
"Where I come from, women have the power!"
Writing women's history oneself

An English translation of the German article in “Graswurzel Revolution” GWR470
https://www.graswurzel.net/gwr/2022/05/wo-ich-herkomme-haben-die-Frauen-Macht/ 

The Womenʼs History Museum (WHM) in Zambiaʼs capital Lusaka helps the country 
rediscover the forgotten half of history: the museum founders snatch the invisible women 
in Zambian and neighbouring countries’ histories out of oblivion. They publish their 
biographies on Wikipedia and in the form of attractively designed animated video podcasts,
to name just two of their initiatives. Claudia Wegener reports on a successful approach of 
writing female counter-history and making it accessible to a broad public. (GWR ed.)

The quote in the title comes from an interview with Zambian cultural historian and long-time head 
of the National Arts Council Zambia, Mulenga Kapwepwe, which we recorded there, in the capital 
Lusaka in 2012. (1) "Somehow it's always about the women who don't have the power," Mulenga 
says in the interview, "and the experiences of women from our own African societies fall out of the 
story... Where I come from, women have the power!" As an author and playwright, Mulenga has 
used her research to bring to the theatre stage a number of historical women leaders from the 
region in their own indigenous language.

Writing women's history together

When I am in Lusaka again in 2018, I am fortunate to witness what has grown from the seeds of a 
shared realisation of a missing or incomplete history: I get to know the Museum of Women's 
History Zambia (2), the museum founders and the founding cooperative of ten women at a meeting
at the National Museum in Lusaka. Besides Mulenga Kapwepwe, founding member of the board is 
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the journalist and communication expert Samba Yonga. Further members of the diverse and highly 
qualified team include an architect, a lawyer, a visual artist and a young blogger.
Today, four years later, there are results for many of the projects that were discussed among the 
women at the time and that are themselves already making women's history. The results and 
outcomes at hand, I’d think, present us with a remarkable example and model that, and how it 
could be possible to tackle the sheer overwhelming task of changing male-dominated historical 
narratives in the sense and direction of a more real gender distribution.

How did the women museum founders in Zambia make it happen? What are the steps they have 
taken? These are questions which shall be explored here.

The familiar question "where are the women?" was also asked by the initiators of the Womenʼs 
History Museum Zambia. Where are our female ancestors and historical role models? Assuming a 
50/50 gender distribution in societies worldwide, it just cannot be real that there were no queens, 
no women strategists, women diplomats or independence fighters worth mentioning.

Strong women with many rights

To explain her assertion about the powerful women in African societies, Mulenga Kapwepwe 
quotes in the aforementioned interview from an early 20th century travelogue of a British woman in
the region of present-day Zambia. "Women here," the historical account reads, "have a right to 
their own name, to their own land, to their own economic base, they have a right to protection... 
None of which we women in England have at present!" Mulenga comments, "You know, it seems to
me that this is exactly the point that also we ourselves have forgotten; that we women here in the 
region had struggled already for so many rights for ourselves; and then another political system 
came and took those rights away from us, and today we are battling again to get back to where we 
were already!"

"The Zambian Women's History Museum is returning to Africans what colonialism stole," this is 
how the digital magazine okayafrica sums it up in the title of its May 2019 dedicated feature. (3)

"Where are the women?"

The museum itself defines its mission on the website as follows: "The Women's History Museum of
Zambia was set up to document and revive narratives of African history with a specific focus on 
women." (4)
The question of the missing women is also raised, among others, by the numerous initiatives that 
have declared war on the gender bias or "gender gap" on Wikipedia. In the most consulted online 
reference work, significant women generally have a 1:6 chance of being mentioned with a 
biographical entry; for significant women from Africa, however, the chance of a Wikipedia 
biography is 1:300; moreover, biographical entries about women on Wikipedia have a good 40 
percent chance of being nominated for deletion - these are just some of the depressing statistics of
WikiWomen. (5)
It is this huge global building site of the missing women's history that the Zambian museum 
founders tried their hand at right after their official registration as cooperative and board of the new 
museum. In a three-part workshop, 34 invited Zambian authors were trained by a Wikipedia trainer 
from South Africa, both in researching and writing the articles and in uploading the texts to the 
online encyclopaedia. More than 100 biographical articles on notable Zambian women from past 
and present were created as a result of the Edit-a-thon (6) #HerZambianHistory, which was co-
sponsored by Wikipedia, WikiWomen and the Swedish Embassy. (7)

"Leading Ladies": women's history goes into serial production

A project that has become a highly visible trademark of the Women's History Museum Zambia is 
the series of animated video podcasts "Leading Ladies - an African podcast on historical women 
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leaders", so its complete title. The podcast stories are researched and written by Mulenga 
Kapwepwe and digitally realised by Samba Yonga and her production team. The episodes tell the 
life stories of outstanding female leaders in Zambia and neighbouring African countries from the 
17th century to the present in clear, fast-paced strokes, in about three to seven minutes. The idea 
was to use contemporary digital media to create a highly mobile, constantly growing touring 
exhibition whose individual episodes could easily be integrated into radio or television broadcasts 
and equally listened to, watched and shared on individual devices such as mobile phones. The 
“Leading Ladies” began their online presence in the contemporary media world of the 21st century 
in March 2019; the podcast is now in its fourth thematic season. (8)

Samba says in the interview with okayafrica: "The idea specifically of the first season of ten 
podcasts was to juxtapose public opinion stereotypes like 'women stay out of conflicts' with 
historically based archetypes of African women's history, for example historical fighters like 
Loongo." The "Leading Ladies" of the first season represent all ten provinces of the country, so the 
producers' deliberate selection. The second podcast season focuses on the socio-historical 
contribution of outstanding women in various professions and fields of endeavour; the third 
features outstanding historical women leaders in the region, namely from Zambia, Zimbabwe and 
Malawi. The fourth podcast season, which is currently underway, tells the life stories of African eco-
feminists, i.e. fighters for environmental justice and protection of natural resources, whose 
commitment is based on a specifically African and female perspective on the issues.

With video podcasts against the invisibility of women leaders

With their podcast, the museum founders are of course also aiming at the construction site of 
teaching and learning, school books and education; an area which is highly significant for any 
social movement. African women contributed both, in developing their own respective societies as 
well as today's. This is the multifold story which the museum founders wish to bring into teaching 
and learning and right in to the "mainstream". This focus is constituted already in the museum’s 
mission on the website. In the website’s online resource collection under "News", there is, among 
others, a link and mention of an informative report, which presents a quantitative research of 
pictorial representations of historical figures in Zambian history textbooks for secondary schools, 
under the title: "Silenced and invisible historical figures in Zambia: An analysis of the visual 
portrayal of women in Senior Secondary History textbooks". (9)
It is precisely these silenced and invisible historical female figures that the Women's History 
Museum Zambia is reviving or revitalising, especially with the voices, stories and images of the 
"Leading Ladies" podcasts. It remains exciting to follow, how and with what means and measures 
the history of this courageous and productive intervention by the Zambian museum founders in the 
historiography of the country, the continent and the women will be written.

Claudia Wegener

Claudia Wegener is a radio artists and activist involved in local audio radio projects in southern 
Africa. Under the alias radio continental drift, she publishes sound recordings and radio 
productions online for free download under a Creative Commons licence.

The Women's Museum is currently invited to join the "MuseumsLab 2022" of the German 
Academic Exchange Service in Berlin and Cape Town. "The future of cultural memory" is just one 
among the topics. Fifty five museum directors from Africa and Europe are taking part in the 
exchange programme.

Notes:
image p.1: poster promotion “Leading Ladies” 2019; thanks to WHM Zambia
(1) The audio recording mentioned as well as further related interviews with women can be found 
in the internet archive archive.org in the collection "radio continental drift": 
https://archive.org/details/radiocontinentaldrift 
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(2) https://www.whmzambia.org 
(3) okayafrica, May 2019, https://www.okayafrica.com/samba-yonga-womens-history-museum-in-
zambia-africa/ 
(4) https://www.whmzambia.org/about 
(5) See, among others, at https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geschlechterverteilung_in_der_Wikipedia; 
and on "WikiLovesWomen" http://www.wikiloveswomen.org/about-the-project/mind-the-gap/ 
(6) An edit-a-thon is a meeting for collectively editing or creating Wikipedia articles.
(7) Articles in the English version of Wikipedia under the category "Women in Zambia" or "Zambian
Women"; further details on the Wikipedia project also on the blog of radio continental drift at https://
radiocontinentaldrift.wordpress.com/2019/03/06/talking-to-writers-of-wikiwomen-zambia/ 
(8) "Leading Ladies" podcast: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UClqsHIH27kBzuBEssoWt9qg 
(9) https://www.whmzambia.org/news/2022/2/7/silenced-and-invisible-historical-figures-in-zambia-
an-analysis-of-the-visual-portrayal-of-women-in-senior-secondary-school-history-textbooks-by-
edward-mboyonga ; Edward Mboyonga, University of Free State, South Africa; report for 
download: https://upjournals.up.ac.za/index.php/yesterday_and_today/article/view/3747/3503

Portraits of some “Leading Ladies”

Following are some written summaries. Please view the “Leading Ladies” podcast here: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UClqsHIH27kBzuBEssoWt9qg 

Loongo: Fighting for a life in peace and dignity (Season 1, Episode 3)
Loongo was a 19th century leader of the Sala in the Mumbwa region of Zambia's Central Province.
When the Makololo invaded her land from the south, Loongo formed a women's army to fight the 
invaders. Although the defence of her country was unsuccessful and Loongo was taken prisoner, 
the reputation of her extraordinary courage and influence and of the women's determination remain
to this day. The hill from which they fought is still called "the hill of the women". It was a sign of 
respect that the Makololo did not demand war duty from the Sala, as was the usual custom. 
Loongo returned from captivity, succeeded in reorganising the Sala and restoring peace and 
dignity to the land. To this day, the Sala celebrate a festival dedicated to Loongo's memory every 
year in July: "Ikubi Lya Loongo" is the name of this festival.

Christine Munkombwe: Protest against racist ideals of beauty (Season 2, Episode 1)
Christine Munkombwe has gone down in history as a pioneer for an equal treatment free of racism.
Born in Ndola in 1956, Christine Munkombwe competed in the 1974 Miss Zambia pageant and 
won the title. As the Zambian beauty queen, she was automatically a candidate for the Miss World 
contest in London the same year. When the 18-year-old Miss Zambia arrived in London, she 
quickly realised that she had been inadequately prepared for the competition. She also saw that 
the press shied away from contact with her and were only interested in the white contestants. 
Christine accused the judges of favouring participants with light skin and straight hair. Christine 
made a public statement accusing the organisers of the Miss World pageant of racial prejudice and
of not giving black contestants a fair chance at all.
The Zambian organisers then demanded a written apology from Christine to the Miss World 
organisers, the jury and the press and sent her a bill of over 3,000 kwatcha, the cost of her 
preparation for the Miss World competition. They withdrew the Miss Zambia trophy from Christine 
and gave the prize money of 50 kwatcha to the second-placed 16-year-old Mabel Chipascha. But 
Christine stood by her statement. Instead of an apology, she released a second statement. "I don't 
give a damn about this title; they can eat it. And I will still remain myself after all!" Christine Mun- 
kombwe never retracted her statement.

Be Dyango: Successful campaign for comprehensive rights (Season 1, Episode 10)
Be Dyango was known as "the matriarch of the mystic waterfalls". In the 1800s, she ruled over the 
land of the Leya and Toka people in the area of what is now Livingstone and Victoria Falls in 
Zambia's Southern Province. When Chief Mukuni invaded her land, she proved to be an extremely 
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smart negotiator. Be Dyango was so skilful in negotiating peace with Chief Mukuni that she 
persuaded the conqueror even to share rule with her. She succeeded in securing comprehensive 
rights, cultural sovereignty and political co-decision for the Leya and Toka. She continued to 
maintain a leadership role in all the important cultural festivals. Be Dyango's peace agreement is 
still valid today. And to this day, each Toka-Leya village is led in dual leadership, jointly by a man 
and a woman.

Namwesi Mwamba: Actions for Zambia's Independence (Season 2, Episope 7)
Namwezi Mwamba belongs to the generation of freedom fighters in the struggle for Zambia's 
independence. Namwezi Mwamba was born in Mbala in Zambia's Northern Province in 1943 and 
was the daughter of Chief Mwamba, the leader of the Mambwe.
In 1964, the Republic of Zambia became the ninth country to gain independence from the British 
colonial government. Along the way, there was repeated armed repression by the British against 
the independence aspirations of the African majority population.
One of the leading parties of the time, the United National Independence Party, led by Kenneth 
Kaunda, developed the Cha-Cha-Cha campaign for civil disobedience and political awareness. 
The name alludes to a popular dance at the time, the Cha-Cha-Cha, and implies that it was time 
for the British to dance to the music of the freedom struggle. In 1961, the campaign began. Acts of 
sabotage were organised and coordinated in every province: strikes, arson attacks, roadblocks, the
destruction of government buildings, boycotts and protests. 18-year-old Namwezi Mwamba 
became the mastermind of the Cha-Cha-Cha uprising in Mbala and Mpulungu. Namwezi formed a 
group that was infamous as the "Kasakalabwe rioters" in Mpulungu. Her acts of sabotage were so 
successful that the colonial police thought she was a man. As a male saboteur, she was on the 
"most wanted" list of criminal offenders. Namwezi took advantage of this lapse in police intelligence
and successfully escaped the traps of the police time and again. During an act of sabotage at a 
government military school, she was betrayed by a party member and shot dead by the colonial  
police.
Namwezi Mwamba did not live to see the independence of Zambia for which she had fought. To 
honour her memory, a street in Mbala is named after her. Some of her comrades in the struggle for
independence who are still alive today tell of Namwezi's courage and her charisma as a leader.

The author wishes to thank the team at Graswurzel Revolution for the support.
See article with media at blog post radio continental drift: https://wp.me/pmTSx-Fj 
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