
settlement nodes with a potential mining-driven spatial development initiative 
which is worth serious consideration in firming a spatial framework for future 
development and investment. It may therefore be useful to develop a strategic 
settlement plan that looks at these three urban settlements as one spatial con-
stellation in the Eastern Planning Region. 

The institutional difficulty in these settlements is the complexity of rights and 
custodianship over land ownership, tenure, services and administration that 
straddles three authorities – the Council, Traditional Authority and Land Board – 
that should ‘cooperate’ in development and where roles often clash over concep-
tion of development challenges, priorities and land use planning. Indigeneity 
becomes a significant resource in local political arenas that may be the conse-
quence or source of new forms of exclusion for those who cannot claim the 
status of indigenous people. These conflicts become heightened by significant 
value increments on land and property arising from accessibility, infrastructure 
and services provision and increasing role of speculative national and interna-
tional property capital. 
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6.2 A Case for the relevance of planning regulatory system in a peri-urban 
village  

Sechele’s study (2009), coming from a livelihood practices and a perspective 
of ‘modern’ planning prescriptions assesses the relevance of urban planning 
regulations in peri-urban areas in a case study of Tlokweng village, now a 
suburb of Gaborone. His study is premised on the relevance of using a com-
mon set of ‘national’ urban planning standards and tools in ‘rural’ community 
contexts, and suggests a diametrically opposite view: 

Through my experience as a physical planner in Botswana I have realized that 
these planning tools [Urban Development Standards (1992), the Development 
Control Code (1996 and the National Planning Policy of 2004, etc.] are framed for 
an ‘urban’ context and are to be fully applied/enforced to the rural context and in 
addition there are conflicts and tensions from communities in response to their 
use” (ibid: p. 1).  

Sechele documents the nature of conflicts around land use planning and 
management in Tlokweng, a large village settlement incorporated into the 
Greater Gaborone Planning area, and faced with intense development pres-
sures and speculation. The conflicts arise from tensions over overlapping 
jurisdictions between the South East District Council and the Tlokweng Land 
Board on the one hand; and the context of conflicting ‘rules’ for land use 
management that rest at different levels and institutions operating within the 
designated Greater Gaborone Planning area. These include the Gaborone 
City Council and the Town and Country Planning Board as well as actors and 
political interests at parliamentary and cabinet levels in the capital city.  

She cites examples of such conflicts that arose over the land use planning 
framework. First was the contested allocation of 10 hectares of land by the 
Land Board to the Botswana Housing Corporation for building medium-density 
housing for rental, and sale and changing two freehold farms owned by the 
tribe into tribal land without ‘consultation’ (ibid: 53 & 187). The second was 
what she terms a ‘comprehensive and technocratic approach’ to making of the 
Tlokweng Development Plan that was dominated by a public-sector consulta-
tion approach and process that had resulted in a proposal for a cemetery 
being rejected on cultural grounds (ibid: 62). 

Sechele’s view and analysis echoes research that consistently emphasizes the 
importance of spatially-straddled bases and often stretched livelihoods across 
urban and rural space (Newaya and Tapela, 2010); and the need for nuanced 
sensibilities in development planning practice to the reality of livelihood strate-
gies across the simplistic rural and urban dichotomies. Kruger (1998: 120) 
captures this rapture in long term migrants in Gaborone as follows: 

A lot of migrants still look upon the city only as their second home, their true 
home being the village where they were born. A survey conducted by the au-
thor in 1992-93 and research carried out by Feddema (1990) and others 
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show that this attitude towards the city persists for a very long time after arri-
val in town and over great distances: most members of urban households 
who had come to Gaborone or Francistown more than 15 years ago still re-
ferred to their village of origin as their first and true home, even if it lay hun-
dreds of kilometres away. Many indicated that they had always planned, and 
would still like, to move back as soon as possible although they had in fact 
already been in the city for decades. When these strong mental links to the 
countryside persist for so many years, then parts of a traditional, rural value 
system must have been brought to the city and kept there despite the pres-
ence of “modern”, urban lifestyles. 

More telling is that the adaptation to urban life is often mediated through bringing 
rural built-forms and spatial organization to the city, as van Binsbergen (1999: 
183) observed in the case of a new rural woman migrant (Mary) into Francis-
town: 

Through manufactured objects, and the practices involving them, Mary strictly 
and consistently divides her living space into three bounded domains: the 
kitchen, furthest from the door, and marked by the gas stove; the bathroom, 
nearest to the door, and marked by the basin; the bedroom, consisting entire-
ly of the bed, along the room's long north-west wall which was not occupied 
by the kitchen and bathroom functions. Using the manufactured items of con-
sumption as markers of function and of meaning, she imposes upon her room 
the structure of the TaLawrence’s [her father] homestead...: The one missing 
function that of the granary, marks the urban room as a place not of produc-
tion but only of consumption. This sense of urban and consumptive innova-
tion, rather than rural nostalgia, was manifested most evidently in the 
crowning pièce of Mary's budgetary reallocation: the purchase… of a mod-
ern, costly (P350) wardrobe on the instalment plan. 

Sechele’s study explores the interplay between conflicting rationalities for plan-
ning, conflicting laws and clashing administrative and jurisdictional ‘turfs’ and 
misalignment of planning and plan intentions to the reality of lived space, liveli-
hoods and belief systems and milieu. He concludes by proposing a planning 
intervention framework for peri-urban development grounded around a value 
framework consisting of environmental sustainability, responsiveness, good 
governance and a sense of place to guide a new urban planning system. This 
confirms Gwebu’s (2004: 5) caution, earlier cited, on the impossibility for attain-
ing urban sustainability outcomes in respect of inflexible application of existing 
urban standards and development control codes resulting in could cause more 
destroying valuable housing stock and by disrupting existing social networks. 
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6.3: Development management challenges in freehold farms in the peri-urban 
interface 

Lastly, Tiro’s study (2009) of planning for the peri-urban interface around the 
City of Francistown where two types of transitional peri-urban interface within 
the Greater Francistown Planning Area: three villages and several freehold 
farms – all within the administrative jurisdiction of the NEDC (Tapela, 1995). 
While Tiro identifies the weakness of theorizing the rural-urban interface that 
results in weak policy and planning interventions, he also foregrounds the 
social and environmental consequences of its neglect. Focusing more on the 
problems of freehold farms and the policy vacuum and political-administrative 
disinterest that they attract, Tiro suggests that, among others, planning and:  

…land use polices need to be aligned towards enhancement of liveli-
hoods; promotion of sustainable use of scarce resources… and that 
‘conventional urban planning barriers to activities supporting self-reliance 
in urban and peri-urban forestry and agriculture must be removed… 
such as urban agriculture which traditional urban planning approaches 
perceive as undesirable to the city (ibid: 7). 

The Tati Region wherein the present greater Francistown Planning Area is 
located has a long and complicated history associated with the discovery of 
Gold in the 1860s. Created as a company town within the Tati Concession 
similar to what was to happen with the settling of the Witwatersrand in South 
Africa and Rhodesian (Zimbabwe) mining towns after 1890, the land tenure 
system of Francistown has a legacy of a company town. 

The issue of freehold farms around Francistown is a historical context that has 
hamstrung the town’s development in terms of availability of land for urban 
development leading to negotiations and purchase of some land from the reluc-
tant landlord, the Tati Company in 1960s and 1970s (Kwelegano, 1995); yet a 
belt of freehold farms around the city present intricate problems of land use 
management, sub-division control and antiquated subdivisions (Tapela, 1995). 
Again the problem of overlapping jurisdictions, institutional capacity and inter-
ests, multiplicity of owners (some absentee), and political will also come into 
play. As Tapela (1995) has commented: 

It has been argued that the T&CP Act needs to be revised and strengthened 
to enable it to effectively address planning problems [created by freehold 
farms]… it is felt that the problems at hand, and the provisions of the Act as it 
stands are not being fully exploited in terms of production of sufficiently so-
phisticated Development Plans and policies reflecting the specific needs of 
each area… and development control is not applied as vigorously as it could 
particularly with regards to subdivision control and change of land use (Tape-
la, 1995: 9). 

While the dynamics of the peri-urbanity are different from the other two cases, 
owing to different tenure arrangements, the challenges for planning and man-
agement of peri-urban development are similar. They all relate to the extent to 
which, through planning, urban sprawl and sustainable livelihoods can be har-
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nessed at the one level; and the need for a new planning that integrates efficient 
physical infrastructure and social service provision to social and economic 
regeneration. This shift is important in not only development planning of the peri-
urban interface but also in responding to new urbanization processes facing 
African towns and cities. Rambanapasi (1994) captured the need for this shift in 
discussing the institutional basis of planning for urban economies in the sub-
region as: 

Cities are assumed to command sufficient autonomy in respect of resource 
mobilization and allocation of expenditure items which justifies a view of ur-
ban economies as microcosms of national economies. (L)ocal government 
administration… is assumed to play a managerial role which comprehensive-
ly links it to all the socio-economic activities in the urban economy. This ex-
panded role of local public administration literally converts the administrative 
function from passive role of providing supportive services to other independ-
ent hitherto regarded as a service activity separate socio-economic activities 
into a leading or propulsive role of directing the growth path of the urban 
economy: (ibid: 289-290).  

The changing developmental role of local government beyond merely provision 
and maintenance of physical infrastructure and social services has become an 
international challenge especially where the so-called ‘jobless growth’ in rapidly 
urbanizing African cities is leading to increasing informalization (Simone, 2010). 

SYNTHESIS OF CASES 

All three studies and reflections show a tension arising perhaps from a social 
awareness of the lived realities of livelihood strategies and dynamics in peri-
urban areas on the one hand; and the ‘potential’ of newer development tools and 
strategies that can be adapted to local situations. The tension belies the difficul-
ties of transition from re-configuring modernity imaginaries to an integration 
processes and interventions in settlement planning. This coexistence of para-
digms in settlement planning and the built-environment professions where a 
preoccupation with physical manifestations of socio-spatial process remains an 
enduring entrapment, we observed elsewhere:  

This apparent persistence of the view and practice of planning as an exercise 
in physical planning and urban design, as a rational process of decision-
making and/or as a value-free activity requiring some technical expertise and 
solutions, attests to delays, and continuity of old and new paradigms of plan-
ning coexisting (Tapela and Tonkin, 2012: 1). 

The peri-urban interface is a very differentiated and contested zone whose 
dynamics depend on several factors including land tenure arrangements, the 
size and nature of the local urban economy, and the broader regional political 
economies and ecologies of the resource milieus. The increasingly commodified 
land and property markets in this zone makes it an arena of competition and 
conflict, and where development management tools tailored for either urban or 
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rural areas are often ineffective. The added problem of three local authorities 
(council, land board and traditional) further complicates integrated action of state 
institutions, agencies and departments that detract from intergovernmental 
coordination, cooperation in planning and development management. 

The disintegration of the traditional Batswana three-homes settlement system 
located at the central village, cattle-post and seasonal settlement at cultivated 
lands area (Silitshena, 1982; Tapela, 1982) as a result of rapid urbanization 
since the 1970s is creating new dynamics of settlement and livelihood networks. 
There has also been parallel changes of permanent migration at settlement at 
the lands (Silitshena, 1982) and increasing dispossession of livestock ownership 
and a concentration of transformation of property relations (Worby, 1985). New 
and old urban migrants (low income and elites alike) maintain homes and liveli-
hoods that straddle across urban and rural areas. As Werbner (2004: 6) asserts: 

More often than not, Africans in post-colonial cities are urban villagers, strad-
dling town and country: and urban villager is a villager and a townsman, if 
sometimes more one than the other... Given such rural-urban dynamics, the 
forum as process in Africa is necessarily translocal. Even more, it is a pro-
cess that has to be studied with a depth of knowledge about home and vil-
lage origins; it calls for an intimate knowledge of the dense networks through 
which even remote villages penetrate the city and exert influence over city 
dwellers. 

Straddling as a concept is thus much more than straddling history and geogra-
phy; designing development policy, strategy and practices will need more so-
phisticated analysis and nuanced grasp of that goes beyond the state-driven 
high modernism of what Scott (1998) refers to as “seeing like a state”. 

The heritage of colonial urban planning, the political economy it sought to en-
gender, its socio-spatial transformative agenda; have remained intact; with the 
dominant logic of an urban-industrial capitalist development path that still frames 
the developmentalist visions of political and professional elites of the post-
colony. Within the neoliberal development paradigm that has been dominating 
the current development discourse, ‘new urbanism’ concepts including ideas of 
smart cities and sustainable urban development have become metaphors that 
fore-ground the salient role of markets ass the drivers and shapers of African 
urban futures. 

As a new generation of planners continue to grapple with these transitions of the 
‘global triumph of a pervasive neo-liberal forms of market capitalism and liberal 
democracy’ (Hart, 2013: 13), there is need to look at alternative theory to gener-
ate and inform policy instruments and practices that focuses more on finding 
ways in which the productive capacities of cities and regions can be directed, 
nurtured and captured for more equitable redistribution for supporting sustaina-
ble livelihoods for citizens. 
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NEGOTIATING TRADITIONAL SETTLEMENTS TRANSITIONS: 
GOVERNANCE AND LAND AND PROPERTY MARKETS 

The impacts of globalization on processes of national restructuring manifest at 
local contexts in many different ways. Nowhere are these impacts as grave as in 
the functioning of land and property markets and across land tenure systems: 
traditional and modern, formal and informal (Royston, 2008). Traditional settle-
ments and the tenure systems that support them, particularly those close to 
economic nodes, are increasingly becoming attractive to speculative capital and 
emerging classes of potential investors and property hungry citizens as land 
becomes more commodified. That markets in general, and land and property 
markets in particular, rarely ever work for (or include) the poor becomes a con-
tested social and political arena in planning for the future of traditional settle-
ments in the periphery of cities and large villages.  

The tradition-modern transition paradigm foregrounds a market-friendly neoliber-
al approach where sanitization of traditional spaces also tends to clean out the 
poor along Hernando de Soto style policy prescriptions. In the integration-
sustainability framework attempts are made to conceptualise development as 
supporting sustainable livelihoods and attempts to make markets to be more 
inclusive (Napier, 2008). In Botswana the management of ‘urbanisation of tradi-
tional settlements’ calls for the re-alignment of land administration, legal and 
institutional frameworks and conscious advocacy pro-poor normative develop-
ment planning principles and practices.  

The stated rationale for fighting urban sprawl through efficient systems of physi-
cal infrastructure and social service provision needs to be balanced against 
protecting and facilitating sustainable livelihoods, particularly for the disadvan-
taged, with a new focus of local government strengthened around facilitating 
urban economic regeneration. Initiating and planning development projects 
around building on existing communities’ social capitals and resourcefulness 
similar to the state-led Self Help Housing Agency (SHHA) programmes has 
stabilised many new entrants and vulnerable households in cities. Some of the 
social capital rests in indigenous knowledge systems, both rural and urban 
based, or the type that straddles the two spaces (Tapela, 2007; Newaya and 
Tapela, 2010). Kaya and Maleka (1996) have suggested a reworking of indige-
nous knowledges and practices (eco-development) to gird a development strate-
gy where: 

...building on the indigenous helps to correct a situation in which rural devel-
opment in Africa becomes a process of alienation for the rural masses..., 
helps to avoid the assumption that the indigenous is never conducive for de-
velopment… and also avoids emphasizing western capitalist rationality too 
far in the African socio-economic and cultural conditions. The existing devel-
opment paradigm treats the developed and developing countries as dichoto-
mies, i.e the former are good and the latter are bad. The developing 
countries, particularly those of Africa, are treated as if they have neither valid-
ity nor integrity. They can be violated by the developed countries at will. Their 
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validity depends on repudiating their present situation in order to be reconsti-
tuted into something new and better (ibid: 67).  

They further suggest that building on the indigenous helps to avoid the assump-
tion that the indigenous is never conducive for development thus de-
emphasizing western capitalist rationality in the context of African socio-
economic and cultural conditions.  

Institutional bases for development management at local level rest on three 
parallel authorities: the Council (district, town or city responsible for service 
delivery, investment promotion and local economic development); the Tribal 
Authority responsible for cultural and community liaison; and the Land Board 
with responsibilities for land allocation and administration (planning) on tribal 
land. Central government departments are responsible for coordinating and 
funding line functions that are service delivery, administrative or sectorally 
focused. While the powers and areas of competence for each are constitutionally 
defined and cooperative and coordinating vehicle/arrangements are in place, 
there is often rivalries and levels of ‘capture’ among them as well as by higher 
level state actors (national government departments, parastatals and members 
of parliament), community groups and organizations and markets. At a spatial 
level, while the roles of latter two are significant in rural district council areas, in 
peri-urban areas and large village settlements the existence of tribal land re-
sources is often highly contested for formal ‘modern’ development’ initiatives that 
are often under pressure from development and speculator forces, where tradi-
tional settlements and tenures especially in the peri-urban interface are often 
targeted. 

CONCLUSION: FROM TRADITION TO INDIGENOUS DISCOURSE? 

Compared to other national, regional and continental contexts, Botswana’s 
development vision and policies have been relatively successful in using mineral 
resources developmentally to achieve both national and local priorities of social 
and spatial integration. Several commentators allude to this generally and in 
specific sectors. Gaolathe (1981) and Solomon (2005) acknowledge the impera-
tive for economic diversification away from a mineral economy; while others 
highlight growing competencies regarding institutional development in state 
budgeting and development targeting and fiscal discipline (Samatar, 1999; 
Harvey and Lewis, 1990; Leith, 2005). Importantly though, despite having one of 
the fastest urbanization rates, Botswana has not seen the recent levels of infor-
mal settlements development as experienced elsewhere. This resulted partly 
from the state’s early engagement with site and service and self-help-housing 
schemes and tenure reform programmes to address ‘urban squatting’ develop-
mentally (Manson, 1979; Tapela, 1981); and the political recognition of, and will 
to restructure the political economy of settlement and access to urban residence 
and resources. 

It can be argued that the population base on which urbanization occurs is com-
paratively small both in the African and global contexts; yet the negotiated 
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history of the new nation, its evolving spatial and political economies and the 
fragile ecological dynamics of its population distribution is probably a greater 
development planning nightmare with regard to spatial configuring and targeting 
of development investment. The creation of spatial frameworks for investment 
therefore needs to be reinforced by recognition of people as infrastructure 
(Simone, 2008) and place as critical resources for contested futures of traditional 
settlements. The article has shown the coexistence and contestation of two 
dominant paradigms that inform development and planning policy and practices. 
The dominance of modernization theory in policy and praxis in most countries of 
the South belies an increasing enmeshing into a post-industrial global (neo-
liberal) economy (read late capitalism); and a tendency towards adopting the 
rather theoretically benign ‘post-modern’ lens or what David Smith (2003: 38) 
referred to as the ‘relativist (or postmodern) nightmare of anything goes’. 

Perhaps it is pertinent here to sound a caution on the use of language in devel-
opment policy and practice discourses. The article has also tried to unpack 
underlying implications of denoting settlement and built-forms as traditional and 
the ‘knee-jerk’ compulsion for the need to ‘modernize’ them. This is a similar 
reaction that bedevils development practitioners’ attempts to ‘formalizing’ the 
informal often in the guise for typical de Soto style uncritical policy advocacy for 
reviving ‘dead capital’ locked in traditional tenure systems without due regard to 
impact of community livelihoods. The opening of formal land and property mar-
kets that detractors of traditional settlements prescribe, and perhaps the promot-
ers of tradition as heritage resources, often use language to disguise cleaning-
ups of the physicality of traditional (and informal) settlements, built forms and 
tenure arrangements that support the marginalized. Again, this parallels the way 
that gentrification is often seen as a desirable mechanism for urban regeneration 
despite their effects of simultaneously cleaning out the urban poor from strategic 
locations. The fact that shifting poor people does not reduce overall poverty and 
may in effect widen inequality gaps within the same city is missed as develop-
ment planning interventions are often piecemeal, localized and not city-wide. 
Critically however is that tradition-modern binary still coexists with the integra-
tion-sustainability paradigm that is still buried deep in the development thinking 
of some practitioners and policy shapers of the south; both providing veiled 
smokescreens or proxies for market-friendly development prescriptions. 

Recent work (Cain, 2014; Datta, 2015; Watson, 2014; 2015) show how new 
urban visions and development, driven by an interesting mix of property devel-
opers, designers, engineering and infrastructure companies, finance and IT 
firms; are pushing forward ‘urban fantasies and utopias’ as new urban frontiers 
for Africa’s urban future through processes of ‘speculative urbanism’. This is 
often at the expense of the real problem faced by the bulk of the population in 
sub-Saharan Africa cities who are extremely poor and living in informal settle-
ments (Watson, 2015). Traditional settlements, shanty-towns, slum-lands and all 
manner of precarious shelter in African cities become conflated as the subject of 
clean-ups by speculative international property capital through gentrification in 
the name of urban regeneration or renewal initiatives (read planning) within the 



102 INDILINGA – AFRICAN JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS Vol 15 (1) 2016 

 

 

broader discourse and focus on urban form – ‘new urbanism’, ‘smart cities’, ‘eco-
cities’ and the sustainable urban development paradigm.  

There is need to unlock the ‘tradition-modernity’ impasse where the discourse on 
tradition takes a benign value-free orientation and its post-modern ‘anything 
goes’ assumptions into a more developmental discourse in both urban and rural 
policy engagement and praxis. In the discipline and profession of urban and 
regional planning, the traditional training of planners has tended to focus on the 
physicality of space premised on a value-free and a ‘technicist’ orientation or 
paradigm of the society-space interaction (Tapela, 2007; 2012) which fostered 
this uncritical, de-historicised and apolitical view of spatial planning. The dis-
course on indigenous knowledge systems seems to offer an alternative ap-
proach (Cochrane, 1982) to the conceptually and analytically limiting ‘tradition-
modernity’ binary (Seroto, 2014) as it opens up more engaged ways of exploring 
the processes of the ‘incomplete or partial articulation’ of modes of production, 
circulation and reproduction of space and the socio-cultural and political dynam-
ics of unfolding social formations across African cities and rural-scapes.  

As argued elsewhere (Tapela, 2007, 2010), for these shifts to occur in urban 
planning policy and praxis, the curriculum for training of planners, particularly in 
Africa, needs radical realignment to a contextual understandings and realities of 
African urbanization. The case of ‘traditional’ forms and patterns of settlement in 
Botswana has shown the intersecting intricacies of urban (and rural) class 
formation, emerging and aggressive forms of land and property markets and 
governance (local and national) regimes thereof; and how these are ushering in 
new forms of social and spatial transformations in an increasingly market-driven 
political economy. The discourse on tradition, as a theoretical frame, seems 
limited to inform any useful policy and practice interventions. However traditional 
settlement forms as cultural or heritage products (the cultural is seen as materi-
alized in the economic) will become important in city-branding with culture as a 
form of local economic development, despite the dangers of cultural tourism or 
'museumification' that Steyn and Roodt (2005) and Ndebele (2008) have cau-
tioned against. � �
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