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Executive Summary 

On September 29, 2005, a statue of three dikgosi (kings) who visited England in 1895 to protest 
against the imminent handover of their lands to the British South Africa Company was unveiled 
in Botswana’s capital city, Gaborone. The three dikgosi are seen as ‘Founders of the Nation’ and 
the monument also tells the ‘history’ of Botswana. However, overlooking local artists in 
contracting the statue sparked controversy. Additionally, activists contest the perceived 
expression of Tswana domination. 
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Introduction 

On September 29, 2005, Botswana’s President, Festus Gontebanye Mogae, unveiled a colossal 
monument of three dikgosi - Khama III of Bangwato, Bathoen I of Bangwaketse, and Sechele I of 
Bakwena, heralded as ‘Founders of the Nation’ - in the central business district (CBD) of the 
capital city, Gaborone. Six pillars surrounding the statues are meant to tell the ‘history’ of 
Botswana. Established as a city only in 1964, just two years before the Bechuanaland 
Protectorate gained independence from the British Empire as Botswana, successive 
governments have aspired to create a built heritage and sense of national identity in the 
postcolonial capital. Thus, in 1990, it was agreed that a statue commemorating an 1895 trip to 
England by the three dikgosi, which helped to prevent the Protectorate’s annexation by the 
British South Africa Company (BSAC) and eventually led to the creation of a separate 
independent nation-state, would be commissioned. The tendering process sparked the initial 
contestation, as a contract eventually worth over £700,000 was awarded to Mansudae Overseas 
Project, a North Korean construction company, despite entries from local artists. The symbolic 
significance of the monument itself has, however, also proved controversial, with some arguing 
that the statutes celebrate colonial collaborators and Botswana’s ‘extremely passive, supplicant 
historical role’.1 Additionally, minority ethnic groups in Botswana perceive the monument as 
reinforcing a Tswana hegemony. Botswana is home to one of the world’s oldest ethnic groups, 
the San peoples, who continue to face extreme discrimination - yet the monument claims that 
the history of Botswana 'began’ in the 1820s, with the expansion of Tswana kingdoms. Thus, 
activists claim that there is ‘nothing for minorities to celebrate’ in the monument.2 Despite such a 
range of contestations, the government has yet to respond, and the Three Dikgosi Monument 
continues to stand unaltered in Gaborone’s CBD. 

Background 

Bechuanaland Protectorate 

On March 31, 1885, the British Empire established the Bechuanaland Protectorate (modern-day 
Botswana), asserting sovereignty over 580,000km² of contested territory in the Kalahari Desert, 
Southern Africa, thus blocking Boer and German expansionism - from the Transvaal Republic in 
the south-east and German South West Africa (modern-day Namibia), respectively. To the south, 
separated from the Protectorate by the Molopo River, the British also created a new crown 
colony, British Bechuanaland. Mafeking (Mahikeng), in British Bechuanaland, served as the 

2 Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in Botswana”. Journal of Southern African Studies 32, no. 4 (December 
2006), p.680.   

1 Barry Morton and Jeff Ramsay, “The Invention and Perpetuation of Botswana’s National Mythology, 1885-1966”. 2015, p.1. 
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colonial capital for both the new crown colony and the Bechuanaland Protectorate. On 
November 16 1895, British Bechuanaland was annexed to the neighbouring Cape Colony, but 
the Protectorate continued to be administered from Mafeking until independence in 1966.  

The Kalahari Desert is thought to be where modern humans first developed between 200,000 
and 300,000 years ago and is still home to one of the world’s oldest ethnic groups: the San 
peoples, who have inhabited the Kalahari Desert as hunter-gatherers for at least 40,000 years.3 
By the late 19th century, however, the region was known as ‘Bechuanaland’, which translates to 
‘country of the Tswana’ - a Bantu-speaking people who had reached southern Africa through the 
Bantu expansion probably by the 4th century - and Bechuanaland was ruled by dikgosi (kings) 
of Tswana communities, the most important of which were: Bathoen I of Bangwaketse, Sechele I 
of Bakwena, and Khama III of Bangwato. The proclamation of a Protectorate meant the 
implementation of an official policy of indirect rule with both a British Resident Commissioner 
and dikgosi retaining authority in tribal reserves.4 This arrangement was aided by the Christian 
faith of some dikgosi, a result of the London Missionary Society’s (LMS) ‘most successful’ mission 
in Africa.5 The support of Bathoen I, Sechele I, and Khama III for the establishment of the 
Protectorate was reported by Charles Warren - the lieutenant-colonel in command of the initial 
expedition - however, it is now understood that this claim was invented and that the 
Protectorate was imposed on the dikgosi. 

The Three Dikgosi Versus the British South Africa Company 

In 1889, a chartered company - Cecil John Rhodes’ British South Africa Company (BSAC) - was 
created to ‘develop’: ‘the region of South Africa lying immediately to the north of British 
Bechuanaland and to the north and west of the South African Republic and to the west of the 
Portuguese Dominions’, i.e. land including the Bechuanaland Protectorate.6 Although initially 
Rhodes was focused on securing the administration of ‘Southern Rhodesia’ (modern-day 
Zimbabwe), on November 28 1894, he requested ‘assurance from Her Majesty’s Government 
that… when, in their opinion, the time has arrived, they will transfer the administration of the 
Protectorate to the Chartered Company’.7 On November 30, Lord Ripon, Secretary of State for 
the Colonies, replied to Rhodes, stating that ‘Her Majesty’s Government will be prepared to 
entertain favourably any reasonable proposals, such as those sketched in your letter if put 

7 Ibid, pp.94-95. 

6 Margaret T Peters, “The British Government and the Bechunaland Protectorate 1885-1895”, Master of Arts. University of Cape 
Town. (1947), p.81. 

5 “Southern Africa”. Archives Hub, no date.  

4 Louis W. Truschel, “Political Survival in Colonial Botswana: The Preservation of Khama’s State and Growth of the Ngwato 
Monarchy,” Transafrican Journal of History 4, no. 1/2 (1974).  

3 “Basarwa”. Minority Rights Group International, no date. Basarwa is the collective term used for the San peoples in Botswana. 
Survival International understands the term to be pejorative. 
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forward officially by the British South Africa Company’.8 The High Commissioner for Southern 
Africa, Sir Henry Loch, however, opposed such a plan, arguing it constituted ‘a breach of faith’ 
with the dikgosi.9 Indeed, the BSAC had gained an ‘unfavourable’ reputation amongst the 
Tswana dikgosi, and they remained strongly averse to inclusion in a settler territory.10 

By the middle of 1895, arrangements for the annexation of British Bechuanaland were almost 
complete, leaving the Protectorate as the only area in the region under Imperial control. Urgent 
questions were raised regarding its future: debates in the Cape Colony Parliament appeared to 
imply possible annexation, and newspapers reported that the Protectorate was to be handed 
over to the BSAC. Such events encouraged Khama III, Bathoen I, and Sechele I to draw up 
petitions asking to remain under the direct rule of the British government and expressing distrust 
of the BSAC. On August 21 1895, the three dikgosi left for London, accompanied by two LMS 
missionaries, Edwin Lloyd and William C. Willoughby, to deliver their petitions directly to the 
new Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain. An initial meeting was held on September 11 
1895, with Chamberlain explaining that ‘the ultimate transfer of the Protectorate to the 
Company had been decided upon’.11 However, at this point, Chamberlain left for a holiday in the 
Mediterranean and it was determined that Khama, Sebele, and Bathoen would embark on a tour 
of England ‘whipping up support in chapel and town meetings’, and thus forcing Chamberlain’s 
hand.12  

The plan worked: petitions in support of the dikgosi reached the Colonial Office, and on 
November 2, 1895, the secretary of the BSAC - Frederick Rutherford Harris - reported by 
telegram ‘Country press very much in favour of Khama’.13 Direct negotiations between the 
dikgosi and the BSAC were also not successful, so Chamberlain had to make the final settlement 
in a meeting with both sides on November 6. The dikgosi were required to hand over a strip of 
land along the Transvaal border for the building of a railway line, but they were to remain in 
secure reserves, living under the Queen, thus obtaining most of what they had asked for. The 
BSAC accepted the settlement, although the directors were ‘greatly disappointed that such large 
areas are proposed to be allotted to the three chiefs for native reserves’.14 Thus,  Khama, Sebele, 
and Bathoen left London to cheers on November 23, having published a ‘Manifesto to the People 
of England’, in which they expressed their desire that Bechuanaland and England might be ‘long 

14 Ibid, p.100. 

13 Margaret T Peters, “The British Government and the Bechunaland Protectorate 1885-1895”, p.99. 

12 Neil Parsons, “An Excerpt from King Khama, Emperor Joe, and the Great White Queen: Victorian Britain through African Eyes”. The 
University of Chicago Press, no date.  

11 Margaret T Peters, “The British Government and the Bechunaland Protectorate 1885-1895”, p.98. 

10 Louis W. Truschel, “Political Survival in Colonial Botswana: The Preservation of Khama’s State and Growth of the Ngwato 
Monarchy”, p.72. 

9 Ibid, p.95. 

8 Ibid, p.95. 
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linked together in bonds of mutual friendship’.15 The total failure of the Jameson Raid - an 
unsuccessful attempt to manufacture an uprising in the Transvaal Republic from December 29 
1895 to January 2 1896 - just one month later, forced Rhodes to resign as Prime Minister of the 
Cape Colony and secured the fate of a separate Bechuanaland Protectorate.  

Botswana 

The new state of Botswana gained independence from Great Britain on September 30 1966, 
with Seretse Khama - grandson of Khama III - elected as President. Because of how the British 
had administered the Protectorate, on the eve of independence, Botswana was the world’s third 
poorest country, with just 12 kilometres of paved roads and 22 university graduates.16 However, 
a vigorous economic programme meant the new nation spent the following 30 years as the 
world’s fastest-growing economy - coupled with liberal democracy, the rule of law, and decisive 
measures against corruption, Botswana is now widely lauded as ‘the African exception’.17 Also 
seen as crucial to Botswana’s political success were President Khama’s unifying non-racial and 
anti-tribal policies; to this day, politicians continue to present a mono-ethnic ‘Batswana’ identity 
to the world, with Setswana as the sole ‘mother tongue’.18 Nonetheless, the extent of 
Botswana’s transformation is contested. The Botswana Democratic Party has ruled continuously 
since independence, and state media - the foremost source of news for many citizens - ‘largely 
operate as mouthpieces for the party’.19 In addition, the insistence on a national ‘Batswana’ 
identity in a multi-ethnic state is perceived by non-Tswana groups as a sign of unwelcome 
domination. 

History of the Contestation 

‘Happy is the nation that has no history. By this standard there can be few nations in Africa 
happier than Bechuanaland…’, wrote Bertram Alfred Young in 1966, in a book on the 
Protectorate sponsored by the British Colonial office.20 Whilst clearly not lacking in history, the 
quirk of British policy, which left the Bechuanaland Protectorate administered from a ‘capital’ 
outside of its territory, did mean that the new nation-state of Botswana lacked national 
institutions and a built heritage. This was felt particularly acutely in Gaborone - the postcolonial 
capital city built from scratch in the 1960s - and so, in 1990, a monument to the ‘three dikgosi’ 
was proposed. Lauded as ‘Founders of the Nation’ upon independence, the ultimate success of 

20 Ibid, p.681.  

19 International Press Institute, “Press Freedom in Botswana 2022”. IPI Mission Report, February 2023, p.4. 

18 Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in Botswana”, p.676.   

17 James Walker, “Botswana’s Economy Boomed After Independence From Britain”. The National, September 29 2023; “The African 
Exception”. The Economist, March 28 2002.  

16 Ed Frank, “This African Country Was Once the World’s Third Poorest. Here’s How It Turned Things Around”. The Daily Signal, 
February 16 2015.  

15 Ibid, p.100. 
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their 1895 mission made the dikgosi ‘the central historical figures of Tswana tribal-federalism 
[and subsequently…] icons of unitary nationalism’.21 In 1990, Ntlo ya Dikgosi (House of Chiefs) 
was the first to propose honouring the three dikgosi. State funds were first allocated in the 
1997-98 financial year but were considered inadequate. A formal application for a site in the 
Main Mall was also rejected in 2001. However, the project eventually got off the ground: greater 
funds were apportioned, a plot was secured in the new CBD, and four tenders had been received 
from sculptors by early 2003.  

Mansudae Overseas Project 

Despite some of the bids coming from local artists, including the ‘most interesting’ from 
Masilonyana Radinoga, which showed ‘the three kings gesticulating and consulting among 
themselves’, the Government’s advisory committee chose the most ‘monumental’ bid by the 
Mansudae Overseas Projects - a North Korean construction firm.22 Mansudae received an initial 
contract of P7 million (£418,100), which eventually increased to P12 million (£717,100).23 
Awarding such a large contract to a foreign firm - who use their own labour -  and overlooking 
local sculptors who could have done ‘more for less’ caused considerable controversy.24 Artists 
behind the other bids expressed dismay at how they were ‘shut out of an opaque and suspect 
bidding process’, as well as sadness at being ‘unfairly denied a chance to work on a project of 
national pride’.25 In particular, Radinoga articulated a widely-shared belief that Mansudae: ‘could 
not tell the African story better than Africans themselves’.26  

Such criticism did not abate upon completion of the monument, as many questioned its artistic 
integrity. One artist described the sculpture as ‘standard busts and statues of some European 
generals with the nicely combed heads of three Botswana chiefs’.27 Allegedly, Mansudae also 
initially put the wrong inscription date on the monument.28 The poor quality of work produced by 
the Mansudae Overseas Project is a recurring theme. As of 2015, Mansudae projects have been 
built in 14 other African nations: Angola, Algeria, Benin, Chad, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Egypt, Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Senegal, Togo, and 
Zimbabwe. A ‘Heroes’ Acre’ opened in Namibia in 2002 was ‘already showing signs of decay’ by 
2005 - lettering on the plinth had broken off, exposing that what appeared to be made of metal 
was instead ‘made of a cement-like substance, which had been painted gold and then glued to 

28 “Central Business District - Gaborone - Botswana”.  

27 Angie Baecker, “Hollow Monuments”. 

26 Chippa Legodimo, “Botswana Sculptor Wins Zambian Tender”. Mmegi Online, August 9 2013.  

25 Angie Baecker, “Hollow Monuments”. ArtAsiaPacific, March/April 2011.  

24 Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in Botswana”, p.680.  

23 “Central Business District - Gaborone - Botswana”. ProdAfrica Business Directory, no date.  

22 Ibid, p.680. 

21 Ibid, p.679.  
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the plinth’.29 Mansudae is also responsible for the highly controversial ‘African Renaissance 
Monument’ in Senegal. In an interview with the Wall Street Journal, Senegalese President 
Abdoulaye Wade, who commissioned the project, confessed that ‘in the original mock ups, [the] 
North Korean designers hadn’t bothered to change the statue’s features from Asian to African’ - 
they were altered only after Wade’s complaints.30  

The monument’s socialist realist style has also led to criticism. Mansudae’s relationship with 
African nations is understood to be ‘a pragmatic exportation of Jucheism’, the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea’s state ideology of political independence, military self-reliance, and 
economic autonomy and, thus, also Juche architecture, contrived by Kim Jong-ill as a 
“public-centred” architectural deliberation that belongs to, and is tied to citizenship.31 Such an 
aesthetic has, as many have argued, ‘nothing to do with any indigenous African culture’.32 In 
addition, the revolutionary romanticism inherent to socialist realist sculpture is discordant with 
Botswana’s peaceful transition to independence and history of liberal democracy - not to 
mention the conservative and limited aims of the 1895 mission.  

In an effort to dampen the backlash, Mansudae’s links to North Korea were not emphasised. 
Indeed, some media outlets mistakenly reported that the firm was South Korean.33 Nonetheless, 
the Botswana government has not been able to avoid uncomfortable questions arising from the 
partnership. In 2010, the Daily NK - a Seoul-based online newspaper - ran an exposé on the 
Mansudae Overseas Projects, revealing that it had made more than $160 million across the past 
decade from the construction of monuments in Africa.34 It is widely suspected that these profits 
‘filter into party slush funds, held in private accounts in China, Macau and Switzerland’.35 Despite 
officially cutting diplomatic ties with the DPRK in February 2014, in 2017, the United Nations 
announced that it was investigating Botswana for violating sanctions, stating in a report that it 
had ‘written to [Botswana…] requesting information on the entity’s [Mansudae] activities 
including the provision of statues’.36 In 2019, the country was once again listed for allegedly 
violating UN sanctions against North Korea.37 

‘The Process of Nation Building Commenced’ 

On September 29 2005, Botswana’s President, Festus Gontebanye Mogae, unveiled the ‘Three 

37 “Botswana Listed in North Korea UN Sanctions Busting Report”. Sunday Standard, July 1 2019.   

36 “UN Investigates Botswana Over North Korea Sanctions Busting”. Sunday Standard, September 18 2017.  

35 Ibid. 

34 Angie Baecker, “Hollow Monuments”. 

33 Bashi Letsididi, “North Korea Built Three Dikgosi Monument”. Sunday Standard, March 30 2014.  

32 Angie Baecker, “Hollow Monuments”. 

31 Zoé Samudzi, “Present Danger: North Korea’s Monumental Gifts to Africa”. Artforum, May 23 2022; Melany Sun-Min Park, 
“‘Self-Reliant’: Architecture and Body in North Korea, Circa 1980”. Harvard University Graduate School of Design, 2014.  

30 Patrick Winn, “North Korea Propaganda Unit Builds Monument Abroad”. The World, August 3 2011.  

29 Werner Menges, “Heroes’ Monument Losing Battle”. The Namibian, July 24 2014.  
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Dikgosi Monument’ in Gaborone’s CBD. Made of bronze and 5.4 metres high, the three dikgosi 
are depicted as ‘immensely tall soldier-like figures, standing straight-backed with heads uplifted 
and staring into the future’.38 Botswana’s National Coat of Arms is displayed in front of the 
statues, and surrounding them are six pillars, each depicting a different characteristic of the 
‘Batswana’ people through their struggle for independence: 

Botshabelo (Refuge) 1820s-1830s: ‘Batswana kingdoms expanded out of Difagane wars by 
attracting refugees’ 

Bogaka (Heroism), 1830s-1880s: ‘Dikgosi bravely resisted 
the Ndebele and Boers invaders’ 

Tshireletso (Protection), 1880s-1890s: ‘From the 
beginning Batswana had Different ideas about the 
Protectorate’ 

Boitshoko (Endurance), 1900s-1930s: ‘Bechunaland was 
poor, times were tough, but communities built schools and 
dams’ 

Maikarabelo (Global responsibility), 1930s-1940s: 
‘Batswana fought alongside allied forces for freedom and 
against racism’ 

Boipuso (Independence), 1950s-1960s: ‘Political 
independence from Britain was achieved in 1966. The 
process of nation building commenced’.39 

In his accompanying speech, President Mogae reaffirmed the 
myth of the three dikgosi as ‘Founders of the Nation’: 

During the early years of colonialism these three distinguished monarchs played a leading role in 
ultimately ensuring our territory’s independent future, by preventing its administrative handover to 
neighbouring white settler regimes… namely the rich and ruthless Cecil John Rhodes.40 

Today, the statues are an iconic element of Gaborone’s built environment, functioning as a 
national monument, where wreaths are laid on Fallen Heroes Day, and as a public forum, where 
events such as Gaborone Pride occur. However, the ‘official’ national history presented by the 
monument is contested by scholars and journalists who argue that the actual events which led 
to the formation and consolidation of the Bechuanaland Protectorate between 1885 and 1895 
are little understood. In 2015, historians Barry Morton and Jeff Ramsay published an article 
titled, ‘The Invention and Perpetuation of Botswana’s National Mythology, 1885-1966’, which 

40 Ørnulf Gulbrandsen, The State and the Social: State Formation in Botswana and its Precolonial and Colonial Genealogies. New 
York: Berghan Books, 2012, p.29; Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in Botswana”, p.680.  

39 Stephen Dias, “Three Dikgosi Monument”. Medium, March 30 2015. 

38 Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in Botswana”, p.680.  
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critiqued the entrenchment of the three dikgosi in England as Botswana’s founding myth.41 In 
particular, Morton and Ramsay argued that: 

Batswana identity today - insofar as this identity is derived from notions of history - is based on 
the belief that they asked their colonizers to both colonize and protect them. Batswana thus 
internalize an extremely passive, supplicant historical role - the complete opposite of what one 
would expect in the case of one of Africa’s wealthiest democracies. As a result, historical 
resistance figures who opposed colonization and conquest have been forgotten, while 
“collaborators” have been enshrined as founding figures of the nation”.42 

One concern is the conflation of the events of 1885 and 1895 in popular understanding, with 
some believing that the dikgosi went to England to ask for their lands to be colonised. When the 
monument was unveiled in 2005, debate in newspapers and on radio chat shows demonstrated 
much historical confusion about the role of the dikgosi and, thus, what the monument 
represented; most ‘historically salient’ was the question of whether ‘[the dikgosi] were really 
fighting for the future of the whole country or just looking after their own interests?’.43 

In 2020, Thalafeng Charles - a local journalist and photographer for National Geographic - wrote 
an article in Mmegi - an English-language national newspaper in Botswana - titled ‘Three 
Dikgosi Monument is a Historical Disgrace’, in which he drew on Morton and Ramsay’s 
arguments.44 Describing the monument as ‘very disappointing and shameful’, Charles took issue 
with the elevation of ‘collaborators’, whilst ‘the bravest and [most heroic Motswana Kgosi [Schele 
I]’ - victor of the 1852 Battle of Dimawe against the Boers - is forgotten, the only potential 
reference to his deeds, the generic plinth on ‘heroism’.45 Charles also found the third plinth, 
‘protection’, problematic - describing the accompanying image of a clenched fist as ironic and 
arguing that the real history is omitted ‘the so-called “Protection” was in actual fact an 
annexation that the chiefs initially rejected’.46 In a second article for Mmegi in 2021, titled 
‘#BOT55 in Search of the Independence Monument’, Charles once again pushed back at the 
mythology of the dikgosi, and argued: 

It should be noted that the chiefs went to London 10 years after Bechuanaland was proclaimed a 
Protectorate. And it should further be noted that the protectorate was initially not sought by any 
chief, but was imposed by the British to stop the German expansion in 1885 during the Berlin 
Conference. “The idea that Britain established the Bechuanaland Protectorate in 1885 at the 
request of the Tswana chiefs for ‘protection’ originated from British government officials as a cover 
story for their annexation”.47 

47 Thalefang Charles, “#BOT55 in Search of the Independence Monument”. Mmegi Online, October 8 2021.  

46 Ibid. 

45 Ibid. 

44 Thalefang Charles, “Three Dikgosi Monument is a Historical Disgrace”. Mmegi Online, September 25 2020. 

43 Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in Botswana”, p.680. 

42 Ibid, p.1. 

41 Barry Morton and Jeff Ramsay, “The Invention and Perpetuation of Botswana’s National Mythology, 1885-1966”.  
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Evidence of contestation can also be found in online spaces. Facebook posts on the subject by 
Thalefeng Charles, ‘Culture Botswana 2.0’, and Jeff Ramsey have garnered significant traction, 
for example, a post by Charles in which he argued: 

[the monument’s] based on a distorted history and myths. Whoever curated this Monument 
should come and tell us what they were trying to say here because what we’re being told here are 
misleading half-truths that continue [sic] to kill our character as a nation 

- received 153 ‘likes’ and 53 comments.48 Of particular note is a post by ‘Culture Botswana 2.0’ - 
a ‘unique indigenous-culture journalism project’ with 50,000 followers - which included 
photographic evidence of the three dikgosi in England. Such a post was deemed to be necessary 
because, in a rejection of the ‘official’ national history represented by the monument, some have 
come to claim that the dikgosi never even visited England: 

For decades, some conspiratorial corners of the grapevine and social media have peddled the 
myth that the three Batswana dikgosi never really went to the United Kingdom in 1895… 
[asserting] that the three leaders never even went as far as Cape Town but were “just chilling” in 
Mahikeng.49 

The post received 234 ‘likes’, 105 comments, and 75 shares, with some of the comments 
attesting to the persistence of this conspiracy theory: 

These guys were in cape town… never went to England 

How do I tell that those pics were taken in the UK? 

Why is there no picture with British landmarks behind them?50 

Elements of Batswana society hold that such an extreme view demonstrates the potential scale 
of disaffection with the official presentation of Batswana history as symbolised by the Three 
Dikgosi Monument. The alternative celebration of the Battle of Dimawe in August 1852 - in 
which Schele I triumphed over the Boers - has been mooted by figures such as Thalefeng 
Charles and Jeff Ramsay as a move towards heralding ‘resistance fighters’ rather than 
‘collaborators’ as the ‘Founders of the Nation’. Nonetheless, at the time of writing, no organised 
opposition has emerged.  

Tswana Domination 

The final layer of controversy surrounding the Three Dikgosi Monument relates to tensions 
between the cultural and political dominance of the Tswana, as well as other ethnic minority 
voices. Although ethnicity is not recorded in censuses, it is estimated that Tswana make up 79% 

50 Ibid.  

49 Culture Botswana 2.0. Facebook, May 24 2023.  

48 Thalefang Charles. Facebook, September 29 2020.  
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of the population, with the remainder belonging to non-Tswana ethnicities.51 Thus, although 
Botswana is a multi-ethnic state, it has been ‘unusually successful in presenting a mono-ethnic 
identity to itself and the world’.52 For example, only representatives of the eight ‘original’ Tswana 
merafe (tribes) - as defined by the British Government in the 1933 Tribal Territories Act - have an 
automatic right to sit in the Ntlo ya Dikgosi  House of Chiefs), despite a 2006 report by the UN 
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination calling for ‘the participation of all ethnic 
groups in the House of Chiefs on an equal basis’.53 More concerning still is the treatment of the 
San - the traditional hunter-gatherers of the Kalahari Desert. In 1961, the Central Kalahari Game 
Reserve (CKGR) was established, in part to ensure the survival of the San.54 However, after the 
discovery of diamonds in the Reserve in the 1980s, a series of forced evictions to resettlement 
villages occurred in 1997, 2002, and 2005. In 2002, the San - with support from 
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) - filed a court case which argued that their evictions 
were illegal, and in a landmark ruling in December 2006, the High Court of Botswana ruled in 
their favour. However, the right of return remains limited. For those who have returned, hunting 
has been banned - which Judge Mpaphi Phumaphi argued amounted to ‘death by starvation’ - 
and access to water has been limited by the government.55 A UK-based NGO, Survival 
International, has described the ongoing discrimination of the San as an ‘apartheid’ and called for 
a boycott of Botswana tourism until such discrimination ends.56 Amidst such a backdrop, the 
unveiling of the Three Dikgosi Monument in 2005 was seen by minority voices as ‘an(other) 
expression of Tswana domination’.57 Particularly controversial was the decision to ‘begin’ the 
history of Botswana - represented by the first plinth, ‘Refuge’ - in the 1820s, when Tswana 
kingdoms expanded by attracting refugees following the Difaqane wars. As Thalefeng Charles 
argued:  

It is unclear why a country that boasts of having the first people of the Kalahari would choose to 
omit the sons of the soil and begin the story of the formation of the country at such a fairly recent 
period.58 

Thus, Batshani Ndaba, chairperson of Reteng: The Multicultural Coalition of Botswana, 
concluded that the monument was only for ‘the tribes associated with the chiefs’ and that there 

58 Thalefang Charles, “Three Dikgosi Monument is a Historical Disgrace”.  

57 Ørnulf Gulbrandsen, The State and the Social: State Formation in Botswana and its Precolonial and Colonial Genealogies, p.29. 

56 “Survival Calls for End to Botswana’s Bushman “apartheid””. Survival International, March 8 2016; “Survival Calls for Boycott of 
Botswana Tourism”. Survival International, September 27 2010.  

55 Ibid. 

54 “Basarwa”. Minority Rights Group International. 

53 RETENG: The Multicultural Coalition of Botswana, “Alternative Report Submitted to the HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE On the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights”. May 2007; Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in 
Botswana”, p.677. 

52 Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in Botswana”, p,676. 

51 “Botswana”. The World Factbook, November 14 2023.  
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was ‘nothing for minorities to celebrate about the three chiefs going to England’.59 

The Lack of Decision-Making Processes 

Contestation surrounding the Three Dikgosi Monument is both diffuse and primarily online at the 
time of writing. The lack of organised opposition and physical manifestations of discontent have 
meant that the government has not felt it necessary to respond. Thus, the Three Dikgosi 
Monument continues to stand unaltered in Gaborone’s CBD - a situation that is unlikely to 
change. One often cited reason is the minimal emphasis placed on teaching history across all 
levels of Botswana’s education system. Unlike in neighbouring South Africa and Namibia, the 
subject is not compulsory in schools, and where it is taught, the curriculum is centrally controlled 
by the Ministry of Education and aims to reinforce the government’s attempts to ‘forge a nation 
around the concept of a singular Tswana ethnicity’.60 Hence: 

the Botswana history syllabus has never articulated a need for teaching diverse histories, because 
the official view is that Botswana history is a singular history, thereby subsuming the histories of 
diverse peoples and cultures within a monolithic and hegemonic historical perspective.61  

Additionally, the emphasis of Botswana’s higher education institutions is on providing 
‘market-driven’, ‘market responsive’, and ‘highly marketable’ courses.62 The University of 
Botswana is the only higher education facility to offer history at the degree level, its website 
claims that ‘The history programme at the University of Botswana is the nation’s sole provider of 
knowledge about the prehistory and history of Botswana, the continent and the world’.63 
Without the opportunity to engage critically with Botswana’s past, the emergence of a 
formidable challenge to the national myth of the three dikgosi appears unlikely.  

Summary and Conclusions  

Opposition to the Three Dikgosi Monument and the ‘official’ history of Botswana that it 
represents will continue to rumble. While Three Dikgosi’s no conclusion has been reached, the 
case study remains an instructive example of how constructing an official national history by 
centring on one key historical moment—the three dikgosi’ 1895 trip to England—can promote 
underinclusive dominant narratives and stir controversy.  
 
Research contributed by Alice Reffin. 

63 “History”, The University of Botswana, no date. 

62 “About Us”, BA ISAGO University, no date.; “Mission, Vision, Values”, ABM University College, no date.;  “About Megasize College”, 
Megasize College, no date. 

61 Mafela, “History in Danger: The (Non) Quest for a National History in Botswana”, p.132. 

60 Lily Mafela, “History in Danger: The (Non) Quest for a National History in Botswana”. Yesterday & Today, no.2 (May 2008), p.128. 

59 Neil Parsons, “Unravelling History and Cultural Heritage in Botswana”, p.680.  
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About Contested Histories  
In recent years, there have been many contestations over memorials, street names, and other physical 
representations of historical legacies in public spaces. These contestations often reflect deeper societal 
tensions whether triggered by political transitions, demographic shifts, inter-ethnic strife, or a growing 
awareness of unaddressed historical injustices.  
 
The Contested Histories project is a multi-year initiative designed to identify principles, processes, and 
best practices for addressing these contestations at the community or municipal level and in the 
classroom. Conflicts about history, heritage, and memory are a global phenomenon, and, although each 
case is different, comparative cases can indicate lessons learned and reflect best practices. 

 
About IHJR at EuroClio 
The Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation (IHJR) is a research centre at EuroClio - European 
Association for History Educators in The Hague, The Netherlands. The IHJR works with educational and 
public policy institutions to organise and sponsor historical discourse in pursuit of acknowledgement and 
the resolution of historical disputes in divided communities and societies. 

 
Contact information 
Paula O’Donohoe ​
Program Director ​
 
contestedhistories@euroclio.eu 
www.contestedhistories.org  
 

EuroClio Secretariat 
Bankaplein 2 
2585EV The Hague, 
The Netherlands 
secretariat@euroclio.eu  
www.euroclio. 
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