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This article discusses the impact of including gender in the analytical framework
in a study of the management and provision of education in Zambia from 1900 to
1939. It shows that a focus on gender allows females to enter the historical
narrative and the leadership of women such as Mabel Shaw, Hannah Frances
Davidson and Julia Smith can be given recognition. Furthermore, complexities
associated with the politics of sexuality and gender can be seen to have had an
influence on the structure of schools, teacher employment, curriculum choice,
pupil expectations and parental demands.
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Introduction

In the cultural milieu created by colonialism issues associated with a discussion of
gender are thrown into sharp relief. This is one of a number of reasons why Joan
Scott’s thoughts on the use of the term gender are interesting in the context of the
colonial history of Zambia, formerly Northern Rhodesia, and how that history has
been told.1 I am specifically referring to the threefold relationship between mission-
aries, colonial agents and indigenous communities as European style educational poli-
cies and institutions evolved to accommodate the children, and some adults, in the
Zambian population. Scott’s perception as to the usefulness of the term gender in
critical analysis changed over time, from the 1970s when ‘gender’ was able to produce
an impact on scholarship that could ‘startle’ or ‘provoke’ with the consequence that it
seemed a way to ‘bring women from the margins to the center of historical focus and,
in the process, transform the way all history was written’.2 By 1999, however, Scott
expressed a concern that the term ‘had lost its critical edge’.3

Placing gender as a central theme, in this article, has a variety of implications as
diverse indigenous, colonial and missionary cultural expectations surrounding sexual-
ity emerge. There is recognition of gendered administrative policies and women enter
a narrative that in reality they inhabited, but historians have frequently denied their
presence by omission. This study supports Scott’s notion of gender, as an analytical
term, that she had reached by 2008. In ‘Unanswered Questions’ Scott wrote that there

*Email: jcallen77@btinternet.com
1Joan W. Scott, ‘Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis’, The American Historical
Review 91 (1986): 1053–75.
2Joan W. Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (Columbia University Press, 1999), 1.
3Ibid, xii.
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182  J. Allen

were many ways of using gender as a question to ‘interrogate history’ and this needed
to be carried out in specific contexts and, therefore, ‘gender itself is a question that is
only ever answered piecemeal through the investigations of scholars, historians
among them’.4 This study of the evolution of educational provision in south Central
Africa reveals complex relationships between individuals, institutions and social
structures and there are illustrations of women and men working together but also
occasions when they worked in opposition. The thread that runs through the
arguments contained in this discussion is that gender might not have the ‘shock’ value
it once had but it is still a vital concept in examining the history of this period showing
that women were critically engaged in providing mission education.5 Furthermore, the
politics of sexuality and gender influenced the structure of schools, teacher employ-
ment, curriculum choice, pupil expectations and parental demands.

Within Zambia indigenous communities observed missionaries and colonisers
begin to establish their boundaries during the same decade. In October 1889 Cecil
Rhodes was granted a Royal Charter of Incorporation for the British South Africa
Company (BSAC). The company was given power to obtain territory by entering into
agreements with indigenous rulers, to administer the areas it obtained and engage in
economic activity.6 A Treaty signed on 27 June 1890 gave the company full commer-
cial and mining rights and in 1897 the Foreign Office in London gave its approval of
the name ‘Northern Rhodesia’ for the Company’s territories north of the Zambezi.7

Western-style institutions proliferated across this region. The London Missionary
Society succeeded in establishing a base in the north near Lake Tanganyika in 1883
just as a mission representing the Brethren was seeking to settle in Barotseland in the
southern region. Other missionaries rapidly responded to the possibility of expanding
their organisations. By the turn of the century seven missionary societies could claim
a base there and by 1914 this had increased to 14.8

Women and early mission education in Zambia

There have been a number of studies connecting women with nineteenth-century
philanthropy in general and with the overseas missionary movement in particular.9 In
a recent survey of the literature Elizabeth Prevost commented that 

The history of women and gender in the nineteenth century missionary movement has
long presented a case of ‘hidden labor’. Overseas evangelism was driven in large measure
by female organisers, missionaries, and converts, but both the historical record and
current scholarship have marginalised women’s crucial role in missionary endeavours.10

4Joan Scott, ‘Unanswered Questions’, The American Historical Review 113 (2008): 1430.
5See examples in M.T. Huber and N.C. Lutkehaus, eds., Gendered Missions (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1999).
6J.W. Davidson, The Northern Rhodesia Legislative Council (London: Faber and Faber, 1947).
7A.J. Wills, An Introduction to the History of Central Africa (London: Oxford University
Press, 1973).
8P.D. Snelson, Educational Development in Northern Rhodesia 1883–1945 (Ndola, Zambia:
Falcon Press, 1970).
9F.K. Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth Century England (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1980).
10Elizabeth Prevost, ‘Assessing Women, Gender, and Empire in Britain’s Nineteenth-century
Protestant Missionary Movement’, History Compass 7 (2009): 765.
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In the first wave of missionary settlers in Zambia women were well represented, this
included single women, such as Hannah Francis Davidson, who with the assistance of
Adda Engle and two indigenous Christians, was responsible for establishing Brethren
in Christ missions in Zambia in 1906.11 More frequently women travelled as the
unpaid family member accompanying a male relative who was officially employed by
a society. Prevost identifies these women as those whose ‘missionary marriages were
often the product of common goals of service’.12 She continues to argue that while it
appeared that gendered roles within missions reinforced the notion of women as ‘help-
meets’ in reality ‘women also exploited the faultlines of that discourse to legitimise
their own “missionary” agency’.13

Christina Coillard is an example of a woman who expanded on her given gendered
role in the first wave of mission settlement in Zambia. Born and educated in Edin-
burgh, as a young woman she was inspired to become a missionary.14 Her ambition
was realised when she met Rev. Francois Coillard of the Paris Evangelical Mission
(PEM) in 1857. After their marriage the Coillards spent 20 years working in
Basutoland before moving to the Upper Zambezi to live among the Barotse people in
south-west Zambia in 1884. After Christina’s death in 1891 her distraught husband
recorded in his diary; ‘When we were married she spoke these words to me, “I have
come to do the work of God with you, whatever it may be, and wherever it may be.
Remember this, wherever God may call you, you shall never find me crossing your
path of duty”’.15 In Francois’ account of their life together, published in 1902, he
describes how he relied on Christina in every area of life: she ‘negotiated a safe
passage through hostile territory, bartering, teaching, healing, counselling, acting as
peace-maker, as well as coping with domestic responsibilities’.16 Within seven weeks
of the Coillard’s arrival in Barotseland they established a school for males in the
Barotse Royal family. The PEM Report written in 1926 expressed the view that
education was at the centre of evangelism, regarding it as unimaginable to have a
church without a school, the school being the nursery of the church.17

Belief in the link between schooling and evangelical growth was widespread
among mission societies settling in Zambia during this period. Throughout this phase
of Zambian history, international church growth and expanding education, women
were crucial in providing teaching within formal and informal settings. Julia Smith
arrived in Nanzela in the southern district of Zambia, with her husband, in 1902. They
had travelled by wagon from the Primitive Methodist Missionary Society (PMMS)
base in Bulawayo. Soon after their arrival Julia began to hold sewing classes follow-
ing a request from local women. She was a trained teacher and became involved in
teaching boys and girls on the station. In his biography of Julia’s husband, Edwin,
John Young records how when the PMMS superintendent Rev. G.E. Butt toured the

11Hannah Frances Davidson, South and South Central Africa (Elgin, UK: Brethren Publishing
House, 1915).
12Prevost, ‘Assessing Women’, 766.
13Ibid, 766.
14Deborah Kirkwood, ‘Protestant Missionary Women: Wives and Spinsters’, in Women and
Missions: Past and Present, ed. Fiona Bowie, Deborah Kirkwood, and Shirley Ardener
(Oxford: Berg, 1993), 23–42.
15Ibid, 29.
16Bowie, ‘Introduction’, in Bowie, Kirkwood, and Ardener, Women and Missions, 23–42.
17Snelson, Educational Development.
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184  J. Allen

mission in 1908 and commented on achievements: ‘though Julia was now a seasoned
missionary who taught children, women and new converts, cultivated the garden …
there was no recognition of her contribution’.18 In her own writing, Sunshine and
Shade in Central Africa, Julia inadvertently indicates a frequently neglected aspect of
women’s presence on the mission station. In a description of her sewing class Julia
relates how: ‘We had good times sitting under the mukuzu tree in the yard’.19 When
tragedy struck her during her first year at the mission it was one of these women,
Manga, who proved to be her ‘great friend and helper’.20 The Smiths’ first infant died
following an attack of measles as a baby, and while Julia was alone with the dead child
Manga entered the room and ‘she put her arms around me as if she had been my
mother and talked to me’.21 Julia could not understand the language but she was
comforted by Manga and this led to a lasting friendship between the two women.
Although it is problematic to assess the impact of such encounters it can be said that
missionary women had an influence on the growth of relationships across cultures that
has not been explored to the full.

The increase in the number of accounts of women in mission and colonial history
following the work of Scott and feminist historians since the 1980s has led Prevost to
identify these ‘recovery projects’ as leading to two distinct strands of scholarship ‘that
have developed roughly in tandem, which grapple with whether the story of mission
work is primarily one of sisterhood or subjugation, of contesting or reinforcing
conservative western gender ideology’.22 At the same time the charge of ‘cultural
imperialism’ has been challenged by studies that give recognition to the complex
nature of the interaction between mission, colonial government and local populations.
In Religion Versus Empire? Andrew Porter concludes ‘Although missions could not
avoid empire, they were determined to put it in its place. The extent of their determi-
nation, the universal sweep of their theology, the global extent of their contact and
consciousness, deserve more acknowledgement than they have generally received’.23

Missionaries performed as agents of change and regardless of views about the
justification for their activity it is an area where much work needs to be done, in terms
of women’s history, precisely because the mission field was a movement where it was
acceptable for women to appear in a public sphere. Women were engaged root and
branch in this global activity and their involvement over-stepped the boundaries of
domesticity. This is not to say that patriarchal structures that defined church authority
were overturned and the debate continues concerning whether the spread of Christian-
ity led to empowering of African women.24

18John Young, The Quiet Wise Spirit: Edwin Smith and Africa 1876–1957 (Peterborough, UK:
Epworth Press, 2002), 57.
19Julia Smith, Sunshine and Shade in Central Africa (London: Edwin Dalton, 1908), 25.
20Ibid, 26.
21Ibid, 26.
22Prevost, ‘Assessing Women’, 767.
23Andrew Porter, Religion Versus Empire? British Protestant Missionaries and Overseas
Expansion, 1700–1914 (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2004), 330.
24Elizabeth Isichei, ‘Does Christianity Empower Women? The Case of the Anaguta of Central
Nigeria’, in Bowie, Kirkwood, and Ardener, Women and Missions.
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British administration of education

Before the arrival of missionaries continuous informal education was provided within
the context of the tribe, the aim of which was to prepare individuals for adult life. Part
of this education included intricate initiation rites and tribal education was gendered.
Boys learnt traditional skills such as hunting, trapping and shooting, while girls learnt
skills from women, which in Zambia included much of the agricultural cultivation.25

While European missions moved the focus of education away from the tribe it should
not be assumed that indigenous communities ceased to influence this area of life.
Scholars have illustrated how indigenous populations had their own agenda in relation
to schooling and where missionaries failed to take account of this there was a boycott
of schools.26 Furthermore, the idea that missions could exist without local co-
operation, has been discredited as the historiography includes ample analysis of the
dependence of missions on indigenous supporters.27 Evidence also suggests that
expectations for males and females were not the same. In using gender to interrogate
this period of history in Zambia, further complexities and ambiguities arise and it
becomes clear that to improve understanding of this era it is necessary to question how
cultural norms for missionaries, colonialists and indigenous people impacted on the
government and organisation of schools.

When colonial rule replaced the administration of the BSAC in 1924 it was clear
that the Company had not fulfilled an obligation to develop the territories’ educational
facilities.28 They had set up one school, the Barotse National School, and issued the
Native Schools Proclamation in 1918. Although the Proclamation was rejected by
missionaries a revised form was subsequently introduced in 1922. The document
sought power to control schools and teachers. It was proposed that schools should be
shut if they did not contribute to civil order, villagers were empowered to refuse a
school, and the local headman was to be a deciding factor as to whether a school was
allowed. An illustration of administrators becoming embroiled in the social politics of
sexuality, the most controversial clause involved the personal lives of teachers, stating
that where a European was not s8eecomved runntandinga one schoas of teaions c was
ththere mthe filledonaltandist d ofdisfeiled inse a
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for the Colonies in 1923. The memorandum was significant in that it formally marked
that the government accepted it had a responsibility to contribute to education in
African colonies.30 The memorandum called for the conservation of ‘sound and
healthy elements’ in communities with the aim to ‘render the individual more efficient
in his or her own condition of life, whatever it might be’.31 In addition, the Colonial
Office asked the Phelps-Stokes Commission to launch a survey of education in
Central and East Africa. This Commission, financed by a New York fund seeking to
further the education of Negroes in Africa and the USA, reached a similar conclusion
to the Memorandum and recommended an emphasis on hygiene, agricultural and
industrial training. Furthermore, commissioners called for the raising of the status of
girls and women.32 Clive Whitehead argues that the influence of these special reports
on colonial education should not be underestimated.33 While the emphasis was on a
practical education for both genders the intention was that for females appropriate
education was to be based on domestic science, hygiene and sanitation, care of the
infant, remedies for simple ailments and nursing the sick.34

Alongside questioning the colonial enterprise the debate over curriculum choice
has been a contentious political issue with some commentators arguing: ‘the commis-
sioners’ recommendations were rooted in notions of African backwardness and
inferiority’.35 Jesse Jones, in charge of the Commission, deplored the prioritising of
literary skills and arithmetic, stating: ‘It is imperative that schools shall cease to give
the impression that knowledge of the three Rs and of the subjects usually in the
curriculum is of more importance than agricultural knowledge’.36 Peter Kallaway has
challenged the notion that adaptive education was an attempt to undermine political
independence by denying Africans a formal education. Rather he considers it is likely
that Jones had an ambiguous understanding of the merits of these ideas and while he
was trying to address the real-life prospects of Africans he also saw their utility in
terms of political and social control.37 Although some mission-provided education
was industrial in nature, the core of mission schooling was based on literary skills and
protestant missions unashamedly announced that this was in order that the Bible could
be read by the Christians that they hoped to convert.38 The differentiated education
that was called for by two Commissions, and implemented by the Imperial govern-
ment through the use of grants-in-aid to control missions, resulted in this further
separation between training deemed to be appropriate for males and females; while
opportunities for an advanced academic education diminished for all.

30J.P. Ragsdale, Protestant Mission Education in Zambia 1880–1954 (London and Toronto:
Associated University Press, 1986).
31‘Education Policy in British Tropical Africa, 1925’, in Snelson, Educational Development, 142.
32L.J. Lewis, Phelps-Stokes Reports on Education in Africa (London: Oxford University
Press, 1962).
33Clive Whitehead, ‘The Concept of British Education Policy in the Colonies 1850–1960’,
Journal of Educational Administration and History 39 (2007): 161–73.
34Lewis, Phelps-Stokes Reports.
35Sybille Kuster, ‘“Book Learning” versus “Adapted Education”: The Impact of Phelps-Stoke-
sism on Colonial Education Systems in Central Africa in the Interwar Period’, Paedagogica
Historica 43 (2007): 85.
36Ibid, 85.
37Peter Kallaway, ‘Welfare and Education in British Colonial Africa and South Africa during
the 1930s and 1940s’, Paedagogica Historica 41 (2005): 337–56.
38Porter, Religion Versus Empire?
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Gender and mission communities

The history of mission education in Zambia is linked to that of the country of origin
of missionaries.39 Missionaries exported their own mixture of assumptions, beliefs
and cultural norms and the gendering of missions began before missionaries set foot
on African soil. Various Christian denominations had internal histories of perceiving
the roles of men and women and relationships between the sexes in divergent ways.
This had an impact on the recruitment of missionaries in terms of what the societies
wanted and ambitions and expectations of individuals in their choice of society. An
example of the latter is provided by one of the first single women missionaries to be
sent to Zambia by the London Missionary Society (LMS), Mabel Shaw. Shaw joined
the LMS in 1914 but was later to admit that her choice of Society was based on a
belief that the non-denominational LMS would allow her more freedom even though
‘her inclinations were Anglican’ she did not want to be controlled by a Bishop.40

Before Shaw and Hettie Edwards (recruited at the same time as Shaw) arrived the
LMS relied on unpaid wives of missionaries to provide teaching for girls and women.
Recruitment was problematic for missions where wives did not accompany husbands.
The all-male Roman Catholic missions provided a difficulty for White Fathers and
Jesuits and their inability to educate females prompted an invitation for Sisters to join
the enterprise in 1915. In 1920 the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur arrived in Chikuni
and Dominican Sisters settled at Kasisi from 1924.41

The Anglo-Catholic Universities’ Mission to Central Africa (UMCA) provides an
example that illustrates discrepancies and contradictions associated with sexuality,
gender and mission education. This high church Anglican mission required men who
undertook work abroad to be celibate. Married men left their wives at home for the
duration of their service. Bishop Alston May was appointed to lead the mission in
1914 but after 23 years he remained disappointed with his mission’s performance on
girls’ education; he blamed this on the poor record that the UMCA had recruiting and
retaining women teachers.42 However, schooling for girls was not a priority for the
mission and when there was retrenchment due to financial or personnel shortcomings,
women teachers were used to keep boys’ boarding schools running rather than provid-
ing schooling for girls. The UMCA offered boys an academic education that would
enable progression to teacher training or more specialised theological training. In
Zambia this option did not exist for girls.43 Missionaries believed that mixed classes
in village schools taught by a male African teacher were not a success as teachers
responded more to boys, even turning their backs to the girls in class during a
discourse. Village teachers did not have the same incentive to meet the needs of
female students as boys had central school entrance examinations to work towards and

39Terence Ranger, ‘White Presence and Power in Africa’, Journal of African History 20
(1979): 463–96.
40In Sean Morrow, ‘“No Girl Leaves this School Unmarried”: Mabel Shaw and the Education
of Girls at Mbereshi, Northern-Rhodesia 1915–1940’, The International Journal of African
Historical Studies 19 (1986): 605.
41Brendan Carmody, ‘Catholic Schools in Zambia’, History of Education 28 (1999): 73–86.
42Central Africa (1936): 24. In Rhodes House Library, University of Oxford. This was the
journal of the Universities’ Mission to Central Africa.
43In the early days of the UMCA the station at Zanzibar did offer girls a more advanced
education. See A.E.M. Morshead, The History of the Universities’ Mission to Central Africa
1859–1898 (London: UMCA Press, 1955).
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188  J. Allen

the possibility of Teacher Training College.44 Added to which girls’ attendance
tended to be more spasmodic than boys with their mothers requiring their help in the
fields.

Missionaries were settling among communities where conventions regarding
sexual behaviour differed from their own, so sexuality was frequently a contested area
between missionaries and indigenous people. How individuals expressed their sexual-
ity was a major concern for the workforce of the UMCA and while European mission-
aries insisted on their own celibacy the requirement for African trainees and workers
was different with teachers being expected to marry before being employed in UMCA
schools.45 The lack of schools for girls presented the UMCA with the problem of how
to prepare girls educated to a level sufficient to be considered as being suitable to
marry an indigenous teacher. In response to this problem in June 1933 the Sisters of
the Community of the Resurrection of Our Lord opened St Anne’s House in Mapanza
in the southern district of Zambia where the Bishop had decided to locate the Teacher
Training College for men. In July the school opened with tuition that lasted for one
hour a day. Within three days there were 72 girls in attendance and after a year this
school was transformed into a boarding school for girls, catering for senior girls who
were likely to marry students or teachers from St Mark’s College. Sisters taught
elements of hygiene and cooking, sewing and cleanliness, with a few hours of secular
subjects and religious instruction a day. Although the school was opposed by the
paramount chief, five headmen sent their daughters there as well as one chief.46 The
aspirations surrounding the future of female pupils at Mapanza boarding school
were linked to a bid to control aspects of the sexual lives of the missions’ indigenous
teachers.

Missionaries from the UMCA and other societies expressed a particular fear about
the potential consequences of taking females away from their tribe and parents were
frequently reluctant to allow their daughters to attend school.47 Traditional roles and
compliance with the Imperial Government’s desire to involve indigenous men in the
workforce to sustain the colony, was also a factor. The imposition of taxation on
indigenous communities by the colonial government had forced rapid change by
incorporating the population into the cash economy. In his study of the indigenous
response to education provided by the PEM in Barotseland, Zambia, Ranger states
that in the first instance the king Lewanika embraced education for his people so that
they could be trained to work as skilled craftsmen but as it became clear that this only
qualified individuals for subordinate roles, demands for an improved education ‘came
to concentrate almost exclusively upon literary and clerical education’.48 Africans
demanded the same education as the colonialists.49

Figures published by the Native Education Department in 1935 show that boys far
outnumbered girls across the nation’s maintained or aided schools. In most examples
there were fewer than half of those in attendance at schools being girls and in some

44Central Africa (1935): 11.
45A.G. Blood, The History of the Universities’ Mission to Central Africa. 1907–1932
(London: UMCA Press, 1957).
46Ibid.
47Carmody, ‘Catholic Schools in Zambia’.
48Ranger, ‘African Attempts to Control Education’, 69.
49Clive Whitehead, ‘The Historiography of British Imperial Education Policy, Part II Africa
and the Rest of the Colonial Empire’, History of Education 34 (2005): 441–54.
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cases the figure was less than a quarter.50 Schools run by the Dutch Reformed Church
provided an exception: in these schools girls outnumbered boys by 200 overall. The
figures are revealing as even the LMS, which accommodated the ‘showcase’ school
for girls at Mbereshi, provided 427 places for girls and 1225 for boys, in 31 institu-
tions. While Mbereshi School flourished another school for girls at Kawimbe, which
was started in 1916, was forced to close. Among the reasons given for this failure to
attract pupils to the school was that it was the region most affected by the First World
War and prolonged disruption and hunger in the district meant that girls were needed
to work in the fields so parents would not allow them to attend school, especially as
they could not be fed at the boarding school.51 By 1924 the Girls’ Boarding School
(GBS), founded by Mabel Shaw, had already established an exceptional reputation
which continued to grow during the decade. Communications between the Native
Education Department and the administration of Mbereshi School gives a particular
insight into the attitude of the Director, Geoffrey Latham, in relation to issues
associated with gendered education.

Mabel Shaw and the Mbereshi Boarding School for Girls

In controlling the many and varied educational institutions across the Empire the
director of education in a territory played a pivotal role.52 The school evidently suited
administrators as by 1926 Latham had chosen the GBS at Mbereshi as the model
school for girls within Zambia and he made efforts to try to publicise Shaw’s methods.
He arranged for her to visit PEM schools in Barotseland, and a UMCA school in
Chipili. Shaw’s school was regarded as unique. She had deliberately incorporated
aspects of indigenous life into the structure of her school that was evident in the way
the pastoral system was organised and in how aspects of the culture and beliefs of her
pupils were integrated into school life.53 Girls carried out practical tasks and main-
tained the gardens, as they were expected to do in the village, while the academic
curriculum included reading, writing, arithmetic and religious education.54 However,
the freedom that Shaw had enjoyed in her first years at Mbereshi was gradually
compromised. At local level missions were controlled by District Committees on
which missionaries had equal voting rights and the Board in London had overall
control. At Mbereshi the education for males at the station had been established as
early as 1900 and was run separately. There was competition for resources, certain
functions within the station were contested and Shaw could not rely on support for her
school from male colleagues.55 By 1920 male missionaries within the LMS attempted

50Snelson, Educational Development.
51William Govan-Robertson (October 28, 1917) report on Miss Hettie Edwards, Central
African Correspondence, Box 18, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London (SOAS).
52Whitehead, ‘British Educational Policy’.
53For further details of Shaw’s work see: Julia Allen, ‘Mabel Shaw’s Theology in the Context
of her Work as a Christian Missionary Teacher in Northern Rhodesia 1915–1940’, Feminist
Theology 16 (2008): 194–210.
54Mabel Shaw, Dawn in Africa (London: Edinburgh House Press, 1927).
55Harold Wareham (February 15, 1918) letter to the Board of the LMS in London, Box 18,
SOAS. A few authors, including Morrow, ‘No Girl’, have emphasised that Shaw was difficult
to work with. It is clear that Mbereshi had a reputation for poor relationships between mis-
sionaries before Shaw arrived at the station.
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190  J. Allen

to curb her influence and three male missionaries voted against the allocation of
further money to her school.56 Furthermore, a fellow missionary, Govan Robertson,
questioned the value of work among indigenous girls. Citing the Anglican Boarding
School at Blantyre, as an example, he claimed that results from this school had the
effect of spoiling the girls for village life afterwards with the risk that: ‘only white
men can afford to keep them’.57 The London-based Board, however, made an execu-
tive decision to increase the allocation of money to the GBS.58

Nevertheless Mberehi’s status as the predominant education centre for the LMS
consolidated as a result of an LMS Deputation which visited the country in 1924 and
decided in favour of locating a Boys’ Boarding School and Central Training College
at the site.59 Two years later Shaw introduced training for motherhood onto the
curriculum. She had already taken over responsibility for sex education among
Mbereshi girls.60 In addition, she planned to open a ward at the hospital, where young
educated, married girls had the opportunity to learn midwifery and a ward was to be
dedicated solely to sick girls from the school.61 Her plans met with an enthusiastic
response from Latham. In an official report sent to the London board of the LMS he
stated that ‘the girls’ school is simply splendid’.62 Privately he expressed concerns
about internal opposition to Shaw at Mbereshi ‘I feel strongly that Miss Shaw has an
exceptional gift and should be given a free a hand as possible. Don’t let her wings be
clipped’.63 Ironically it was the attention Mbereshi received from Latham that
provided the greatest challenge to Shaw’s leadership when in 1928 Latham informed
the Board of the LMS that he intended to make Mbereshi into an industrial training
centre for the Mweru/Luapula district. The purpose was to train an indigenous work-
force of artisans to work for Europeans or in the Reserves: ‘The Mission would be
doing Government work and would not be out of pocket over it’.64 In addition,
Latham began to pressurise the LMS Board to appoint a missionary to be in charge of
the whole station.

Shaw described herself as ‘horrified’ at the thought of a male principal with
responsibility for the girls’ school. She did not know whether this was due to pride, a
desire for the post herself, ‘feminism or what’.65 Displaying an acute sense of injus-
tice Shaw wrote to the Board appealing that they should dismiss the idea of appointing
a male principal: she did not want to be ‘hampered’ by someone who did not under-
stand the work.66 Shaw was amazed at the strength of her feelings: ‘I find in myself
that which I have condemned in others. This is a warning “I can’t play second

56Minutes of the Meeting of the Central African District Committee (1920), Central African
Correspondence, Box 19, SOAS.
57Govan-Robertson (June 15, 1921), letter to the LMS Board, Box 19, SOAS.
58Bernard Turner (December 9, 1921), letter to LMS Board, Box 19, SOAS.
59Turner (January 31, 1925), letter to LMS Board, Box 19, SOAS.
60See Allen, ‘Mabel Shaw’s Theology’ for an account of how Shaw was gradually trusted by
indigenous parents to take over sex education at Mbereshi School.
61Shaw (November 5, 1926), letter to LMS Board, Box 22, SOAS.
62Latham (June 23, 1928), letter to Board of LMS, Box 22, SOAS.
63Latham (April 17, 1928), letter to Francis Hawkins, Box 22, SOAS.
64Latham (June 23, 1928), letter to Board of LMS, Box 22, SOAS.
65Shaw (April 2, 1930), letter to Board of the LMS, Box 24, SOAS.
66Ibid.
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fiddle”’.67 Shaw’s expertise had been recognised and she had taken on responsibilities
usually reserved for male missionaries: representing the LMS on the General Mission-
ary Conference and Advisory Board for Native Education. Evidently the Board and
government had decided the point beyond which Shaw would not advance and she
was not chosen to head the mission station whose reputation she had done so much to
promote. The Board did, however, act with some sensitivity in their appointment of
Rev. Richard Sabin to head the station. His aunt, Margaret Sabin, was one of Shaw’s
closest allies working at Mbereshi and the evidence suggests that he did not interfere
with the sphere which had been designated as women’s work.

Shaw was realistic in her acceptance of the cultural expectation that Zambian girls
were destined for marriage and child rearing. However, missionaries believed that
their pupils were capable of other destinies and Shaw and Sabin sought to delay the
marriage plans of their charges: ‘It is certainly thrilling to see these girls thinking of
other vocations than immediate marriage’.68 Mbereshi missionaries attributed part of
the success of the school to the fact that girls were retained on the staff of the school
when they had reached the age when it was the norm to marry. By 1930 eight former
pupils were employed at the school.69 Shaw’s encouragement of girls to attend
Teacher Training Colleges in South Africa was especially opposed by parents.70

Despite this two girls were sent from Mbereshi to Hope Fountain, the LMS Training
College for teachers in South Africa in 1928. By 1934 a Jeanes school was established
at Mbereshi to provide teacher training for female students.71 The same year two
Mbereshi-trained teachers went to work at the LMS Kawimbe station, representing a
break with tradition as unmarried women rarely moved away from their tribal areas.72

After Shaw’s departure from the school in 1940 co-education, which had been
opposed by Shaw, swept through all LMS mission schools and the LMS modified
ambitions for girls at Mbereshi believing that costs could be reduced by aiming to
‘provide educated wives for village school teachers’ who could act as a ‘sub grade of
female teacher’.73

Conclusion

Joan Scott’s discussion of the various nuances that gender implies, when used as an
analytical construct, resonate in this study of the growth of European-style education
in Zambia. This analysis brings women to the foreground of mission and education
history, illustrating that there were independent pioneering women such as Shaw and
Davidson. Scott notes that for some historians gender has become a term that is substi-
tuted for women’s history and there is a sense in which this is reflected in this paper.
It is precisely because historians have tended to write with a lack of consciousness of
women in the narrative that a balance still has to be struck and women’s stories need
to be told and retold until the one-sidedness of male history, with women on the

67Ibid.
68Margaret Sabin (January 9, 1933), letter to her mother and sisters, Box 2, SOAS.
69LMS Annual Report (1930), SOAS.
70See note 68 above.
71Mbereshi Annual Report (1935), SOAS.
72Ibid.
73Report of the LMS Deputation to Central Africa (1940), Central African Reports, Box 7,
SOAS.
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192  J. Allen

margins, is unsustainable. Scott makes clear, however, that there are other meanings
that emerge from gendered history as ‘Gender … provides a way to decode meaning
and to understand the complex connections among various forms of human interac-
tion’.74 It is this application that encourages awareness of the nature of human history
as being an account of all aspects of life which must necessarily involve both genders.

It can be observed from this study of the development of education in Zambia that
explicit inclusion of notions of gender reveal where males and females have received
different treatment in the education process on the grounds of differentiation of the
sexes: examples given in this essay being based on provision of schools, curriculum,
and selection and training of teachers in mission societies sponsored by Roman
Catholic and Anglican Churches in Zambia. In this context inequalities between the
sexes implicit within various missionary societies are exposed as well as the extent of
control exerted, by mission and administrators, over men and women. Colonisers,
local populations and missionaries had their own defined norms and rules for males
and females and part of the process in setting up a workable education system
involved negotiation and compromise between these agencies. Gender analysis,
alongside other historical methodologies, thus allows a more informed approach to
understanding the past.
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74Scott, ‘Gender’, 45–46.
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