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Chapter 12 

 

Young People’s Dis/engagement with Religion in Contemporary 

Society: Implications for Religious Education in Botswana 
 

Yonah Hisbon Matemba, University of the West of Scotland, UK 

Tebogo Ethel Seretse, Botswana Open University, Botswana 

 

Abstract 

This chapter examines how young people dis/engage with religion in contemporary 
society, and the implications of this dynamic on school Religious Education (RE) in 
Botswana. It demonstrates how the beliefs and experiences of contemporary young people 
in Botswana are influenced superficially by religions in their community since they lack 
knowledge about narratives of religions. The age of young people also determined their 
level of religious belief, with the younger appearing ‘secure’ in religion while the older 

being apathetic towards religion and increasingly reflecting a secular outlook. The findings 
challenge current practice in the design and delivery of RE based on what society thinks is 
needed rather than drawing on the concerns and contemporary needs of young people.  The 
latter is nonetheless necessary if RE is to remain relevant for learners in an increasingly 
complex socio-cultural world impacted by competing forces in contemporary society such 
as modernity, religious belief, and secular influences.   

 

Introduction 

This chapter examines how young people in Botswana dis/engage with religion in 

contemporary society, and the implications of this dynamic on Religious Education (RE) as a 

school subject. To date there are no published studies in Botswana that examine this issue, and 

therefore there is a need to pay serious attention to the concerns of young people in the design 

and delivery of RE in public education. This chapter addresses this lacuna as guided by the 

following research questions:    

 

• What are the sources of values and meaning making that inform young people’s 

lifeworld in contemporary Botswana?  

• How do young people dis/engage with religion in contemporary Botswana?  

• In what ways can a lifeworld approach address the issue of how young people 

dis/engage with religion in Botswana?  

 

Perspectives that address these questions are drawn from a large unpublished study that 

investigated the religious beliefs and secular values of young people, and the implications of 

this on the teaching of RE in Botswana. Although the study was completed in 2003, to date 

there has not been any similar study in Botswana on this subject, and thus the original findings 

remain relevant on this important but ignored area towards a re-conceptualisation of RE in 

Botswana. Given the slow pace of educational reform in Botswana, the findings of that study 

offer a post-dated critique of the failure of syllabi changes introduced in 2012 and 2014 for 

senior and junior secondary, respectively, to effect meaningful changes that respond 

appropriately to the livid experiences of young people in a Botswana postmodern milieu. The 

discussion also reflects a socio-cultural context in which young people have dis/engaged with 

religious and secular worldviews in socio-cultural life. We also examine the implications of 

this dynamic on school RE.  

 



Religion, secular-political framework and RE in Botswana 

Botswana is by African standards a developmental state—others see the country rather as ‘a 

development-orientated gate-keeping’ state—that is governed by a liberal-democratic political 

structure (cf.  Hillbom, 2012; Taylor, 2012). The country  has a small but relatively successful 

economy (GDP US$ 41.91 billion in a country of 2.3 million people) which boosts 

urbanisation, people’s upward social mobility and living standards – thanks to the relatively 

prudent management of its diamond resources, cattle industry, a growing tourist sector, and 

poverty-reduction policies (see Magombeyi and Odhiambo, 2017; Botlhale, 2017).1 As such, 

young people grow up in a country with the usual trappings and provisions (in relative terms) 

one finds in developed Western countries: influence of mass media (radio, TV, print media and 

Internet access2), ownership of mobile phones and access to travel (good roads and increased 

motor transport) (Giddings and Hovorka, 2010; Lesitaokana, 2014). 

The lifeworld3 of young people in Botswana (as indeed in sub-Saharan Africa) is 

impacted by a complex mix of societal factors, including powerful global forces that can 

threaten norms and values, but also provide opportunities that can help young people embrace 

different ways of looking at the world (see Blum, 2007; Uduji, Okolo-Obasi and Asongu, 

2019). Religion, and the socio-cultural norms that come with it, is a reality most young people 

in sub-Saharan Africa are socialised into. Despite the presence of Christianity (62.9%) as the 

dominant religion, and Islam (35.2%) as the second largest religion, the sub-Saharan region 

also comprises a host of other religious traditions such as Indigenous Religion, Hinduism, 

Sikhism, Bahaism, Judaism, and Rastafarianism. In addition, one also finds in sub-Saharan 

Africa a small but growing group of people who are irreligious, also called the ‘nones’ (2%) 

(Pew Research Center, 2016). 
 

   Table 12.1 Religious Demography in Botswana  

Category  Percentage 

Christianity  76.4% 

Indigenous/Folk Religions (Badimo/Ancestors) 4.4% 

Other Religions 

Hinduism  

Judaism  

Islam  

Buddhism  

Religions not identified (e.g. Baha’i and Rastafarianism) 

<5% 

No Religion (‘Nones’/Unaffiliated)4 17.5% 

        Sources: CIA, 2019; PEW Research Centre, 2016 

 

Botswana presents a similarly complex picture of having a dominant religion 

(Christianity) within a wider social context of religious pluralism as well as no religion, but 

with two exceptions. Firstly, related to Indigenous religion rather than Islam as the second 

largest religious community and secondly having an exponentially large number of people who 

                                                           
1 Critics of the Botswana developmental state lament the growing white-collar/elite corruption and levels of 

poverty in what is a relatively economic success story in Africa (see Mogalakwe and Nyamnjoh, 2017). 
2 One study has found that however internet access among young people in Botswana is low (see Batane, 2013), 

since we believe the perception (and likely reality) that internet access is high among young people in the West. 
3 By definition, the coalescing of experiences, activities, and contacts that make up the social world (i.e. how 

people live their everyday lives) of an individual or community life, and the attachment to meaning one makes of 

these experiences (see Dahlberg, 2006). 
4 The term religious ‘nones’ is sometimes used to refer to the religiously unaffiliated, although there is need for 

caution in labelling them as ‘secular’ because the “…unaffiliated are not wholly secular”. In addition, a religious 

‘none’ is not a permanent identity because people, particularly the youth, change their religious/no-religious 

orientation over time (see Singleton, 2015, 240) 



state that they are irreligious (i.e. have ‘no religion’) – an exceptionality in sub-Saharan Africa 

(see Table 12.1).5 The roots of this secular ‘exceptionality’ can be traced right back to the time 

of Botswana’s independence in 1966, when the first African government (led by Sir Seretse 

Khama) decided to adopt a secular-political framework (and remains the case) apparently in an 

effort to distance the country from imposed religious traditions like Christianity and Islam 

(Heron and Jensen, 2008). Curiously, also excluded were the country’s indigenous religious 

traditions, which had been equally marginalised and demonised during the missionary/colonial 

era from 1870s and formalised by British colonisation of the country in 1885 (see Matemba, 

2010). 

However, despite this policy position (which most ordinary people are scarcely aware 

of), in reality Christianity has remained an influential force in socio-cultural and religious life, 

with church membership remaining consistently high, not least with the growth of the 

Pentecostal movement and prophetic ministries, which tend to attract young people 

(Kamwendo and Seretse, 2015;  Faimau, 2018). It is suggested, for instance, that, 

 
Batswana [people of Botswana] have not only struggled to clarify their competing 
allegiances towards two different religious traditions, they have also been forced to come 
to terms with the secular values introduced by, for lack of a better term, modernism and 
globalization. Being exposed to diverse, and sometimes conflicting, value systems has 

disrupted cultural homogeneity (Haron and Jensen, 2008, 191). 

 

The educational system in Botswana follows a 7+3+2 structure being years children and 

young people spend in primary, junior secondary and senior secondary, respectively. There are 

calls for drastic reform to address school dropout rates, declining standards (i.e. quality), poor 

examination outcomes, and graduates’ unpreparedness for the work of work (see Makwinja, 

2017; Kamwendo and Seretse, 2015).  Botswana adopts a ‘prescribed syllabus’ system, 

meaning that the Ministry of Education (through its curriculum arm) draws up teaching syllabi 

which public schools must use rigidly, all the more so since the syllabi are tied to an 

examination-oriented system of education. 

Regarding RE, although the curriculum in Botswana has undergone changes, particularly 

since 1996 with the introduction of multi-faith RE in the junior secondary school sector (see 

Matemba, 2005), in reality the subject continues to project a strong Christian influence, and on 

the whole taught by teachers who self-declare their Christian position. As such, the teaching of 

different religions is merely tolerated because they are on the syllabus to be covered (mindful 

of national examinations that are set based on these content materials), and not because 

teachers’ ontological positions have drastically shifted towards supporting inclusive pedagogy, 

per se (Dinama, 2010; Kamwendo and Seretse, 2015).   

When analysed critically, the inclusive RE curriculum cannot hide its pro-Christian 

emphasis. The new (2012) secondary school RE syllabus, while including the study of some 

world religions topics in the syllabus such as ‘early Christian missionaries’, ‘contribution of 

Christian churches’, ‘impact of Christianity on the country’s history and development’ and 

‘Christian values in today’s world’  illustrates the continued projection of a strong Christian 

stance on RE (BEC, 2012). Noticeable by its absence is the coverage of secular worldviews in 

the ‘inclusive ARE programmes offered in schools, despite policy rhetoric of this being a 

country underpinned by a secular national political framework since independence (Haron and 

                                                           
5 In Botswana, some scholars who have analysed religious demography on the religiously unaffiliated (‘nones’) 

argue that this category is misleading because religious traditionalists are likely to tick the ‘no religion’ box as 

they don’t see themselves as members of  institutional religious communities (see Zurlo and Johnson, 2016).  



Jensen, 2008). Examining the current syllabi for both junior and senior secondary RE, none of 

the topics listed cover secular or non-religious views (see Table 12.2).6  
 

    Table 12. 2: Content of Botswana Secondary RE Prescribed Syllabi    

Junior Secondary RE  Senior Secondary RE 

• Religious Education facts and concepts, 

• Nature of religion and the impact it has 

on people’s lives, 

• Nature of religion and its contribution in 

global issues, 

• Origin of religions and the stages of 

human development, 

• Role played by religious leaders in the 

establishment and spread of different 

religions.  

• Religious terms, concepts and facts, 

• Dimensions of religion, 

• Origins of religions, 

• Contributions of religion to society.  

 

Source: BEC, 2012, 2014 

 

Evidently, the RE curriculum in Botswana continues to offer programmes that take little 

cognisance of the lived experiences of children and young people in 21st century Botswana, 

and therefore of anything else, in sharp contrast to the country’s own declared secular status in 

its political policy framework. The pedagogical direction we envision for RE in Botswana 

should respond to the needs and concerns of young people, whether that will mean de-

Christianising,7 secularising, confessionalising or indeed a mixture of these structural frames, 

provided that such an approach is in sync with the lived experiences of the young people for 

whom the curriculum is designed for. In fact, a recent doctoral study in Finland toys with the 

possibility of having a partially integrative RE (i.e. religion and worldviews) and secular ethics 

education on the curriculum (see Åhs, 2020). 

 

Young people’s (ir)religiousness and RE in contemporary society 

As countries develop, they encounter global forces that bring about change and new ways of 

perceiving reality. Modernity introduces a multiplicity of worldviews to the individual, and 

consequently this undermines the taken-for-granted certainties in his/her life-world (see 

Zambeta, 2008; Mignolo, 2009). Thus, modernisation, through forces of scientism and 

secularisation, challenges societal sectors from the historical domination of religious meanings 

and institutions (see Mignolo, 2009; Bruce, 1995). The influence of the philosophy of 

relativism (i.e. the idea that truth is a personal matter) has also challenged traditional 

commitments to the philosophy of life (Kay and Francis, 1996). In addition, secular influences 

may account for the ways individuals in contemporary society express themselves as apathetic 

to and/or misunderstanding about religion and a religious way of life (see Shipley, 2018). While 

society might be influenced by secularisation in its critique of religious and spiritual values in 

everyday life, there is equally a sustained critique of the secularisation hypothesis in 

challenging the notion of absolute decline of religion in contemporary society. Demerath and 

Williams (1992) have observed that “secularization is not to be equated with religious 

disappearance; indeed, secularization and sacralization are often dialectically linked and more 

complementary than mutually exclusive” (189). This has led others for example, to challenge the 

                                                           
6 The table also gives additional information on the context of the study to demonstrate the prescriptive nature of 

the Botswana school curriculum, which lists objectives students must cover in preparation for the national 

examination. As such, instead of teaching for learning, schools in Botswana have tended to focus on teaching to 

the examination, a practice that has been criticised for undermining quality education (see Fetogang and Macheng, 

(2015). 
7 Defined as the decline of society’s cultural affinity with Christianity rather than disinterest in religion per se (see 

Parker and Freathy, 2011). 



‘God is Dead’ thesis surmising that perhaps God is not really dead but “…just periodically ailing” 

(Schön,  2002, 1).  

Research consistently shows that particularly in secular-liberal Western societies, 

young people exhibit low levels of religiousness, a trend also now seen in some Asian 

countries. For instance, South Korea is experiencing a downward trend in young people’s 

religiousness (see Song, 2019; Sloane and Potvin, 1983; Jung and Park, 2020). In European 

countries like Finland, research shows how young peoples’ religious beliefs decline with age, 

with the younger age group displaying greater religiousness, and the older age group greater 

irreligiousness (Räsänen, 2010, Lee et al., 2019). There is some exception concerning 

immigrant youth in Western countries who neither affirm nor deny the importance of religion 

in their lives (see Thompson and Gurney, 2003). Studies in Germany, US, Scotland and 

Denmark demonstrate that in cases where the importance of religion is highlighted, this is 

connected to the protective role (e.g. resilience, social capital and guidance in line with parental 

and micro community expectations) immigrant youth say religion provides (see Thompson and 

Gurney, 2003; Eilers, Seitz and Hirschler, 2008; Deuchar et al., 2016). In addition, a study of 

young people’s religious beliefs in Britain and Jordan—two countries with different socio-

cultural and religious outlook—indicate that girls display a more favourable attitude towards 

religion compared to boys (see Kibble, Hamdi and Abu al Shuker, 2001).  

The PEW Research Centre, which provides a barometer of how people worldwide 

engage with religion and non-religion, concurs with the analysis that young adults in Western 

and some Asian Pacific (e.g. South Korea, Australia and Japan) societies are significantly less 

likely to identify with religion, and as such are more likely to be religiously unaffiliated (PEW 

Research Centre, 2016). Even when young people in these regions are somewhat interested in 

religion (in the broadest sense), they are more likely attracted to fringe religious movements 

than to mainstream religious institutions (see Satoko, 2019; Rossiter, 2010; Song, 2019). 

Levine and Salter’s incisive study on youth and contemporary religious movements points to 

psychosocial factors that make fringe religions attractive to young people because “… the 

inherent structure of the religions fulfills needs not being met elsewhere [to answer] … identity-

related and existential questions” in ways that make sense to the young people (Levine and 

Salter, 1976, 415, 416).  

Abby Days’ (2009) ethnographic study of young people’s construction of belief found 

that belief is not necessarily absent in young people, but rather is “relocated to a social realm 

where it is polyvocal, interdependent, emotionally charged and illustrative of the experiences 

of belonging” (276). Days’ study, which “avoided imposing religious vocabulary” on the 

participants is significant, revealing a Durkheimian explanation of the importance of the social 

as the source of young people’s orientation to belief (religious and secular); that is, “family, 

friends and other social relationships as legitimate and sufficient sites for locating belief, 

authority and transcendence” (263, 276). Other studies like Rebecca Cato’s investigation of the 

British religious young person also indicate similar findings of young people “… placing a 

particularly high value on close, trusting relationships… [with family remaining]… a strong 

influence …” (see Catto, 2014, 2). 

The pattern of young people’s irreligiousness found in Western society is less 

pronounced in other parts of the world like sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East. This is 

because of the strong presence of religions such as Christianity, Islam, and African Traditional 

Religions (ATR). In sub-Saharan Africa—with the exception of two countries (Chad and 

Ghana)8, young people are more religiously affiliated compared to their counterparts in the 

Global North (PEW Research Centre, 2016). For instance, a South Africa study found that 

                                                           
8 In these two sub-Saharan African countries, it is reported that young adults are more likely than the older 

generation elders to be strongly religiously affiliated. 

https://brill.com/search?f_0=author&q_0=Kea+Eilers
https://brill.com/search?f_0=author&q_0=Clara+Seitz
https://brill.com/search?f_0=author&q_0=Konrad+Hirschler


young people were connected to religion because it “… gave them a sense of support and 

comfort, assisted in deterring risky behavior, and promoted positive behaviors” (Brittian, 

Lewin and Norris, 2013, 659). An earlier UK study (2009) challenged some of the negative 

representations of the effects of religion on young people in Western societies and reported 

how young people from some religious communities (Muslim and Christian) appraised the 

positive influence of religion on family life, and the ways in which their religious parents raised 

them (Lees and Horwath, 2009). 

The socio-cultural and non/religious changes in society, including secular influences in 

the lives of young people, have necessitated curriculum reform in RE in many countries. In 

countries like Finland and the UK (i.e. England and Wales), new curricula have attempted to 

incorporate non-religious worldviews, including humanism, secularism, atheism, and 

agnosticism, alongside the normative teaching of religion in RE (CORE, 2018; Åhs, 2020). 

John Valk (2007) has argued that in societies “with plural perspectives, no one worldview … 

traditional or non-traditional, religious or secular… should dominate public schools…” (273, 

281). Here Valk and others (e.g. Poulter, Riitaoja and Kuusisto, 2016; Åhs, Poulter and 

Kallioniemi, 2019) are concerned with opening up RE to embrace a plurality of worldviews 

(religious or otherwise) in order to facilitate the creation of unique individual understandings 

of reality, for after all confining worldviews to one epistemological position “… serves only to 

further fragment knowledge” (Valk, 2007, 282). 

The process of aligning RE with the religious and non-religious (i.e. plurality of 

worldviews) brings with it opportunities as well as challenges for the subject. As other scholars 

have noted, given the prevailing tradition of teaching normative religions in RE, there are 

concerns of non-religious worldviews being marginalised in the curriculum and classroom 

discourse (Bråten and Everington, 2019). Another challenge relates to the misunderstanding of 

the concept ‘worldviews’ itself as by default referring to ‘secular beliefs,’ rather than 

understanding this as a suggested common framework towards re-conceptionalising and re-

enacting an RE strategy that embraces a plurality of worldviews, both religious and secular, 

and treating all the different views equally (see Valk, 2007; Kuusisto and Kallioniemi, 2014).  

Despite these concerns, integrating religious and non-religious worldviews opens up 

contemporary RE to possibilities and critical discussions that facilitates a holistic approach for 

young people to understand a philosophy of and approach to life in ways that bring meaning to 

lived experiences (see Casson and Cooling, 2020). Julia Ipgrave’s (2012) in-depth study on 

young people’s attitudes to the religiosity of their peers is critical of a secular-liberal framework 

that seeks to relegate religious voices to the private sphere. She notes the anxiety religious 

people feel for “having continually to translate their reasons into secular language for public 

discourse … so that society as a whole does not risk cutting itself off from ‘key sources for the 

creation of meaning’” (Ipgrave citing Habermas, 2012, 271, original quotation marks). 

According to Ipgrave, good RE therefore is one that does not stigmatise and exclude religious 

expression from teenage interaction, but rather one which ensures that all worldviews are 

invited in the interest of inclusion and integration (but not assimilation) because when 

“different members of society come together, they should retain the distinctions that constitute 

diversity” (Ipgrave, 2012, 271).  

However, regarding teachers, their ontological position may influence the choice of 

subject content they teach or emphasise in RE. This is because teachers “… subconsciously, 

[choosing] to teach aspects of religion(s) and non-religious worldviews which adhere to their 

own worldviews but ignore aspects with which they disagree”, and thus the need for teachers 

to become ‘worldview conscious’; that is, examining “… self to understand one’s own 

preconceptions before being able to understand the preconceptions of others …” (Flanagan, 

2019, 1, 5).  

 



Research methodology  

Issues analysed in this chapter are drawn from the findings of a large mixed-methods 

(qualitative and quantitative) study we carried out among young people in selected junior 

secondary schools in Botswana in 2003. For the qualitative aspects, the study adopted a 

phenomenological approach as a “coherent methodology” (Erricker , 1999, 76) to gain, as far 

as possible, an objective understanding of the lived experiences (religious and/or secular) of 

these young people, the source of their values, and the influence of this dynamic on school RE.  

For the purposes of the study, the young people were categorised into two groups:  younger 

(12-13 years old) and older (14-17 years old).  

A range of qualitative methods of gathering data was employed in the study, which 

included observations, interviews, focus group discussions, and document analysis (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2000). Observations (despite the problem of the researchers having 

undue influence because of their presence) involved direct visits to one RE class in three 

schools to see how teachers delivered lessons, and if at all, how they related this content to the 

experiences of young people, and also how the young people engaged in classroom discourse 

(Robson, 1993). Interviews (audiotaped by consent) with the young people (N=29) and 

teachers (all female) in focus group discussions (N=5) involving were open-ended to capture 

extended responses and insights. Finally, we examined written materials (document analysis), 

which included policy papers, syllabuses, and examination reports (Denscombe, 1998). 

Analysis of the qualitative data was based on the constant comparative approach involving a 

number of heuristic stages. Firstly, through inductive coding and comparison of meaning across 

the units of analysis. Secondly, through organizing and reviewing of categories and themes. 

Thirdly, through identifying and exploring relationships and patterns. Finally, through 

integrating the data to demonstrate an understanding of the participants and their context 

(Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). 
 

Table 12.3: Population sample of the study (qualitative and quantitative data) 

Population Participants 

Teacher Focus Group in one school 5  

Interviews with students from three schools 29  

Student questionnaire – ‘Hopes and Worries’ in 11 schools 303  

Student questionnaire – ‘My Lifeworld’ in 11 schools 178  

 

For the quantitative data, non-parametric statistical tests, the Kruskal and Friedman 

tests were employed, respectively to test and rank emerging themes from the data from 

questionnaires. Questionnaires (with closed questions) that we administered to the young 

people in 11 schools found in three regions (characterized as rural, semi-urban and urban) were 

based on two qualitative instruments: ‘Hopes and Worries’ (N=303) and ‘My Lifeworld’ 

(N=178). A Likert scale was used for the questionnaires in order to provide degrees of 

sensitivity and differentiation of response whilst still generating numbers (Lee et al., 2002). 

The quantitative method of acquiring data allowed for statistical analysis and generalizability 

of some of the data within the context of this research. The quantitative data were quantified to 

test for homogeneity variance and the relationship between independent and dependent 

variables.  

Data collected using different instruments (data corroboration) involving observations, 

interviews, focus group discussions, questionnaires and document analysis, supported the 

conclusions that were reached. This enhanced the trustworthiness and validity of the findings 

of both the qualitative and quantitative data, respectively (Creswell, 1994). We must 

acknowledge gender imbalance in the population sample of our study. For students there were 

more girls than boys who took part, partly because RE is an optional course that is paired with 

Design and Technology. Given that, most boys choose to study Deign and Technology means 



that most girls instead are the ones who study RE as a non-optional course, and thus making 

this a female-dominated subject. For teachers, females also dominated RE teaching as do they 

do in teaching generally, in itself a worldwide trend (Wright, 2013). 

The research was conducted in line with the ethical protocols of educational research 

as per BERA (British Educational Research Association) guidelines (BERA, 2004). This 

included observing additional ethical protocols relating to interviewing children and teenagers, 

confidentiality of the research process, and secure storage of the data in audio files accessed 

only by a passcode. This also included restricted access to transcripts of the data placed in 

secure locked drawers, freedom to leave the research and asking for the data concerned to be 

destroyed, use of anonymous codes, and debriefing. Anonymisation included using non-

identifiable names and codes in reference to schools and study participants. Further, our request 

to conduct the research in schools, including conducting interviews with students and focus 

group discussions with teachers, was approved by the Botswana Ministry of Education. 

Additionally, permission was also given by head teachers in each of the schools we visited for 

this research.    

 

Findings 

Young people’s dis/engagement with religion in contemporary society in Botswana  

The religious-secular dynamic and its influence on contemporary society affects 

impressionable young people in different ways, leading at times to confusion and ambivalence. 

Jacqueline Watson has observed that “if young people are no longer traditionally religious, this 

does not necessarily mean they have lost concern for spiritual matters” (55). The young people 

in our study exhibited such ambivalence regarding their own views on the religious-

secular/non-religious debate. While they did not dismiss religion outright, they nevertheless 

indicated how they did not consider religion as the most significant meaning-making process 

in their lives. They confessed to belonging to religious groups (i.e. home/family religion) even 

though they did not attend church or visit religious places of worship regularly, as captured in 

the following excerpts:  

 
Religion is important in my life even though I am not religious… (Gape at Tlolang School).  

We cannot live without the name of God (Tseko at Kgano School).  

I do not go to church every Sunday but my religion gives me a sense of belonging (Bame 

at Naga School).  

 

The findings of the study further revealed that the young people in Botswana came from 

two sets of family backgrounds: religious and non-religious. Survey respondents reveal that 

59% of their parents belonged to religious groups, while 41% claimed that their parents do not 

belong to any religious group. As we also noted in Table 12.1, Botswana has an increasing 

number of people who are ‘nones’, and for many young people growing up in such families, 

the secular or non-religious influence on their everyday life cannot or should not be ignored. A 

large percentage (87%) of the young people in the study stated that elders (i.e. parents and other 

senior members of the family) ought to be respected at all times, which included partaking in 

family traditions, for example, religious activities – whether personally the young people 

believed in those practices or not.  

When the young people professed to have a religion, this was related to what Bengtson, 

Putney, and Harris (2013) call ‘intergenerational religious momentum,’ and related to 

home/parental influence that socialised them into such an experiences (e.g. church attendance) 

as part of the family tradition. However, while the young people in our study drew on the 



religions and cultural resources tied to their family traditions, they also imported elements from 

a variety of sources, such as mass media, cultural memes, and parental/home experience, 

whether religious or not. Writing about young people in a Western context such as England 

and Wales, Kay and Francis observed that young people are often absorbed into an adult world 

“characterised by the secular rather than the religious … [and] in this case to be irreligious is 

to be normal” (Kay and Francis 1996, 144). Cooling develops the point further by adding that 

young people “… are shaped by media, the norms of their peer group and the cultural air they 

breathe … religion is not a significant element in this cultural climate” (Cooling, 2001, 74).  

However, overall, the young people in the study displayed apathy towards religion. The 

antagonism of young people towards religion might reveal the diminishing monopoly of 

traditional religion in individual lives of the young people (Watson, 2008). Here we also 

captured from the young people the idea that religion as a ‘fading’ reality – i.e. something that 

was going out or losing relevance in society. In the ‘Hopes and Worries’ questionnaire we 

captured in particular the influence of gender on the worries the young people have about 

fading religion.  The results of the Kruskal Wallis Test (Table 12.4) showed the significance 

of  2 (2.286) for the independent variable ‘gender’ at (0.131) concerning fading religion. The 

significance value of the independent variable gender, which was greater than 0.05, suggested 

that there was no significant statistical difference between the observed and the expected scores 

of young Batswana male and female on their worries about fading religion. They all expressed 

a similar view that the future of religion was bleak. 
 
Table 12.4: Gender Views on Fading Religion 

 ChiSquare Df Asymp. Sig. 

Fading Religion 2.286 1 0.131 

 

The differences shown in (Table 12.5) reveal that the male young people had a higher mean 

rank (111.75) than that of their female counterparts (123.35). This suggests that the male young 

people in this study showed more apathy towards religion compared to the female respondents.9  
 
Table 12.5: Gender Ranks on Fading Religion 

 Gender N Mean Rank 

Fading Religion Female 159 123.35 

 Male 79 111.75 

 Total 238  

 

As incorporated in the questionnaire, exhibits of contemporary life such as mass 

education, media and urbanisation contributed to the young people’s ambivalence about 

religion. Between 50-60% of the young claimed that they believed in God, had a religious 

transcendent experience, recognised the need to pray regularly or occasionally in their homes 

or even watched religious TV programmes, and yet only 9% indicated that they attended public 

or church worship regularly. The young people seemed to show understanding of the 

complexity of religious belief in recognising that while religion had not been abandoned, there 

were noticeable changes in people’s participation in institutional forms of religion, for 

example, related to a decline of those attending congregational worship at the kereke (i.e. local 

parlance for church). Hearing these views, we were curious to extend the investigation into 

how the young people engaged with the science-religion debate. This was in the context of Kay 

and Francis’ (1996) assertion that scientism may be a widespread philosophy in modern youth 

culture. In this study, most of the young people believed that real knowledge was found in the 

                                                           
9 When the themes are ranked the lowest mean rank reflects the most popular theme while the highest mean rank 

indicates the least popular theme. 



realm of science, and that views held on religion were seen to be in conflict with science, as 

captured in the following statements:     
 

I sometimes feel that religion is worthless and has no impact in my life. This modern world 
is the world of science and that if I concentrate too much on religion I might get lost (Thuto 

at Garona School).  

God is said to have created everything and is everywhere but I cannot see him (Thibe at 

Ranong School).  

Religions teach untrue things. They tell you that these things happened in the past but they 

never prove this (Zwide at Tsogang School).  

…There is no proper proof that there is a Supreme Being (Thlapi at Botsang School).  

I do not know where God is and the day he will come on earth… who writes religious 

books and how do they know what happened in the past? (Waitse at Botsang School).  

…I do not know whether to believe in scientific or religious philosophy about how the 

world came to existence… (Thuto at Garona School).  

 

In these excerpts, we see how the young people engaged with the notion of religion in a deeper 

and more critical way, questioning and challenging the relevance of religion in their livid 

experience. To them, science provides tangible proof of the existence of reality, while by its 

intangible and abstract nature, religion does not. By hearing the voices of young people, we 

begin to understand what to them is valuable (or not) in their engagement with their socio-

cultural world, including religion. 

Further, the young people claimed that God (as a universal term to mean ‘Supreme 

Being/Supernatural power’) was the source of moral principles and order. Data from the 

Lifeworld questionnaire (N=178) revealed that 82% identified with Christianity, 13% 

Botswana traditional religion, 3% Islam, and 2% stated that they have no religion. The 

percentages reduced significantly when it came to regular church attendance, or visits to places 

of worship and when reference was made to the degree of belief. Although the percentage of 

Christianity seemed to be higher than other religions, some of the young people preferred to 

identify themselves with Christianity, even though they were not regular followers, as the 

below excerpts illustrate: 

 

I am a Christian even though I do not attend church. I follow the teachings of Christianity, 

believing in the coming of Christ stuff like that (Baboni at Garona School).  

I am a Christian but I have not been baptised. I do not belong to any church (Katso at 

Morala School).  

I am saying that I am a Christian because my parents are Christians…I follow the teachings 

of Christianity (Amo at Morala School).  

 

As can be seen in these excerpts, the young people appeared to be taking bits and pieces of 

information about religion from their communities, and they used this information to develop 

some form of profile about religion, even though they did not themselves identify with 

organised denominations. They then regarded themselves as ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’. In his 

book, Religion in Modern Britain, Steve Bruce (1995) cautions that attitudinal survey results 

on religious belief may represent nostalgia to a status quo where religion has dominated the 

life of the people and not necessarily reflecting any real commitment of the respondent. 

Observable forms of social behaviour and interaction ought to provide proof of any claim of 



religious belief. Many of the young people did not visit places of worship regularly; hence, 

their knowledge of the doctrines of religions was limited. Without proper knowledge of the 

narratives of religions, the influence of religion in their lives is bound to be minimal. Although 

belonging to religion is just in name, these young people refused to regard themselves as 

agnostics. It is difficult to determine the beliefs and values that they share with adherents of 

religions because they rarely engaged in worship. Through this study, young people revealed 

how the religious and cultural elements interacted and change over time.  

From the study, the young people indicated through their hopes and worries that they 

were concerned about things happening in their socio-cultural world.  The results of Kruskal-

Wallis test (Table 12. 6) showed that the significance of  2 (chisquare) for the independent 

variable ‘age’ was greater than 0.05 for all the eight dependent variables (themes). This 

suggested that there was no statistical significance difference between the observed and 

expected results of the three different age categories of young people in Botswana regarding 

their hopes for the future. Therefore, age had no influence in how young people in Botswana 

aged twelve to seventeen perceived their hopes for the future, including religion. On these 

matters, they perceived their hopes for the future in the same way. 

Table 12.6: Influence of Age on the Hopes  

Dependant Variables Chi-Square  2 Df Significance of  2 

Morality/values 4.946 2 0.84 

Social  3.825 2 .148 

Job/wealth 3.366 2 .186 

Global (war/peace) 2.448 2 .294 

Education 1.061 2 .588 

Family .983 2 .612 

Health .872 2 .647 

Religion .379 2 .827 

 

However, the mean rank on the independent variable ‘age’ in all the eight themes, revealed 

differences in perceptions in the results. 

Table 12.7: Interest in Religion by Age   
Age N Mean Rank 

12-14 19 118.08 

15-16 180 125.42 

17+ 51 128.54 

Total 250  

 

Extrapolating the statistics on the variable on ‘religion’ (Table 12.7), we found that the 

younger age group showed more interest in religion than the groups 15 to 16 and age group 

17+. This was a significant finding, which collaborated with previous research highlighted 

earlier in the chapter that the younger the age group, the greater religiosity is observed, and the 

older the age group the lesser religiosity is observed (cf. Räsänen, 2010; Lee et al., 2019). 

However, what seemed to concern the young people the most was what they saw as the 

‘problem’ of religion. It was a matter, which the young people expressed with antagonism and 

anger, as captured in these excerpts:   
 

Religion is held responsible for all the evils in the world. The more religions there are the 

more conflicts increase in the world (Liffe at Maruru School).  

Why are we having religious wars? Christianity differs with African traditional religion, 

how do we judge which religion is important? (Thuto at Garona School).  



After the final judgement, most religions will be condemned and we will remain with few 

religions (Siipe at Maruru School).  

The religions we have in this world are fighting instead of teaching about religion, for 

examples Christians and Moslems (Dintu at Maruru School).  

 

Such antagonism also turned into feelings of apathy about religion, as the following excerpts 

from the young people illustrate: 

I sometimes think it is a waste of time to be religious (Omang at Tlolang School).  

In the future religion will cease to exist. I have realised that the more people become 

civilised the more they become ignorant of religion… (Gize at Maruru School). 

 Students ignore religion because it is old fashioned… (Onalena at Rakgoro School) 

 

These perspectives provide important insights regarding how, from their standpoint, 

young people in Botswana (and indeed in sub-Saharan Africa) engaged with religion in the 

modern world.  

 

Implications: Towards a lifeworld approach for RE in Botswana 

As captured in the ‘Hopes and Worries’ and ‘Lifeworld’ surveys in the study, the implications 

of the findings for RE in Botswana can be deduced given its failure to align the subject with 

the concerns, needs and contemporary experiences of young people. As has been noted (see 

Table 12: 2), RE in Botswana continues to focus on the study of normative religions as the 

basis of learning and understanding the world. Clearly, such an approach ignores secular/non-

religious perspectives and other experiences of the lifeworld of the young people, which should 

be considered as the basis of learning in RE. As Heinz Streib has noted, RE “… should nurture 

the ability to tell and retell, to read and rewrite the story of one’s life in one’s latest style 

available” (243).  

In our study, we captured teachers’ reflective views and concerns that indicated the 

shortcomings of the RE curriculum. We must point out, however, that in the politics of 

curriculum making, teachers who are invited as part of the advisory committee are constrained 

to ‘force’ meaningful changes by official power structures driven by a centralised top-down 

system of education management, which maintains a conservative approach in the design of 

the school curriculum. It is also important to observe that in classroom discourse, teachers 

hardly provide extended teaching beyond what the prescribed syllabus dictates, a situation 

complicated by the over-reliance on prescribed textbooks and the prescribed syllabus. Young 

people in Botswana grow up in a country that has a secular political framework, where a 

growing number of people (15.1%) are disengagement from religion, with many of them 

openly embracing secular positions. As this study has demonstrated, most young people in 

Botswana display apathy towards religion, although out of respect for family/parental tradition 

they appear on the surface to engage with such religious experience.  

If contemporary RE in Botswana is to help develop young people to their full potential, 

and as citizens of the world (see Maitles and Gilchrist, 2006), there is need for a paradigm shift 

towards the re-conceptualisation of a curriculum that pays serious attention to both the religious 

and secular socio-cultural realities inherent in their lived experience. A relevant RE for young 

people in Botswana is needed to challenge the status quo so that what is learnt in RE should 

accurately reflect the influence of emerging meaning-making processes from wider 

experiences in the contemporary society. We thus suggest the adoption of a lifeworld approach 

as the relevant pedagogy and strategy for content selection for RE in Botswana (see Fig. 12.1).  

In the lifeworld approach, religion is believed to exist in the experiences of young people, in 



ways that address both secularisation and pluralisation (see Skeie, 2009). In the classroom, the 

teacher meets many young people who have a neutralised form of religion. Though aware of 

the concept of religion, the students feel that it does not connect with their personal experiences. 

To bring religion into the life-world of the young people, an attempt should be made to relate 

it to situations from their everyday life. Their lifeworld should be open to interpretation by 

religious narratives and symbols, which must be introduced in the form of experiences made 

by other human beings in the past or that they continue to make in the present (Lotz, 2001).  

 

 
Fig. 12.1: Suggested Lifeworld Framework for RE in Botswana10 

 

 
       The authors: Matemba and Seretse (2022) 

 

In this approach, young people are assisted to be conscious of their continued 

participation in the processes of constructing meaning using knowledge from religious 

traditions. The task of teaching religion in the classroom is to create situations in the classroom 

that help to represent the situations from the lifeworld of young people. They should be 

encouraged to reflect on their lifeworld. In focus group discussions, teachers’ views coalesced 

on the need for classroom discourse to be better attuned to the lifeworld of the young people. 

At two schools, we captured the following insights from teachers: 

 

At Tsogang School: 

 
For some of the topics we teach, it is easy to bring in the experiences of the student in 
topics … but this is very limited since the focus is on the views held in a religion and not 
on the experiences of the students.  
Overall, the personal experiences of the students are not captured in the syllabus and this 
limits how we teach the topics. Some teachers use their discretion to try to reach out to the 

needs of the students. 

 

At Morala School: 
 

                                                           
10 As noted in Fig. 12: 1, Botswana Traditional Religions (BTR) is defined as the indigenised collective version 

of African Traditional Religions (ATR) found and practised by different traditional groups in Botswana.  



Even though we claim to use the phenomenological approach in our teaching, some 
colleagues when teaching Christianity start to convert the students… It is very easy to say 
we have to distance ourselves from the [Christian] traditions but practically and we do not 
know how. The need to convert the children just comes naturally for some of us when we 

are teaching. .  
 
… It is very easy to say we have to distance ourselves from the [Christian] traditions but 
practically and we do not know how. The need to convert the children just comes naturally 
for some of us when we are teaching.  This normally occurs spontaneously when trying to 
explain on what you think is religiously moral or immoral 

 

 To minimise such problems, we suggest that the teacher should explore, with the 

learner, all the feedback that they provide from different backgrounds. During the discussion, 

the teacher can lead the process of interpretation by offering inner reflections about human 

experiences using interpretations from his/her own personal life. The way the teacher is in a 

position establishes how his/her perceptions differ from those of the learners. Unlike 

descriptive phenomenology, the lifeworld method does not allow the teacher to be neutral. 

Heimbrock (2001) suggests that teachers ought to familiarise themselves with youth culture in 

order to acquire the ability to relate themselves to the patterns of interpretation of life which 

are common among their learners. If the teacher is aware of the changing patterns of the youth 

lifeworld, he/she can become better focused and very close to their understanding of religion. 

Differences brought to the fore are mainly to help both the teacher and the learner to understand 

each other.  

In the lifeworld approach, the teacher is to be neither neutral nor impartial on the 

question of what he or she stands for. To acknowledge the otherness of young people, the 

teacher is expected to give up adult rationality and adopt new thought patterns that can assist 

him/her to penetrate students’ life-worlds. For this to occur, the teacher should establish a point 

of contact with young people’s thought-patterns that allow him/her to enter their world. The 

teacher should also acknowledge that young people bring different backgrounds from their 

families, and these should be taken on board since the young person is the subject of learning. 

The classroom becomes a social life as young people constantly engage in the process of 

accommodating each other, thus establishing balance in this community of practice (Lotz, 

2001). The teacher should recognise the classroom as a social space in which many new 

experiences are open to young people in the form of “friendship, company/ionship, team spirit, 

prejudice, hostility and violence” (Lotz, 2001, 77). Teachers are encouraged to develop 

individual interpretations of life, religious or secular. According to Erricker and Erricker 

(2000), impartiality distances the teacher from student interaction and a chance for them to 

develop. Lifeworld RE ought to prepare young people for a plural society in which social values 

and identities are fluid. It might make them aware of the orientation and purpose of economic, 

political, moral and spiritual complexities in the construction of their lifestyles. The most 

important task is to equip them with the possibilities and qualities of empowerment, 

discernment, and sensitivity (Erricker and Erricker 2000).  

 

Discussion 

The young people in our study identified the sources of values as the home, family, school, 

community, social surroundings, and agents of modernity (e.g. Western-focused education, 

mass media, communication and modern technology) (see also Days, 2009; Catto, 2014; 

Zambeta, 2008). Their lifeworld was influenced largely by cultural and religious changes in 

society. The findings also resonated with other studies that suggest young people are 

impressionable, and as such vulnerable to internal and external influences in their transition to 

adulthood (see White, 2009; Jung et al., 2020). Young people in Botswana—as elsewhere—



live in a changing world impacted by cultural and religious plurality, and as such young people 

have to negotiate their way in a society where a number of cultures and traditions are competing 

for their attention. The current context of Botswana is characterised by a diversity of 

worldviews emanating from rapid urbanisation and modernisation.  

In Botswana, Christianity (a dominant force, despite the country having a secular 

political framework) and the education system, which continues to be dictated by Western 

epistemological hegemony, inevitably engenders tensions in the minds of the young people, 

who are also exposed to vibrant Botswana indigenous culture and religions in the community. 

Research has highlighted the role of culture in emerging adulthood for young people (Barry 

and Nelson, 2005), and yet in Botswana the Western-constructed education system and the 

dominance of Christianity have tended to undermine traditional culture and indigenous 

religion. What is learned in school is very often elevated above tradition and culture. We see 

this as the failure of an education system that still privileges Western epistemological thought 

patterns in education at the expense of culturally relevant indigenous ways of knowing (see 

Matemba, 2021). 

The findings analysed in this chapter reflect the changing perceptions of young people 

about their culture, religion and lived experience. It is evident that young people are growing 

up in a rapidly changing socio-cultural context characterized by complexity and confusion. The 

influence of the modern world with its economic system and its ways of knowing create a 

challenging context for young people as they construct their beliefs and values. The lifeworld 

of the young people is influenced by modernity and secular experiences. The secular forces 

prevalent in the changing society influence the hopes and worries of these young people. 

Evidently, young people internalise a multiplicity of worldviews that influences their values 

(Valk, 2007). These worldviews provide a framework that allows for the examination of 

processes through which the socially constructed individual functions in everyday life.  

Thus, the young people assume multiple identities in different social contexts. At home, 

they have to conform to beliefs and values upheld by the family, while outside the home and 

at school they are socialised into different value-systems imbricated by the forces modernity 

and secular-liberal education they receive (see Bengtson, Putney, and Harris, 2013). As such, 

young people negotiate a sense of who they are in relation to other people in the society. They 

look to their social environments for symbols or signposts from the past and present, such as 

their local tradition and culture, religion, and modern ways of living, to try to understand their 

lifeworld. Most important of all is their biographical internalisation of the symbols from their 

social environment that can lead them to a better understanding (or not) of themselves and the 

world in which they live. The study revealed a common thread that connected the common 

symbols used by young people that could be viewed as presenting a worldview of young 

Batswana.  

However, this is not to say that young people reacted to the social environment in the 

same way, but that there was a common starting point for all these young people, in their 

immediate social contexts. Every society has common shared experiences that help it to create 

its identity and Botswana is no exception. The transition from indigenous ways of perceiving 

reality is not without problems. Where modern changes seem to clash with the old ways of 

looking at things, young people are usually thrown into a state of confusion, anger and 

ambivalence. They face the difficult process of having to make choices, since their lifeworld 

is impacted by multiple and complex influences from home, tradition, religion, school and 

wider society. At school, which itself is seen as a symbol of modernity, change and acquisition 

of new values, the home, traditional and times religious practices are not highly considered. 

These contradictory factors compound identity making, sense of place and belonging for young 

people. 

 



Conclusion 

We conclude this chapter by restating that in Botswana young people’s values, beliefs and 

experience of religion are superficially influenced by religions in their community, since they 

often lack knowledge about narratives of religions. Young people of different age groups have 

different perceptions about religion. The younger age group (12-13 years old) feel secure in 

religion while the older age group (14-17+) have apathy towards religion and reflect a strong 

influence of the secular/non-religious outlook (see Lee et al., 2019). Gender difference was 

also noted, with male young people showing a higher degree of apathy towards religion than 

female young people.  

From the discussion in this chapter, it is evident that RE in Botswana should take into 

account the socio-cultural context and personal experiences of young people in framing and 

actualising a lifeworld approach for the subject. Returning to the guiding research questions, 

the chapter has articulated the sources of values and meaning-making processes that inform 

young people’s lifeworld, and how these influence the perception of their socio-cultural world. 

Such perceptions reveal how the young people engage (or not) with religious beliefs and 

secular influences, and the implications of this dynamic on RE in calling for the adoption of a 

lifeworld approach. Policy-makers, curriculum developers, school managers and RE teachers 

are thus challenged to initiate and support necessary pedagogical changes towards designing 

and implementing a lifeworld approach for RE in Botswana.  
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