
Walk To The ROYAL Hill of AMBOHIMANGA

GISELE RABESAHALA

U N E S C O  S e r i e s  o n  Wo m e n  i n  A f r i c a n  H i s t o r y

Women in 
African History

Femmes
dans l’histoire
de l’Afrique

Organisation
des Nations Unies

pour l’éducation,
la science et la culture



The UNESCO Series on Women in African History, produced by the Knowledge Societies Division of UNESCO’s Communication and Information Sector, was 
conducted in the framework of the Priority Africa Intersectoral Platform, with the support of the Division for Gender Equality. This initiative was realized with the 
financial contribution of the Republic of Bulgaria  

UNESCO specialist responsible for the project: Sasha Rubel
Editorial et artistic direction: Edouard Joubeaud 

Published in 2014 by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
7, place de Fontenoy, 75352 Paris 07 SP, France

© UNESCO 2014

This publication is available in Open Access under the Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 IGO (CC-BY-SA 3.0 IGO) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0/igo/). By using the content of this publication, the users accept to be bound by the terms of use of the UNESCO Open Access Repository (http://www.
unesco.org/open-access/terms-use-ccbysa-en).

The designations employed and the presentation of material throughout this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of 
UNESCO concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.  

The ideas and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors; they are not necessarily those of UNESCO and do not commit the Organization.

Cover illustration: Sleeping Pop
Layout: Dhiara Fasya, Maria Jesus Ramos

Women in 
African History

Femmes
dans l’histoire
de l’Afrique

Organisation
des Nations Unies

pour l’éducation,
la science et la culture



UNESCO Series on Women in African History 
Editorial and artistic direction: Edouard Joubeaud

Walk TO THE ROYAL HILL OF AMBOHIMANGA

GISELE RABESAHALA

Comic strip
Illustrations: Sleeping Pop

Script and text: Bako Rasoarifetra, Vero Rabakoliarifetra, 
Edouard Joubeaud



4 Gisèle Rabesahala – Comic strip

3	 Comic strip

Foreword

The following comic strip is a story inspired by the figure of Gisèle Rabesahala and certain parts of her autobiography entitled 
“Let freedom come to us!”. The illustrations are based on historical and iconographic research on Gisèle Rabesahala, the Royal 

Hill of Ambohimanga and twentieth century Madagascar. They do not claim to be an exact representation of the events, people, 
architecture, hairstyles, or clothing of the period.
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Gisèle Rabesahala
Walk to the Royal Hill 

of Ambohimanga
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On a fine April day in 2006, Gisèle 
Rabesahala goes to Ambohimanga 
with her great-niece, Gabrielle …

Here we are, 
darling: Ambohimanga 
and its sacred hills. 

Look up there! Those are 
the summer palaces 
of the last rulers 

of the island. 

So is this 
where the great King 
Andrianampoinimerina 

lived? 

Yes, 
Ambohimanga 

is a sacredplace, 
one of the cradles 

of the Kingdom 
of Imerina…
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…Later on, the kings 
and queens resided in their 

palace in Antananarivo, but they 
regularly stayed here, in Ambohimanga, 
to restore themselves in the summer 
palaces and to spend time in prayer 

and reflection at the tombs 
of their ancestors. 



8 Gisèle Rabesahala – Comic strip

… and there it is! The 
Rova of Ambohimanga!

It’s beautiful... 
Do our queens 

still live 
there?

I’m afraid not, 
Gaby, we don’t have 

queens anymore! The last 
one, Ranavalona III, was 
dethroned by the French 

in 1896, when they 
colonized

 Madagascar. 
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After our queen 
was deposed, times 
were hard for the 
Malagasy people.

Did it all 
happen a long 

time ago, Gisou? 
When you were a 

little girl?

Yes. When I was your age, Madagascar was a 
French colony, totally dominated and deprived 
of freedom. The people suffered physical 
abuse, humiliation and colonial domination…
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There was forced labour: Malagasy workers and 
peasants were exploited by colonial companies… 
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There were the big construction sites 
and dreadful working conditions… 
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…and then the two world wars, in which 
thousands of Malagasy soldiers were 
called up to serve in the French army 
against the Germans…
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But after the Second World War, people started to 
become more politically aware: independence was on 
everyone’s lips! I was young, just seventeen years 
old and I decided to support the MDRM, the Democratic 
Movement for Malagasy Renewal. We campaigned for 
the country’s freedom. 
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In 1946, the MDRM put up candidates for the 
French general election and they were 
elected. We were overjoyed! Three Malagasy 
intellectuals sat in the French National 
Assembly: Ravoahangy and Raseta, who both 
had doctorates, and the writer 
Rabemananjara. 

It is time for 
Madagascar to change 

its status! In a word, we 
want freedom!
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Here is a news 
flash! Members of the MDMR 
were taken from their homes 

for questioning by the police at 
six o’clock this morning. They 
are now in prison for public 

order offences!

Sadly, it only took the slightest incident for 
the MDRM to be accused and harshly repressed 
by the colonists. Some of my own friends and 
family members were imprisoned.

I was under police surveillance myself.
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The police!? 
So you had no right 

to freedom? 

We did! 
But our fight for freedom 

had only just begun, 
and freedom doesn’t come 

easily! It takes time … 

Deep down, 
I thought: ‘Don’t lose 

faith and defend all those 
you can defend!’ Just look up 

there, for instance. There 
you have a fine example 

of freedom!
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Unfortunately, 
we didn’t know just how 

bloody and how long the road 
would be. In 1947, the situation 
was becoming intolerable. The 
colonists could no longer 

contain the peasants’ 
anger and there was 

an uprising …
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… At midnight on 29 March 1947, hundreds of 
Malagasy insurgents, armed with guns and 
machetes, attacked colonial military camps 
and buildings. The attacks began in the east 
of Madagascar and spread to virtually the 
whole island…
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Radio-Tana, 
this is Radio-Tana! The MDRM, 

which was responsible for last 
night’s events, has just been 

dissolved! News has just come 
through that the party members 
and the members of parliament 
Ravoahangy and Rabemananjara 

have been arrested 
and imprisoned.

… The colonial authorities used this incident 
to accuse the MDRM of plotting the rebellion. 
Actually, the MDRM was only expressing the 
will of the people to live freely. 

How dare they! Our 
party stands for peace 

and freedom! 
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The repression was terrible. In August 1947, the French government sent reinforcements to 
Madagascar to suppress the Malagasy uprising by force: soldiers, planes and armoured 
vehicles arrived on the island. The colonial forces brutally attacked civilians. More than 
89,000 Malagasy were killed during this repression in 1947.
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There was the terrible Moramanga 
carriage incident, for example … 

If anyone 
moves a muscle, 

a hundred of 
you die!

Fire!

Although I am deeply attached to France, I was horrified 
that the country should be represented in Madagascar 
by such cruel and contemptuous soldiers and civilians: 
arbitrary arrests, massacres, summary executions, 
torture, death sentences...
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There was so much to be done: resisting, caring for the wounded, 
helping the victims and the victims’ families. So we got ourselves 
organized. In 1950, along with other MDRM members, I set up the 
Madagascar Solidarity Committee or Fifanampiana Malagasy (FIFA) 
in support of political prisoners and their families, and the victims 
of repression.

Tell my wife 
I’m all right!

Give my 
children this 

message!

Don’t give up! 
We are helping 

your families and 
are doing all we
 can to get you

 out of here.
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And what 
about you, Gisou? 
Did they leave you 

alone?

Unfortunately not, 
Gaby. The colonial authorities 
took me to court for writing

 newspaper articles to get political 
prisoners released from jail. In 
spite of the oppression, we went 

on campaigning for justice 
and freedom.

Look up 
there, 
Gisou!
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It’s beautiful!

That’s what 
we were impatient 

for: the sweet taste 
of freedom for 

our country.
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Come on, Gisou! 
I want to climb up to 

the top, to the Queen’s 
palace! From there, 
we’ll be able to see 

the clouds 
better!

Steady on, 
sweetheart, 

you’re walking 
too fast, I can’t 
keep up with you!
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Gisou! What’s 
happened to my 

Madagascar 
cloud?

It’s gone, darling! 
As quickly as it came … just 

like our hopes for freedom in 
1960. It was in that year that we 

finally gained our independence, by a 
referendum. At least, we thought we 
had, but, in fact, France continued to 
pull the strings. Our culture, which 

had suffered such neglect during the 
colonial period, was still a minor

 concern… And yet there was so much 
to be done… So we went on 

fighting, with the same 
determination 

as before!
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Ho tonga anie ny Fahafahana!, ‘Let freedom come to 
us!’, that was my party’s slogan in the 1960s! We were 
one of the parties in opposition at the time. For us, 
freedom meant freedom for the country, an end to 
exploitation and injustice. These were very difficult 
times for us, because the government of the day did 
everything it could to outlaw our political movement.
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After years of campaigning, our work and perseverance 
were rewarded: in 1977, I was appointed Minister of Culture 
and Revolutionary Art. I was convinced that, for the people 
to fully regain their dignity, more than anything, their 
identity, language and culture had to be restored.
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And so we founded the National Library of 
Madagascar, which was inaugurated in 1982. We 
had to make books important again, especially 
books written in Malagasy...
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…We restored historical sites such as the royal 
palaces and the tombs, since they are powerful 
symbols of our culture…
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… We promoted our intangible heritage 
and Malagasy artists by organising 
professional training and by creating 
OMDA, the organization responsible 
for authors’ rights in Madagascar. 
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There was 
so much to do to 

restore our heritage, 
our culture and 

our dignity…

So, did our
 freedom arrive 

in the end, 
Gisou?

I don’t know, really … 
I think it is a perpetual struggle. 

We must always believe in it, always 
make sure that the voice of the 

Malagasy people is heard … It is now 
up to you, my dear, to carry on 

the fight… I’m passing the 
torch to you! 
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A celebrated Malagasy woman politician of the twentieth 
century, Gisèle Rabesahala (1929-2011) devoted her life to 
her country’s independence, human rights and the freedom 
of peoples. The first Malagasy woman to be an elected 
representative (1956) and a political party leader (1958), and 
to be appointed minister (1977), she is regarded as a pioneer 
in Malagasy politics. 
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Gisèle Rabesahala
As a celebrated Malagasy woman politician of the twentieth century, Gisèle Rabesahala (1929-2011) devoted her life to her country’s 
independence, human rights and the freedom of peoples. The first Malagasy woman to be elected as a municipal councillor (1956) and 
political party leader (1958), and to be appointed minister (1977), she is regarded as a pioneer in Malagasy politics.

Women in African History 
Through various pedagogical resources and the use of Information and Communication technologies (ICTs), UNESCO seeks to highlight the 
legacy of a selection of key women figures of African history and its diaspora. This project demonstrates that African women have always 
distinguished themselves in the history of their continent in areas as diverse as politics (Gisèle Rabesahala), diplomacy and resistance against 
colonization (Njinga Mbandi), the defense of women’s rights (Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti), and environmental protection (Wangari Maathai).

This list of 20 women represents only a small part of the contribution of African women, known and unknown, to the history of their countries, 
Africa and all mankind. 
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