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INTRODUCTION

Without doubt, to become a First Lady is to step
into a role that is subject to public scrutiny; whether that role
is formal or informal. Some First Ladies have found themselves in
the news for all the wrong reasons — prolific holidays and shopping
sprees abroad, corruption and/or doing everything possible, even to
the extremes, to ensure their husbands remain in power.
Considerably, there is joy for the woman to ride in the power of
her husband; however, sometimes these women tend to want to create
another centre of power in the domestic scenario.

Some male presidents have opted to remain
bachelors for reasons of their own which may be termed from gender
quarters as selfish.

Former First Lady of the Philippines, Imelda
Marcos, for example, was legendary for her extravagant display of
wealth, collecting more than 1,000 pairs of shoes, and is even
quoted as saying: “I was born ostentatious. They will list my name
in the dictionary someday. They will use Imeldific to mean
ostentatious extravagance.”

Notwithstanding the fact of facing numerous
corruption charges in the Philippines, she is yet to be convicted
and continues to wield considerable power even after her husband’s
death; her ability in surviving personal and political challenges
has led her to be nicknamed “The Steel Butterfly.”

Elena Ceausescu’s legacy too, is a subject of
discussion. A First Lady in communist Romania, she was chief of the
Party and State Cadres Commission, which enabled her to endorse for
promotion and demote individuals in the party apparatus and the
government. By the mid-1980s, her national prominence had grown to
the point that her birthday was celebrated as a national holiday,
as was her husband’s.

There is even a West African First Lady
wanted by the International Criminal Court for crimes against
humanity — Simone Gbagbo, wife of former Ivorian president Laurent
Gbagbo. The ICC indicted her for four counts of crimes against
humanity (murder, rape and other sexual violence, persecution, and
other inhuman acts) committed in Côte d’Ivoire between 2010 and
2011, in the violence that followed a disputed election that pitted
her husband against Alassane Ouattara, who eventually took power
with the help of friendly nations.

But what really is the responsibility of the
First Lady? The world over, there is disagreement over her precise
role — unelected, yet wielding considerable power, her job is to
accomplish two things at once: to project upbeat enthusiasm and an
air of stateliness; know how to be a woman (girl, mother and wife
all rolled into one) and how to look composed in the public
glare.

World over, it is easy to note the strong
resentment posed by strong First Ladies. This can be noted from the
hay days of Bill and Hillary Clinton. Nothing helped Hillary’s
image so much as the empathy she acquired when Bill’s bad private
behaviour with Lewinsky was confirmed. It was only in this scenario
that she appeared vulnerable as ‘assessed’ by the public. And the
modest, suburban, country club woman is still derided as “Ms
Perfect, someone easy to dislike.” It’s a delicate harmonizing
act.

In Eastern Africa, it seems, the role of the
First Lady has been developing over the years, from “mama wa taifa”
(mother of the nation), the silent, matronly types by the Big Man’s
side, essentially reinforcing his role as the ultimate
personification of the patriarchal establishment, to a more
forward-looking one; a microcosm of shifting dynamics of the
modern-day African society. Mama Ngina Kenyatta, the widow of
Kenya’s first president, in particular, now the mother of Kenya’s
fourth president, wore the tag.

In Uganda, detractors often described former
First Lady Miria Kalule-Obote, as “low-key with barely a career to
talk about.” She, however, surprised many when in 2005, she
returned to Uganda after 20 years in exile, to bury her husband,
and announced she would vie for the presidency during the 2006
General Election.

TODAY'S FIRST
LADY

Today’s East African First Lady is not the
unpretentious, silent type. She is educated, vocal and often
powerful in her own right. She is defending 21st century causes
such as early childhood education, the fight against elephant,
rhino and other wild life poaching and even confidence-building for
the youth and women by promoting debating contests, youth clubs,
women savings societies and prenatal maternal care.

And as women become a familiar sight at the
African political high-tables, and they are not just male trophies
they are urbane, stylish, educated and often have some
international experience indicating that there is a need for the
First Ladies of the future to hike their stakes.

This list of the urbane, stylish, educated
women includes Tanzania’s minister for Justice and Constitutional
Affairs Asha-Rose Migiro, a former deputy secretary-general of the
United Nations. Also included are Anna Tibaijuka, Tanzania’s
minister for Lands and Housing, who is the former executive
director of UN-Habitat; Kenya’s Cabinet Secretary for Defense,
Rachael Omamo, a former chair of the Law Society of Kenya who
previously served as ambassador to France; Ambassador Amina
Mohammed Cabinet secretary for Kenya’s foreign affairs; and
Uganda’s minister for Gender and Social Services Mary Karoro
Okurut, who had an famous career as a writer and literary critic
prior to joining government, and was the founder of Femrite; Uganda
Women Writers Association.

This means that today’s First Lady is faced
with two demands: First, she can no longer claim “female
exclusivity” to the president’s ear in persuading public policy;
and second, she cannot stray too far from the image of the
developmental and sophisticated woman the matronly,
self-deprecating “mama of the nation” looks outdated next to her
sharply dressed powerful women in Cabinet.

Perhaps no other country in Africa has
witnessed this unyielding change towards the composed and
sophisticated type more than Kenya.

Mama Ngina Kenyatta was the calm, humble,
typical “mother of the nation.” Then for 24 years under President
Daniel arap Moi, Mama Ngina retained the official status as First
Lady as President Moi was estranged from his wife the late Lena
Moi. For 24 years, President Moi was a lone man at the State House;
he was a very ineligible bachelor. His official divorce to Lena was
never made public. During Moi’s tenure in office, Lena continued to
receive state security but never shared a table with him in any
state function.

When Mwai Kibaki came into power in 2002, his
wife Lucy strode boldly beside him into the public arena, and
before long, had become the talk of the town for her assumed
hostile outbursts. One bizarre episode is when President Kibaki
called a rare press conference in 2009 to clarify to the public
that he had only one wife, Lucy, apparently aggravated by media
references to a speculated second wife. It was then rumored that
that the First Lady Lucy had compelled the president to disown the
alleged second wife in public. She even at one time slapped a
senior public officer at a well attended public function for
referring her to something else other than First Lady! Apparently,
something went wrong in high places, for the last three years of
Kibaki’s tenure in office, she was nowhere to be seen, a total
media black-out was slapped on her.

Still, Lucy had her fair share of
accomplishments, she had a program to fight HIV/ Aids and breast
cancer, and is also credited as a founder member and initiator of
the Starehe Girls Centre, a leading girls’ high school in Nairobi.
Then in came Margaret Kenyatta, the current First Lady, who is the
complete picture of the 21st century woman.

UGANDA’S FIRST
LADY
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JANET MUSEVENI

Illustration by J. N

Janet Museveni is perhaps the best
illustration of this progressive development of the role of First
Lady in the region. She is the wife of Museveni, Uganda’s strong
man and she is East Africa’s longest-serving First Lady, 28 years
at Uganda’s State House. She is age 65years and holds a Bachelor’s
degree in Education and a Diploma in Early Childhood Education
(ECD). She is a mother of four.

Hair Style: She adorns her head with short
hair (popularized as the ‘Janet’ hairstyle); and pearls for ear
studs. She is perhaps the best illustration of trans-century
evolution of the role of First Lady in the region. She is East
Africa’s longest-serving First Lady. When she came into office 28
years ago, Uganda was faced with two major challenges, it was just
emerging from years of civil war, and many children had lost their
parents or had been child soldiers.

The country was also coming to terms with
HIV/Aids which had turned Uganda, the former pearl of Africa to a
pearl of death, which was leaving thousands of children as orphans.
It was thus normal that she started off her career as First Lady by
founding Uganda Women’s Effort to Save Orphans (UWESO), a relief
agency initiated in 1986, which she said was shaped by her
experience as a refugee during the long civil war in her country.
Fighting HIV/Aids was a core agenda of the agency. As a result, new
HIV infections in Uganda declined from 31 per cent in 1992 to 6 per
cent in 2002, and the country was lauded by W.H.O for setting the
standard in the continent’s fight against HIV/Aids.

By 2005, the threat that HIV/Aids posed to
Uganda was declining. The First Lady then repositioned herself as
the warden of Ugandan-family values, and moral leader for the
country’s straying youth, heading a campaign for prayer and
abstention from sex as a new approach to dealing with the
persistent threat of Aids. But that circumvented her, with the
image of a hassled matron; this forced her to reconsider her role
and to shift gears.

Her next move was to reinvent her perception
for the role of an ideal First Lady. She declared that she would
vie for the Ruhaama parliamentary seat, in western Uganda in the
2006 elections, a radical move considering that Ruhaama was where
she was born, not where she is married. African culture expects
that a married woman “belongs” to her husband and his people, and
she should “eat” where her husband is and sleep where he is. In
fact, she is considered a stranger at home. But her stars were
primed; she broke the rule and succeeded!

She had the easier option, a short-cut
through direct nomination into parliament by her husband the
President. However, she took the tough path, ran against other
contenders and won, and was even re-elected in 2011, becoming a
political power-house in her own right.

Mrs. Museveni in 2009 was appointed State
Minister for Karamoja Affairs and in 2011; she was promoted to
Minister for Karamoja Affairs. She was now not just First Lady, but
an elected member of parliament and a Government Minister who would
sit in the cabinet with her husband in her own right as a political
winner. She capped it with a remarkably frank autobiography, My
Life’s Journey, further setting out her position as an independent
First Lady.

The rise to power of Mrs. Museveni coincided
with President Museveni’s increasing of women in high-level
positions from his 1986 Cabinet which had only one woman, Gertrude
Njuba, one of the few initial members of the National Resistance
Movement (NRM). Today, women make up 36 per cent of the Cabinet in
Uganda.

RWANDA’S FIRST
LADY
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JEANNETTE KAGAME

Illustration by J.N

Rwanda’s First Lady is Jeannette Kagame who
happens to be the wife of Rwanda’s president, Kagame. For her, life
has not been cozy; she has had to deal with the extra challenge of
her husband’s international image. Mrs Kagame’s scheme thus reflect
a sharp, progressive forward-looking and future focused thinking,
while sidestepping the international and regional battles her
husband seems to enjoy. She is 51 years old and has four children.
She holds a Bachelor’s degree in Business and Management Science.
She has been Rwanda’s First lady for 14 years. Her dressing style
is Shumshanana (traditional Rwandan dress for women). No other
First Lady in East Africa, has had to deal with the bonus challenge
of her husband’s international image, as much as Mrs. Kagame. Paul
Kagame, her husband, on the other hand is a unique man in his own
right in the East African constituency in that he is more than the
president of a small African country he is in many ways a global
symbol. His international fan club is as militant as is its
Hate-Kagame global diligence. He is the only African President who
gets a ticket to the Western’s Fortune 500 meetings. Governors of
Kenya’s County Governments even invited him at one time to their
retreat to give lessons on how to run small governments.

Mrs. Kagame’s initiatives thus reflect an
intelligent, progressive forward-looking and future focused
thinking, while sidestepping the international and regional battles
her husband seems to relish.

Although her IMBUTO Foundation (a foundation
she formed while in Uganda) covers health and other socio-economic
programs, some of its biggest initiatives are focused on empowering
the youth and women, and not through just the conventional means:
IMBUTO Foundation hosts various other projects which enhance the
lives of the youth in Rwanda.

FIRST LADY OF
BURUNDI
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DENISE NKURUNZIZA

Illustration by J.N

President Pierre Nkurunziza of Burundi is
married to Denise. This First Lady embodies the traditional type;
she was ordained as a Reverend in 2011. She perhaps is the ‘back
bencher’ of the East African First Ladies, imaging the reality that
Burundi is still a country coming out of the shadows after years of
a bitter internal war. She is 45 years old and holds a Higher
Diploma in Pastoral Studies. She has five children. She has been at
the first lady’s helm for 9 years. Her style is short hair;
umushanana (a Rwanda-Burundi women style dressing which includes a
kitenge [tie and dye African clothe]). She perhaps gets the least
mention of the East African First Ladies, reflecting the reality
that Burundi is still a country coming out of the shadows after
years of a bitter civil war.

Her husband is a sports-loving President and
is also deeply religious, both the
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