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INTRODUCTION
A museum, according to ICOM definition is a non profit making, permanent institution, in the service of society and its development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits for the purpose of study, education and enjoyment, material evidence of man and his environment.  Politics is an activity, not a moral prescription, it is a universal activity. (Ball, A. R., 1971). A political activity involves disagreements and the reconciliation of those disagreements. There is a struggle for power to control the nations resources. In most cases the resources are scarce and where national resources are scarce, political activities become evident. These political activities may have either a positive and /or a negative bearing on museums.

Deriving from the definitions of amuseums and politics, it is clear that the two cannot be separated. Museums need resources to carry out its mandate of serving the society, acquiring, conserving, researching, communicating and exhibiting the material evidence of man and his environment for study, education and enjoyment.  The resources required  come from the government in control of the nation’s economy.  Museums play a major role in the cultural and economic life and well being of a nation. They provide a valuable sense of connection with the past and present and serve as a future springboard.  (Ambrose, T. et al., 1993) states that “without our memory we cannot go forward.” A conducive political environment  and  financial resources are  very key in the operations and development of museums.  A strong and vital museums service composed of museums operating in the public and/or private sectors provides a vast array of benefits – cultural, economic and political. ( Ambrose T. & Paine C., 1993).  For museums to be strong and provide vital services, they need continued adequate government financial support.

Though the situation of limited resources varies from country to country, professional and political resolution needs to be found to the issues affecting the smooth operations of museums.

REFLECTION  ON THE LIVINGSTONE  MUSEUM
The idea of establishing the Livingstone Museum was first mooted by Sir  Moffat Thompson,  the then Secretary of Native Affairs in the Legislative Council on 24th March, 1930 at its second session.  According to him there was an important  need to establish a museum to collect and preserve the material culture of the different ethnic groups of the area that were rapidly being replaced by cheap factory ware that were being brought into the country, It was not until 1934 that his idea became a reality when the museum was opened. During its formative years, the museum had two main objectives:-

i) To collect and preserve the material culture of the various ethnic groups for study;
ii) To provide the colonial government with information concerning the people under their rule.

The early development of the Livingstone Museum was underpinned by the government drive to gain deeper understanding of the new cultures that they were encountering with a view of entrenching their hold over them. The strong political interest created an advantage for the museum in that,  country  wide collections were made through the apparatus of the state. The District Commissioners in all the districts were mandated to make provisions in their budgets for collections which were sent to the office of the Territorial Governor. This collection which was started around 1930 had grown to merit the opening of the museum in 1934.

The second objective of the museum led to the creation of the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute of African Studies as part of the museum. The Institute was to spearhead social anthropological research in the country. The earlier studies of the Institute focused on aspects of the social organization of  the various ethnic groups, the socio-economic activities of the people and the impacts of some of the developments that were being introduced by the new social order that was born out of the establishments of the Colonial Government. This was in line with the thinking of  the early Anthropologists who held that there was an intrinsic connection between a people’s culture and their social organization. (Fortes and Evans, 1978,  Lissant and Bolton, 2003). One problem though can be observed from the earlier presentations of the museum in that it was developed and interpreted for the benefit of the Settler European Community. 

Stemming from the way the collection was assembled, most of the artifacts were without much information. They were seen as a form of primitive art. The contextualization  of the collection was locked in the popular theories of the time that the  African society had “no history,” and that sooner or later the African way of life, which was destined for extinction would only be presented by objects. In short displays then were oriented towards supporting the colonial and new colonial power relations (Phillips B. R. 1999).  It should be pointed out that the support of the museum during this period was anchored in the highest political office in the land. The Governor of Northern Rhodesia was the Chairman of the Board of Trustees and so  disputed  the relatively  low appreciation of  the institution among the members of the Legislative Council.  The museum enjoyed fairly strong government support.
 Funding though limited came through. The museum’s strong political leaning  gave credence to commercial enterprises that were operating in the territory to support the development of the museum.  So most  of  the programmes especially the major developmental capital projects were done through Private-Public Partnerships (PPP). 

One can safely say that this was a very active phase in the life of the museum. Many research projects were undertaken and the collection programme was very active. The museum achieved recognition as a research institution. It was a center for African Studies in Central African Archaeology.  It even held three  (3) Pan African Archaeological Congresses during that period.

The sudden change in the political environment during the early sixties (1960s) meant  that  the museum had to re-look at its exhibition policy. An effort was made to make the museums more inclusive in its presentation. Clifford Cross (1965), Keeper of Archaeology at the museum observed that, “Collections were important in that they were the soul of the museum through which it achieved recognition and therefore should be displayed in a manner that communicated ideas concerning the cultural achievements of other people’s historical heritage.”  This position was shared by Mataa (1972) who postulated that cultural and historical heritage offered a vital link in the dynamics of the development of humanity as it provided knowledge of past generations which enabled contemporary ones face the present with confidence. The ideas saw a major shift in displays and activity programming of the museum. Most of the displays were re-worked to communicate the country’s political philosophy unity as underpinned by the slogan “One Zambia One Nation.” The ethnography exhibition in particular tried to bring out the commonalities between the different ethnic groups in the country. For example, the model of the village in the gallery, which was meant to present the traditional architectural forms had drawn features from the different cultural traditions across the country.  As one of the former  Directors of the museum, Mr M. N. Chellah stated in one of his publications, “the museum was to be a living image of the past, a source of culture, a crossroad of ethnic cultures and a symbol of National Unity.”

Efforts were made to ensure that the activities of the museum were in line with the government’s socio-economic development programme. During this time, the President of Zambia was the Patron of the museum which gave the museum an advantage in its  resource mobilization efforts.  This favoured position lasted until the 1990s when there was a change in government.  The new government did not pay as much attention to the museums. The funding became erratic and operational funds were hardly seen. Government funding to museums dwindled in relative terms, leaving the museums heavily indebted.

Today, the museum continues to take part in greater public issues that vitally affect the lives of the people in the country. In 2003, the museum had an occasion to change its permanent exhibitions, the works which went up to 2005. The ethnography exhibition was recast to show trends in the evolution of society. Zambia is becoming a highly urbanized country with about 60% of its population in urban centers. The high rate of urbanization has wrought many challenges to the country such as the under development of the rural areas, imbalances in the distribution of resources, shortages of social amenities and mushrooming of unplanned settlements to mention but a few. The exhibition tried to capture most of these in the lay out  that moved one from the village to the town. The exhibition was very well received by most of the leaders judging from the comments in the visitors’ comment book.

Apart from the permanent exhibitions, the museum has from time to time put up temporary exhibitions on topical issues such as Climate Change, Human Rights, War, National Politics, Governance, HIV and AIDS, Deforestation and Loss of Biodiversity. These exhibitions have allowed the museum to engage the public in broader political debates on issues that affect their livelihood.

The History gallery presents a historical political narrative from pre-colonial Zambia through to 2001, giving a critical commentary on the challenges that faced the country at every stage, a   presentation which has been described as “very bold” by many historians and public figures. This was done to make the museum more relevant to the society that it is serving.

CONCLUSION
The old theory that museums should stay out of politics, somehow be neutral and avoid anything contentious may not hold any more. . Museums are public institutions serving the people and  therefore need to be part of the political world  As it can be seen from the case of the Livingstone museum, from its inception, the colonial government supported  the  operations and ensured that funding was available.  This made it easy for the museum to accumulate collections.  In the 1960s  the museum  had to  succumb with  the sudden political change by realigning  its exhibitions policy  to  include  the material culture and political activities of the country.  The coming  in of the new government  in the 1990s  brought  a  shift in the funding policy  to the museum, resources  became  scarce, making it difficult for it to operate  according to its mandate. 

The museum has dealt with political issues and has been involved in politics at different levels.  Political messages have been displayed in the broadest sense, conveyed and converted into meaning by museum professionals and the audiences who view and review them.  Political realities have been preserved depending on the material evidence.  It has been easy for the museum to operate, even bringing out contentious political issues due to its autonomous nature.
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