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Background 

The southern African country of Botswana provides a compelling context in which to study the veracity of the literacy doctrine, a term used by Philip Coombs (1985, p. 265) to describe the broad-based belief that "learning the mechanics of reading and writing was the touchstone that could liberate poor and uneducated people everywhere from the bonds of ignorance, disease, and hunger." In Botswana that conviction has been part of the legacy of 19th century Christian missionaries, who were sent to southern Africa by the London Missionary Society to spread the word of God (Sillery, 1974; Colclough and McCarthy, 1980; Picard, 1985). After all, Robert Moffatt, a leader of these proselytizing forays into Africa, both provided the first transliteration of the Tswana language into Roman alphabet and translated the Bible into written Setswana. But in Botswana the literacy doctrine is also a manifestation of a focus on human capital that has taken hold in the larger post-World War II international community. To quote Wagner (1987, p. 11), "Since World War II perhaps the most compelling argument for human resources development is that literacy and schooling will lead to economic growth in countries which are able to make a sufficient investment." 

Unlike many African nation states, Botswana has been in the unusual position of being able "to make a sufficient investment" in both literacy education and schooling. The country has been a remarkably successful example of post-colonial African development. The discovery of vast  ineral wealth just two years after independence and a profitable partnership with DeBeers (the international diamond consortium), combined with a multi-party democracy, sparse population of only 1.4 million people, and stable political climate pulled Botswana's per capital income from one of the world's lowest in 1966 to a level that in 1988 surpassed all Asian and African countries outside of Japan (Colclough and McCarthy, 1980; Stedman, 1993). To build the expertise the country required post-colonialism and to localize administrative positions then occupied by expatriate experts, Botswana's central government pursued a strategy of human capital development, constructing primary and secondary schools and expanding access to tertiary education and 97% of school age children now attend school (Parson, 1985). However the country's adult education efforts, in the form of its Setswana literacy program, have had na interesting and somewhat confounding relationship with this strategy. While not implemented until l980, a full l4 years after independence, and never an explicit part of the country's development efforts, the literacy program has nonetheless been framed by government officials as a vehicle to uplift the populace. In an often cited speech delivered during one of the pivotal meetings on the eradication of illiteracy in Botswana in l979, the current Minister of Education, K.P. Morake, stated: 

For the great majority of the people, if life in modern society is to be lived  to the full, they must be released from the bondage of illiteracy if they are to make their best contribution to their families, their communities, and their nation. (Meisenhelder, l992, p. 8). 

The literacy program's materials, a series of five primers with lessons built around an apoliticized version of Paolo Freire's concept of key words, manifest a similar conviction in their titles of "Go Bala Ke Tswelelopele" ("In reading, I progress") and "Re Feng Lesedi La Thuto, Re Bone, Re Tshele," ("Give us the light of education, then we can see and live"). On the surface, Botswana's national literacy program is clearly a success. Literacy groups can be found in small and large villages and towns throughout the country. In 1995, they served 12,387 adult learners (4475, or 36% were men and 7912 or 64% were women) and subsidized 739 literacy teachers, who are officially titled Literacy Group Leaders (LGLs).

According to Legwaila (1996), seven hundred and seven, or 96% of the LGLs, are women. Through their efforts, as well as through the increased access to elementary and secondary schools that the country's development efforts afforded, the country's literacy rate has increased from 34% in 1981 to 68.9% in 1993 (Central Statistics Office, 1996; Kann and Taylor, l988) . 

Yet despite the country's human capital investments, the increase in literacy rates, low foreign debt, high cash reserves, and an official World Bank ranking of Middle Income , poverty in Botswana has increased and wealth and socio-economic opportunities remain unequally distributed across gender, ethnicity, and geography (World Bank, 1996; Stedman, 1993). Forty seven percent of the country's population continues to fall below the poverty line. Households in rural areas and those headed by women remain far on the margins of the country's economic

miracle. (BIDPA, 1997). In order to better understand why the literacy doctrine has not liberated Botswana's "poor and uneducated people Š from the bonds of ignorance, disease, and hunger," I spent a total of 30 months, from 1995 through 2000, collecting ethnographic data on everyday literacy practices in Botswana and on the organizational support provided to adults by the government's national literacy program. 

A good deal of prior research, based mostly on surveys of learners and conversations with government officials, had already been conducted on the program, and much has been revealed about the program (Gaborone, Mutanyatta, and Youngman, 1988). Adults who completed the program (that is, successfully complete the fifth primer and pass a literacy and numeracy test), did indeed learn to read and write, at least to a standard 4 level. Participants who left early often accomplished their literacy goals, whether those goals were to write their names or write letters to family members living outside the country. Structural concerns have also been identified, and questions concerning literacy for what and after literacy what have been posed. But most of this prior research has assumed a re-tooling approach. Accepting the literacy program as originally designed and only problemmatizing isolated elements of the program, the assumption has been that improvements in adults' literacy skills can be accomplished by adding on to the current initiative (e.g. publishing books for "newly literate" learners who completed the five primers, conducting additional training for LGLs, and establishing reading rooms in villages where adults could access reading materials). 

The only theoretical work on Botswana's literacy program to date has been that of Frank Youngman, at the University of Botswana, who has examined the program's role in the reproduction of social inequities. Youngman (l994, p. 2) provides a critical analysis of the relationships among "the state, adult literacy policy, and inequality in Botswana." He analyzed the program's pedagogy, language policy, and its relationship to what he calls the "social order" (i.e. economic status, ethnicity, and gender), and through that analysis argued that in Botswana the "provision of literacy [is] a means of dominant classes securing their legitimacy within society rather than Šan opportunity for individuals to acquire particular skills." He continued that through this process, "the literacy practices of the NLP supported legitimation and domination rather than transformation and emancipation (Youngman, 1994, p. 18). Youngman's work, however, leaves no room for agency. Within his paradigm of political economy, learners are positioned as disempowered victims, and teachers and supervisory staff as unsuspecting cogs in a social machine. He has nothing to say about what people are doing, nor how "actors manipulate, interpret, legitimize, and reproduce the patterns Š that order their social world (Collier and Rosaldo l98l, p. 311). 

This research on literacy in Botswana takes a different stance. Conducted in the tradition of what anthropologist Sherry Ortner (1984, p. 154) called practice-based ethnographic research, it focuses on the role of literacy in "the little routines people enact, again and again, in working, eating, sleeping, and relaxing, as well as the little scenarios of etiquette they play out again and again in social interaction" and contextualized literacy skills and instruction within the lives of Botswana's most marginalized individuals, the research focuses on what being literate and non-literate means in Botswana, with what forms of literacy and numeracy do individuals cope, how they negotiate tasks, how literacy relates to other adult education programs, community development initiatives, and post program activities, how access to, participation in, use of, and perceptions about literacy and literacy instruction differ across gender, age, place, ethnicity, language, and economic access, and what learning groups look like and why. Data collection included observations of everyday literacy practices and government- and church-sponsored literacy classes, formal and informal interviews with literacy program staff, learners, graduates, non-participants, small and large business owners, village officials, and university and government representatives, and archival review across three different geographic sites and cultural groups in Botswana (i.e. Gaborone, the Tswana-dominated capital city, Malolwane, a rural Tswana-dominant village, and Etsha, a rural HamBukushu village whose residents came to Botswana in 1968 as refugees from Angola). 

Drawing upon this larger research project, this paper examines relationships among literacy, practice, meaning, and policy, when viewed from what James Gee (1996, p. 22) calls "a socially and culturally situated perspective," are embedded in history, economics, politics. It describes ways in which these broader social forces have shaped individuals' beliefs about literacy and self and as such, is an initial attempt to address the contradiction between literacy as common good and an educational initiative that seems to quell rather than empower the rural and urban poor, and to reinforce rather than disrupt existing social positions and divisions of labor. 

Meaning and practice 

Literacy in southern Africa has been forged by a history of colonialism, Christianity, and capitalism. Despite a lack of evidence linking literacy and broader economic development (Marshall, 1993), in Botswana there is a personal economics of literacy that relates to both the legacy of colonialism in southern Africa and the ever expanding effects of global capitalism. Batswana have long been peripatetic, moving between village, the lands, and the cattle post to plow, gather grass for thatching, and care for their cattle. They are subsistent farmers who utilize "multiple survival strategies" to support themselves and their families in a land in which rain falls infrequently and drought is a common occurrence. With the imposition of a hut tax in 1886, Botswana (at that time British Bechuanaland) became a labor poor for the colonial regimes in South Africa and Rhodesia, and Batswana moved beyond the lands and cattle post to the mines and kitchens of their colonial neighbors. Within this context, literacy is functional. It is a tool that enables men and women to both negotiate the tasks of an ever-expanding cash based economy and to more comfortably assume the occupational roles in which they find themselves. The demands differ, however, by context. In Gaborone, Botswana's capital, men and women enroll in literacy classes because they encounter text in their work as security guards, domestic help, and laborers in wholesale outlets. "After I got a job I got the idea of coming here, because there's too much documentation. Signing the check, I could only put a cross. There's still some difficulty. I can scribble my name on paper, " explained Senamere, a security guard in the city. In rural villages, on the other hand, men and women come to classes to read letters from family members working in the mines or as domestics in South Africa, to decipher prices of items in shops, and to sign for government farming subsidizes and identity documents. A ward headman, attending a literacy group in Thimbakushu, explained: 

When I go to get arable money I have to use my thumb and I don't like that. Government people don't like it. When a person comes they give you a pen. If you say you can't, they say ok, use a thumb, but next time you must learn to write your name. There are literacy classes here. You must go and learn to write your name. 

And Ketumetse, who lives in Malolwane, just kms. from the South Africa border, asserted, "Sometimes I receive letters I want to read for myself. For a passport, I wanted to sign."  

Language and literacy are intertwined in this paradigm of personal economy. Despite the program's reliance on Setswana as medium of instruction, men and women who are Setswana-dominant also talked about wanting to know and enrolling in literacy classes to learn English, the language of the educated, of commerce, and of access. "The Managing Director of my company is from Somalia. He speaks English. Even now I'm suffering Š whenever we talk at work, an interpreter must be behind me," a learner complained. Likewise, non-Setswana speakers viewed Setswana as the language of dominance and access, and they participated in literacy classes in order to learn more Setswana. "I didn't take classes in Thimbakushu because I knew Thimbakushu. I wanted to improve my Setswana," explained Matumo, a young man whose first language was Thimbakushu. 

In addition to this economic frame, literacy in Botswana has also been shaped by 150 years of Christian missionary involvement in both the country and the region.

The written word played and continues to play an essential role in overseas missionary work in southern Africa. Within this Protestant ideology, the Bible is itself is holy; reading and reflecting on the Bible is a pathway to holiness. Jean and John Comaroff (1991, p. 64) write that "Šthe Nonconformist missions to the Tswana were to put great faith and effort into the spread of literacy. As bearers of the religion of the book, they believed that, by teaching the natives to read, they would set them on the path of self-improvement and salvation, revelation and refinement, civilization, and finally conversion." This path of self improvement leads from darkness to light, a dialectic commonly used to describe this transformation. "ŠIt was the Word more than anything else that bore the divine light into the dark recesses of human hearts and minds. Its dynamic force had the capacity to transform the blindness of man in his 'natural' state" (Comaroff 1991, p. 213). For many adults in Botswana, learning to read had the same power, and they talked about their own acquisition of literacy skills in similar terms. I frequently noted this metaphor of darkness and light in men and women's descriptions of literacy classes. "Literacy is very useful. I'm already seeing the light," asserted Samway, an adult learner in Gaborone. And from a song composed by an adult literacy class, "We know how to read and write. We have therefore moved from the darkness." 

Men and women throughout Botswana related their acquisition of literacy skills to what the Comaroffs (1991, p. 63) call "self-improvement." For many learners, becoming literate is becoming a good person; it is the transformation of self into something better. This conviction about improved self applies to beliefs about education in general. As one woman in Etsha explained, "I have three children. We want them to become educated so they're good, they behave well." According to the Comaroffs (1991, p. 233), "Schooling actually provided the model for conversion; conversion, the model for schooling. Each aimed at the systematic, moral reconstruction of the person in a world in which individuals were increasingly viewed as capable of being formed and reformed by social institutions." One way that adults participating in the government's literacy program manifested this belief in moral construction and "reconstruction" was in their requests for uniforms. "We need uniforms that say non-formal on them," argued a woman in Gaborone. "It's something that can show people what kind of people we are - like the police, the school children. They have uniforms." Although men and women voiced embarrassment about attending class outside in full view of their friends and neighbors, their recurrent requests for uniforms suggest that they were equally adamant about being viewed as serious in their studies and in all facets of their lives. The Tswana concept of botho is relevant here. Botho "...refers to one of the tenets of African Culture-the concept of a person who has a well-rounded character, who is well-mannered, courteous and disciplined and realises his or her full potential both as an individual and as part of a community to which he or she belongs" (Vision 2016 Task Group, 1999). For these men and women, literacy, like Christianity, is seen as a path to botho. 

Institutional structures 

For both the rural and urban poor in Botswana however, a large gap exists between meaning and practice. Although literacy demands remain relatively constant (i.e. signing one's name on government forms, reading shopping lists, corresponding across long distances, maintaining lists at work), they are minimal at best. Virtually no one in Botswana owns books, even the most educated Batswana confess that no one reads to learn. Except for children's school books, the government's literacy program is the only source of books in all three communities, and its primers are the only reading material most individuals own. "I have only these books I obtained from class," explained one learner. And another woman asserted, "I don't know of anyone who has a book." And not only are the books individuals own extremely limited in number, but most are in English. The national library in Gaborone for instance, contains 39,302 books, but an informal count revealed that only 123 (or .3%) were in Setswana. 

In addition, the government's literacy initiative is fraught with structural problems. Implemented in 1980 to teach 250,000 men, women, and out of school youth to "become literate in Setswana and numerate" within a period of six years, this initial time frame gave the initiative the feel of a literacy campaign, in which teachers were volunteers from the community and literacy classes were held under trees, in back of houses, or in primary schools after school hours. Institutionalized without any substantive changes to this original design, the program itself provides far less than what learners need or deserve. Meeting conditions, for instance, are unacceptable. Most classes meet outside; wind blows teaching materials out of reach, rain cancels classes, and lack of chairs and tables makes writing difficult.

"The most important thing we need is a shelter or hut," asserted a woman in Etsha. "Because the rain here can take three days. But we have to be at school, so we miss the time." "Elderly men, it's not good for them to sit on the ground.," added an older man in Maolowane. Classes that are held inside meet in borrowed rooms with poor lighting and broken furniture. Classes start and stop often without notice or explanation, at times because Literacy Group Leaders (LGLs) and/or a few learners move to the lands for the plowing season, at other times because they find more lucrative work, return to school, or get waylaid by personal concerns.

Teacher morale in general is low, in large part because no professional role exists for LGLs. They continue to be treated as volunteers who receive a stipend for each class they teach. There is no career ladder to access, and individuals who have taught for l6 years are paid the same as those who began teaching last week.

"Something worries us teachers," explained one LGL. "It is the amount of money we make. We're always thinking of money, even when you see us teaching. It's little money, like that which was used to be given to drought relief in 1992, 93. It's better for them [drought relief workers], they've been given an increase." Of equal import, adult learners have no way of accessing the formal educational system once they complete the primers, and government efforts to support income generating activities have been more beneficial for LGLs than to learners. 

Explaining differential practice 

A few LGLs, mature women who view their teaching as a vocation, have attempted to close some of these gaps on their own. The best have created a community for adults to learn together. "Everyone is working on reading and writing here," explained a learner in Gaborone. "Everyone seems to have the same idea about literacy. That's why everyone works hard." In their classes, adults write and perform songs and skits about learning, and act as advocates for adult education within their community. One class has adopted class uniforms, and one LGL even spearheaded an effort to construct an elder school and reading room with drought relief money. These best classes support notions of a transformed identity. Teachers reinforce the conviction that to learn is to improve, to become better, to become a moral human being. . But even these most committed LGLs, voiced frustration over their pay, their lack of training opportunities, and their low status. "I'm not an LGL," the women asserted, "I'm a teacher of adults." Another complained, "I like the job, what is discouraging is they don't promote us like we think they should." Far too often however, LGLs expressed their frustration in what theorists call acts of everyday resistance. To quote Michael Adas (1986, p. 108), who wrote about resistance in Southeast Asian villages: 

Everyday resistance refers to what people do short of organized confrontation that reveals disgust, anger, indignation, or opposition what they regard as unjust or unfair actions by others more wealthy or powerful than they. Stated positively, through such resistance people struggle to affirm what they regard as just or fairŠThey are expressions of people who perceive injustice but for various reasons are unable or unwilling to push for improvements in an organized, direct manner. 

LGLs' resistance was often manifested in their impatience with their adult learners, a lack of energy expended in their teaching, in frequent absences, or in abandoning the work completely. 

Adult learners also voice frustration with the unacceptable meeting conditions, the inconsistency, unreliability, and discontinuity of classes (and also of their teachers), and the lack of post-literacy educational activities. However, they do not so much resist what might be perceived as structural inequities as they view the tension between the desire to learn and the system's inadequacies as one of many binds they face. They act within what Clifford Geertz (1973) called "strain theory;" they live in multiple, complex, and imperfect realities, and negotiate the problems they encounter in each. For some, the need or the desire to read and write, to learn, or to be in a community of like minded "serious" people outweigh other priorities, and they attend classes, regardless of the programmatic shortcomings. Others are driven by utility. They attend classes when they can, when they are in the village and when classes are in session. But they leave to plow, gather thatching grass, work, or care for family members. "Sometimes I visited my friends, sometimes I stayed home or went to the lands instead of attending classes," explained Patete, an adult learner for six years. Like Patete, these sporadic participants appear as dropouts in official literacy records. In and out of class and starting and re-starting their studies, they can spend up to 15 years finishing the five program primers. Other individuals, men older than 50, for instance, who look after cattle at the cattle post, or Hambakushu women in Etsha who weave and sell baskets for supplemental income, encounter few tasks or opportunities that require literacy skills. Although these men and women often share an ideology of literacy that I described above, they have neither the motivation of religious affiliation nor the demands of steady employment to spur an investment in education. "Our hearts are burning to learn," said an old man in Malolwane. "We are forced to look after cattle and goats, but we are interested in learning." The reality is that they have few reasons to read or write, and on the rare occasions when they are confronted with the need to sign their names, they find that a thumbprint is still sufficient. If gaining literacy skills in Botswana is an act of becoming, these men and women remain in a state of being.

Outside the influence of colonialism and post-colonialism, beyond the reach of the front lines - the Protestant missionaries and wage-paying employers - although not necessarily by their own volition, they are what Botswana's Central Statistics Office (1996) called the "81% of the eligible population who never attended literacy classes." 

Conclusion 

Although the links here between meaning, identity, and practice are still tentative, they suggest that the acquisition of literacy skills may be related as much if not more to beliefs about identity than with national development concerns. And in Botswana, literacy implies becoming something else, something different, maybe something better; literacy transforms subsistence farmers into wage earners, refugees into petty traders, the dependent into the independent, the traditional into the modern, darkness into light. But the result of these transformations, whether driven by personal economy or spiritual calling, has tended to be individual rather than communal. The security guard learns to complete the reports required by his employer, the headman signs his name on government forms, the housekeeper can now read the grocery list left for her by her white employer, and the unemployed woman feels good about herself when she dons her "non-formal" uniform, a white blouse and brown skirt that she wears to literacy class. Individuals may alter their sense of self and acquire additional coping mechanisms, however they do not question the power relationships in which they find themselves. The security guard does not organize for higher wages, the headman does not question the central government's policies, the housekeeper does not dispute her employer's authority, and the life of the unemployed woman remains unchanged. In this context, neither literacy as personal economics nor literacy as social identity has led to liberation from anything, much less from "the bonds of ignorance, disease, and hunger" (Coombs 1985, p. 265). 
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Extended summary 

The southern African country of Botswana provides a compelling context in which to study the veracity of the literacy doctrine, a term used by Philip Coombs (1985, p. 265) to describe the broad-based belief that "learning the mechanics of reading and writing was the touchstone that could liberate poor and uneducated people everywhere from the bonds of ignorance, disease, and hunger." The discovery of vast mineral wealth just two years after independence and a profitable partnership with DeBeers (the international diamond consortium), combined with a multi-party democracy, sparse population of only 1.4 million people, and stable political climate allowed Botswana to make a substantial investment in both literacy education and schooling. In order to build the expertise required post-colonialism and to localize administrative positions then occupied by expatriate experts, Botswana's central government pursued a strategy of human capital development, constructing primary and secondary schools, expanding access to tertiary education and creating a country-wide adult literacy program framed by government officials as a vehicle to uplift the populace (Parson, 1985). Yet despite these investments in human capital, poverty has increased in Botswana and wealth and socioeconomic opportunities remain unequally distributed across gender, ethnicity, and geography (World Bank 1996; Stedman, 1993). This paper examines why the belief in the literacy doctrine has not liberated Botswana's "poor and uneducated people." Based upon ethnographic research on literacy practice grounded in a paradigm of human action "and some global entity which we may call the system" (Ortner, 1984, p. 148), the paper describes the ways in which individuals negotiate literacy and numeracy tasks, the relationships they construct among language dominance and literacy, and the meanings they attach to the country's national literacy initiative. It argues that both gaps between programmatic supports and the everyday practices of Botswana's marginalized peoples and an adult-learning pedagogy that emphasizes banking rather than problem posing result in a national initiative incapable of interrupting existing inequities. 

