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A heroine of her life
Angella Faith Montfaucon 

Angella Faith Montfaucon 
almost gave up on 
her dream of getting a 

masters degree and thereafter 
a Ph.D after she received 
a lot of rejections trying to 
apply for a university to study 
because of her grades. Well, 
she didn’t give up and today 
she has an MA and a Ph.D. 
Here is her story as told to 
MATILDA CHIMWAZA.

How do you describe 
yourself?
I would say versatile, “deep”, 
inquisitive. I like to understand 
the thought processes of people 
when they arrive at a decision 
or action. I like to go further 
than what is in the surface, to 
“get understanding” as it says in 
Proverbs 4:7.

How was it like growing up? 
I was born to Kingston and 
Rosemary Lapukeni, a middle 
child in a family of seven 
children: Patience, Pamela, 
Joshua, me, Edgar, Emmanuel, 
Valentine. I was a little timid, 
always running to mummy when 
I was a child, bullied a little by 
my older siblings as is normal. 
I was born in between boys so 

I somewhat admired the lives of 
boys: it seemed easier: spent 
outside, going to the market. I 
grew up Catholic and at some 
point, I said if I were a boy, I 
would have wanted to be a 
priest. My family had it good 
and bad. At some point my dad 
was in between jobs and we 
lived in a house that required 
us to draw water and carry it 
on my head when I was around 
eight or nine. I went to several 
government schools for almost 
all my primary education, so 
I did my fair share of learning 
under the tree. I remember 
wanted to be a doctor and 
lawyer like every other kid, 
until I met with Economics in 
secondary school.

What are some of the pieces 
of advice your parents/
guardians gave you that you 
feel moulded you into the 
woman you are today? 
There are a lot of those from 
both parents and spiritual 
leaders. I think we are impacted 
by the words of the people we 
let speak into our lives. But for 
purposes of this interview I will 
mention my mother. We were 
very close. I can pretty much 
list the things she repeated all 

my life. I couldn’t forget them 
if I wanted to. She used to 
say the words “odi” (excuse 
me) and “zikomo” (thank you) 
should not be far from your 
lips: this resulted in some of my 
close friends saying I was “too 
humble” because I was saying 
sorry all the time. Japan and its 
bowing tradition has actually 
reinforced this behaviour. “Don’t 
just sleep or wake up without 
praying like an animal” so that 
made me to learn to always 
be grateful. To us girls: “I don’t 
care how long you wait before 
you marry, as long as you marry 
someone who is good to you”: 
So, I never felt pressured to 
marry. 
I wrote my first poem because 
she made me do it when my 
teacher in secondary school 
died. Few years later I asked 
her why she made me do 
that and she said: “because I 
believe you can do anything. 
Angellas are never failures” (I 
don’t know where she got that).
My parents encouraged all my 
endeavours: music, fashion and 
beauty pageants, poetry, radio 
DJ, ministry and never said any 
of these extra-curricular were a 
distraction.

Can you tell us about your 
educational and career 
journeys?
Well as I said I went to different 
government primary schools. 
When my dad got a good job, 
I went to private school for 
just a few months then wrote 
exams for Kamuzu Academy. 
I remember going there with 
my mom. We stood in front 
of the gate and she said 
“Mwanawanga, school yako iyo” 
(My child, here is your school). I 
passed and did my secondary 
school there. It was at age 14 
that I was first introduced to 
economics and decided that’s 
what I wanted to do. I did well, 
applied to Chancellor College 
and majored in Economics. I 
finished in 2010. I taught a little, 
joined the Central Bank, got a 
scholarship for my masters from 
the African Capacity Building 
Foundation (ACBF) in 2014, 
and went for my Ph.D in 2016 
with a scholarship from the 
Japanese government. Since 
I was a kid, I hated failure. My 
parents never had to convince 
me to work hard or that school 
was important. I cried if I wasn’t 

in the top 10 position and cried 
if I was asked to skip school 
due to sickness or weather. So I 
always loved school.

What inspired you to choose 
this career path? If given a 
second chance, would you 
have chosen otherwise?
When I first learnt economics, 
I felt like it explained so many 
things about everyday life. About 
why some things are expensive 
or cheap, countries rich or poor 
etc. I thought if I spend my life to 
study that, I could have a good 
understanding of society and 
perhaps explain why certain 
things are in a certain way and 
how to improve them. That’s 
what made my mind. Also I 
enjoy maths and that was a 
plus for economics. I thought I 
could contribute in some way 
to the knowledge we need for 
the prosperity of our nation but 
I didn’t know how, except that it 
had to do with my love for the 
subject.
So, honestly, the answer is no, 
I would not choose otherwise. 
I am still early in my career 
but there has never been a 
day when I felt regret or that I 
could have been this or that. 
Economics was a difficult 
subject for me at first, but I stuck 
with it whilst others dropped it 
in secondary school. After my 
secondary school, my parents 
tried relatives tried to make 
me go to College of Medicine 
because I had the grades. They 
even brought my uncle and aunt 
to try and persuade me. But I 
said no, I want to do economics. 
I am happy and fulfilled by that 
choice.

What are some of the hiccups 
you encountered on your 
journey to where you are 
now?
Losing my mom in 2010 was a 
major blow to me-my ambition, 
my future, my faith. I had just 
started my fourth year when she 
passed on. After the funeral I 
asked my family that I withdraw 
from Chancellor College and 
continue the following year. 
They insisted and encouraged 
me to go on. My pastors 
encouraged me and helped 
me. I’m now very grateful for 
that. My whole career may have 
been different. Still I barely 
made it through and did not 
come out with good grades. So 

I thought all my ambitions of 
doing a masters then a Ph.D. 
were gone.
I received a lot of rejections 
when applying for my masters, 
because of my grades. At some 
point I wasn’t sure if I should 
continue but I didn’t stop. I had 
done other things to improve my 
profile like doing surveys during 
my undergraduate (thanks to 
Prof. Chinyamata Chipeta), 
demonstrating leadership 
through opportunities at church 
having been born again at age 
17 and I had my first job at 
16 in a bank. So I highlighted 
that in my profile and my hard 
work at my then current job 
which earned me an award of 
excellence. After getting into 
the MA, it’s when I discovered 
I enjoy research. I am glad I 
didn’t give up.
During my Ph.D, I had to learn 
computer programming, which I 
had found to be very challenging. 
I would leave class feeling like 
no improvements were made. 
I solicited extra help, worked 
hard and I overcame that. We 
overcome. I was able to do data 
handling and produce research 
I am happy with.

When you look back, what 
are some of challenges you 
overcame?
I think being in advanced 
countries, when I go to 
conferences in Asia or Europe 
and you are among very few 
Africans, it’s easy to feel 
intimidated. When you say 
“Malawi”, you have to Google 
it for some people. So it’s a 
mental battle because that 
can try to make you feel small 
and you are with people at the 
same conference from fancy 
universities. I remember being 
at an interview in Washington, 
and a Harvard Ph.D holder 
was there for the same job and 
in Paris there was an Oxford 
graduate. This is a challenge 
you have to win in the moment 
every single time. So I speak 
with confidence that I am there 
because I am good enough, 
because I have something 
worth hearing, and my research 
is good enough. That’s a 
challenge I always overcome. 
People come to me and admire 
my confidence at conferences 
and I say, I feel nervous every 
time, but I win, every time. 
I decide timidity cannot win 

because “…God has not given 
us a spirit of timidity, but of 
power, love, and self-control (2 
Timothy 1:7). 

Can you share with us your 
milestones?
My first research conference 
which was in Malaysia in 2015, 
where I presented my master’s 
thesis and I was recognised and 
congratulated by the University 
of Zambia. 
Getting an award of excellence 
from the Governor of Reserve 
Bank of Malawi (RBM) in 2015
Getting a Ph.D by the age of 30 
Getting into the 2019 World 
Bank Young Professionals 
Programme (YPP), one of 
the most competitive hiring 
programmes having seven 
global  internationally published 
research articles.

What drives you?
Quite simply, the desire to 
contribute to knowledge, make 
an impact and be relevant in 
my field especially in African 
research. The desire to inspire 
and motivate people to action, 
not just for people to feel good 
and have hope but to see me, 
hear my story and be moved to 
act, aspire to my inspirations and 
realise that “The end of a matter 
is better than its beginning, and 
patience is better than pride.” 
(Ecclesiastes 7:8)

Looking at your profession, 
is there gender balance or it 
is still a field dominated by 
men?
Like many industries and maths-
heavy subjects, economics is 
very much male dominated. 
There is only one woman who 
has ever won the Nobel Prize 
in Economics (2009) out of a 
total of 66 in the field. There 
are not a lot of statistics but 
in the U.S for instance, it’s 
around 30-35 percent females 
who either major in Economics 
at undergraduate or are in an 
Economics Ph.D programme. 
You can imagine its likely much 
lower for African counties. When 
I travel to conferences within and 
outside Africa, you can mostly 
count on hand the number of 
females in the room. So, there is 
a lot of work to be done. 

Does the industry present 
enough opportunities for 
women’s career growth?

There are improvements in 
this regard but a lot of work 
remains to be done, especially 
in Africa and Malawi. There 
are organisations such as the 
Association for the Advancement 
of African Women Economists 
(AAAWE) which as far as I know 
is the only one advancing the 
cause for women in Africa. We 
need to do more, especially 
locally, with scholarships for 
instance. Still things are better 
now than in previous years. 
Most of the economists I look 
up to are women, not by virtue 
of their gender alone, but their 
excellence. Christine Lagarde is 
among them, the first woman to 
head the IMF; Gita Gopinath and 
Pinelopi Koujianou Goldberg, 
whose works I used in my 
Ph.D, and are the (first female) 
Chief economist of the IMF and 
the World Bank respectively; 
Nancy Ngwira, the former 
Deputy Governor of Reserve 
Bank of Malawi. On a bilateral 
level I have been guided and 
supported by women in the field, 
who have desired for me to go 
further than they did. So, I don’t 
believe women put each other 
down, but we need to do more 
to lift each other up. 

Do you see the need for 
women to upgrade their 
education?
This is not the right question to 
ask. I don’t think the necessity 
of education upgrade should be 
different between a man and a 
woman. There is no way that we 
will achieve a gender balance 
in the workplace, in decision 
making positions or in business 
ownership if women are not 
equipped to ably compete and 
perform. So absolutely yes. 
Education is an investment 
into human capital, not an 
investment in “male” capital.

In this 21st century, is it 
necessary for women to sit 
back at home and depend 
entirely on their husbands 
even when they have what it 
takes to be successful career 
women or can own successful 
businesses?
It’s not a yes or no question. I 
will say this: in the 21st century, 
we should create a society that 
should allow a woman want 
to work or run a business, we 
have the right policies and have 
curbed gender discrimination 

in the work place and the 
corporate world such that she 
should be able to do so; a 
society where if she is educated 
and at home she is not judged 
for doing so; a society where 
if she is earning high and her 
husband is home, it’s not a 
taboo to do so. Dependency 
on the husband or staying 
at home should never be a 
necessity that society imposes. 
We should create a society 
that doesn’t judge women 
for being excellent; where 
men are not intimidated by 
successful women or women 
are presented with all sorts of 
stories about how if they are 
too educated they won’t marry. 
I am married and my husband 
celebrates me for every 
conference, every interview, 
and every achievement. He 
is my number one fan and 
always tells his family and 
mine that he is proud of me. 
He embraces my success and 
speaks of more and more of it. 
That’s the society we need to 
create, where neither men nor 
women have their opportunities 
or achievements constrained or 
judged by the society.

And your advice to the girl-
child?
Don’t be afraid to dream. Don’t 
be afraid to aspire. Don’t be 
afraid to aim high. Plan early. 
If you can upgrade early, go 
for it! In today’s world, most 
opportunities are restrictive in 
age so start your career plan 
early. Find what opportunities 
are there and act. Success is 
something you prepare for, its 
not an accident. Decide you will 
be the best at what you do, you 
will be a great woman and if you 
desire, a great wife. Marriage 
is a choice. Make that choice 
when ready. Don’t be pressured 
or forced into it. “Test everything 
that is said. Hold on to what is 
good”. (1 Thessalonians 5:21). 
Take what’s excellent about 
our beautiful culture, lifestyle, 
advice, but don’t hold fast 
to regressive attitudes. You 
can create a great future for 
yourself and many others will 
profit from it. 
Still to the older “girl-child”, most 
opportunities to upgrade these 
days accommodate families, so 
it’s not too late for you. If it is 
workable, do it. Don’t give up. 


