
 
 

 

ISSN: 1121-8495 

 

 

 
Maria Suriano, “You will be Punched! Gendered Disputes 
over Clothing in Postcolonial Tanzania”, in «Africa e 
Mediterraneo», vol. 30, n. 95, 2021, pp. 44-51 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DOI: 10.53249/aem.2021.95.05 

 

 

 

http://www.africaemediterraneo.it/en/journal/ 
 

 

 

 

 



I

9
5

n. 95 | Black to the Future. 
 Arte contemporanea e pratiche creative 
 dell’abbigliamento in Africa e nella Diaspora

DOSSIER

South African Anti-apartheid T-shirts: 
Screening for Change 

Gendered Disputes over Clothing 
in Postcolonial Tanzania

Displaced Fashion, Fashion 
of Displacement: two Visual Statements 

about Migrant Fashion from Africa

Do Black Lives Really Matter 
in Italian Fashion? 

Pu
bb

l. 
S

em
es

tr
al

e 
n.

 2
/2

1 
(9

5)
 d

ic
em

br
e 

20
21

 -
 E

di
zi

on
i L

ai
-m

om
o,

 B
ol

og
na

- 
Po

st
e 

It.
 S

pa
, s

pe
d.

 in
 a

bb
. p

os
t. 

D
.L

. 3
53

/2
00

3
(c

on
v.

 in
 L

. 2
7/

02
/2

00
4 

n.
 4

6)
 a

rt
. 1

, c
. 1

 D
C

B
-B

O

Copia acquistata per un uso strettamente personale, da non divulgare a terzi.
Copy for personal use, not to be disclosed to third parties.
Copia acquistata per un uso strettamente personale, da non divulgare a terzi.
Copy for personal use, not to be disclosed to third parties.



98 Africa e Mediterraneo 95 • Dicembre 2021

Indice

n.95
Direttrice responsabile

Sandra Federici

Segreteria di redazione
Sara Saleri

Comitato di redazione
Elisabetta Degli Esposti Merli, Silvia Festi, 
Andrea Marchesini Reggiani, Pietro Pinto, 
Mary Angela Schroth, Rossana Mamberto, 

Enrica Picarelli

Comitato scientifico
Flavia Aiello, Stefano Allievi, Ivan Bargna, 
Jean-Godefroy Bidima, Salvatore Bono, 

Carlo Carbone, Marina Castagneto, 
Francesca Corrao, Piergiorgio Degli Esposti, 

Vincenzo Fano, Luigi Gaffuri,  
Rosario Giordano, Marie-José Hoyet, 

Stefano Manservisi, Dismas A. Masolo,  
Pier Luigi Musarò, Francesca Romana Paci, 

Paola Parmiggiani, Giovanna Parodi da 
Passano, Silvia Riva, Giovanna Russo,  

Irma Taddia, Jean-Léonard Touadi, 
Alessandro Triulzi, Itala Vivan

Collaboratori
Kaha Mohamed Aden, Luciano Ardesi, 

Gianmarco Cavallarin, Simona Cella, Aldo 
Cera, Fabrizio Corsi, Antonio Dalla Libera, 
Tatiana Di Federico, Nelly Diop, Mario Giro, 

Lorenzo Luatti, Umberto Marin, Marta Meloni, 
Gianluigi Negroni, Beatrice Orlandini, Giulia 

Paoletti, Blaise Patrix, Massimo Repetti, 
Raphaël Thierry, Flore Thoreau La Salle

Africa e Mediterraneo
Semestrale di Lai-momo cooperativa sociale

Registrazione al Tribunale di Bologna
n. 6448 del 6/6/1995
ISSN 1 1 2 1 - 8 4 9 5

Direzione e redazione
Via Gamberi 4 - 40037

Sasso Marconi - Bologna
tel. +39 051 840166 fax +39 051 6790117

redazione@africaemediterraneo.it
www.africaemediterraneo.it

Impaginazione grafica
Andrea Giovanelli

Editore
Edizioni Lai-momo

Via Gamberi 4, 40037
Sasso Marconi - Bologna

www.laimomo.it

Finito di stampare 
Gennaio 2022 presso

Ge.Graf Srl - Bertinoro (FC)

La direzione non si assume alcuna 
responsabilità per quanto espresso  

dagli autori nei loro interventi

Africa e Mediterraneo è una pubblicazione
che fa uso di peer review, in questo numero 

nella sezione Dossier (escluso  
Dossier - Cantieri), Scuola e Letteratura

Foto di copertina
Zohra Opoku, One of Me II, 2017-2020 (detail).

Screenprint on textile, acrylic, thread. 
Courtesy of Mariane Ibrahim

Dossier:  
Black to the Future. 
Arte contemporanea 
e pratiche creative 
dell’abbigliamento  
in Africa e nella Diaspora 
A cura di  
Paul-Henri S. Assako Assako,  
Ivan Bargna,  
Giovanna Parodi da Passano  
e Gabi Scardi

1 Black to the Future. 
Arte contemporanea e pratiche 
creative dell’abbigliamento  
in Africa e nella Diaspora. 
Introduzione

11 Corpi di stoffa: i tessuti  
nella ritrattistica di Bisa Butler  
e Marcellina Akpojotor
di Priscilla Manfren

21 South African Anti-apartheid 
T-shirts: Screening for Change
by Avitha Sooful

29 Fragments of Fashion: 
Contemporary Contaminations, 
a Look to the Future  
and Stories from the Past
by Beatrice Polato

36 Indossare la memoria. 
Articolazioni  
e auto-rappresentazioni glocali 
nell’abbigliamento ganda
di Marco Sottilotta

44 You will be Punched! 
Gendered Disputes over Clothing 
in Postcolonial Tanzania
by Maria Suriano

52 Displaced Fashion, 
Fashion of Displacement:  
two Visual Statements About 
Migrant Fashion from Africa
by Enrica Picarelli

63 Moving Identity:  
Looking at Social Change 
Through the Migrant Trend
by Caterina Pecchioli

Dossier - Cantieri

72 “Safety Suit”:  
A Transcultural Student 
Collaboration
by Lawrence Kyere  
e 5oVa PɈXger

76 Do Black Lives Really Matter  
in Italian Fashion?  
We are Made in Italy  
and Italy is Made of us:  
the WAMI PROJECT
by Michelle Francine Ngonmo

82 “It Looks just Like…”  
Performing Arts with Cultures  
and the Stares of Moral  
and Political Frictions  
at Your Local Museum
by Sandra Ferracuti  
and Stone Karim Mohamad

90 S-vestito: abitare una nuova 
dimensione di sé
di Leda Perretta

Scuola

96 La versatilità dell’abito
di Sara Ugolini

Letteratura

100 Tradurre il Marocco 
degli anni di piombo
di Cristina Dozio 

Immigrazione

104 Il Covid, la crisi e la vita  
degli stranieri  
nel 31° Dossier Statistico
di Pietro Pinto

Eventi

106 Da barriere a finestre:  
il percorso del progetto 
“Snapshots from the borders”
di Totò Martello

109 Les Filons Géologiques

Libri

110 Astrid Starck-Adler,  
Dag Henrichsen (eds.),  
Lewis Nkosi. The Black 
Psychiatrist | Flying Home: Texts, 
Perspectives, Homage
Basler Afrika Bibliographien 2021
di Antonio Dalla Libera

111 Edimo, Simon Mbumbo,  
Colonel Toutou:  
Tome 1, À l’ombre de Paris 
Basler Toom éditions, 2020

111 Candace M. Keller,  
Imaging Culture:  
Photography in Mali, West Africa 
Indiana University Press, 2021
di Enrica Picarelli

%	: /ab. Portrait oI 0adMdi\a %iao� Zearing a daiO\ oXtfit� 0acro $ViOo. PKoto� &aterina PeccKioOi �1ation���

Copia acquistata per un uso strettamente personale, da non divulgare a terzi.
Copy for personal use, not to be disclosed to third parties.

Copia acquistata per un uso strettamente personale, da non divulgare a terzi.
Copy for personal use, not to be disclosed to third parties.

mailto:redazione@africaemediterraneo.it
http://www.africaemediterraneo.it%20
http://www.laimomo.it%20


4544 Africa e Mediterraneo 95 • Dicembre 2021

DOSSIER DOSSIERD D

You Will Be Punched! 
Gendered Disputes over Clothing  

in Postcolonial Tanzania
This article discusses western-inspired dress in colonial and postcolonial Tanzania  

and the enduring debates on propriety, respectability, and modernity associated  
ZitK adoSting non�traditionaO IaVKionV� IocXVing VSecificaOO\ on itV gender dimenVion. 

by Maria Suriano

In February 2008, Nwabisa Ngcukana, a young black 
South African woman, was attacked by a mob at a taxi 
rank in the Johannesburg inner city. She was molested 
and stripped for wearing a miniskirt. This episode gave 
rise to marches against gender-based violence, at which 

some protesters, mostly young African women, wore mini-
skirts.1 This happened shortly after I had relocated to Johan-
nesburg to take up a teaching post at the University of the Wit-
watersrand. Later that year, a “SlutWalk”2 protest took place 
in Johannesburg, and discussions arose after press reports ap-
peared claiming that South African «female teachers should 
not wear pants at school».3 
Similar squabbles over “provocative” western-inspired female 
outfits occurred in Nigeria, Eswatini, Ethiopia and Uganda in 
the same years. For example, in 2008 Nsaba Buturo, Ugan-
da’s Ethics and Integrity Minister, called for miniskirts to 
be banned on the grounds that they distracted drivers and 
caused traffic chaos.4 In February 2014, following the passing 
of the Anti-Pornography Act, Ugandan «women dressed in 
attire that exposed particular parts of the body such as the 
breast cleavage or few inches above the kneecap exposing a 
thigh were physically assaulted in various localities of Kampa-
la city» (Kasule 2019: 15-16). This is hardly surprising. Recent 
events in South Africa and Uganda have deeper historical 
roots. Western clothes and items in colonial and postcolonial 
Africa have long been at the centre of a series of social and po-
litical contestations deeply enmeshed in patriarchal concerns 
over the control of women and mostly documented in the 
cities. This article focuses on Tanzania, a place where both 
Muslim and Christian religious prescriptions and patriarchal 
concerns have intersected in ways that are peculiar, but also 
representative of other African contexts. Building on existing 
scholarly literature and drawing upon newspapers,5 archival 
and oral sources, this article first provides a brief historical 
overview of the dressing styles and debates over western-de-
rived clothing in colonial Tanzania. It then reflects on postco-
lonial official prescriptions of a national attire, their gender di-
mension, key contradictions and long-term effects. Although 
Tanzania is unique in many respects, this case study can con-
tribute to our broader understanding of western-style dresses 
and relating socio-political debates in Africa.

Musician Ibrahim Omar Aladin (centre), in Mwanza, northern Tanzania, 1969. 
Courtesy: IO Aladin

Colonial Dressing Practices 
Africanist scholarship has long established that clothing styles 
are intertwined with redefinitions of self and are a central ter-
rain for the creation of new individual and social identities, 
cultures and subcultures (Allman 2004; Hendrikson 1996). 
Clothes constitute a «visual immediate marker of class, status 
and ethnicity» (Fair 2004: 13) in East Africa as elsewhere. In 
precolonial and colonial Africa, clothing was the main element 
that gave Africans the appearance of a “civilised” person. Oth-
er indicators of the condition of civilisation, such as the type of 
house, furniture and food, were far less important. Moreover, 
examining changing regional tastes can enhance our under-
standing of African agency and of how local desires and fash-
ions affected the global market (Prestholdt 2007). In East Africa 
the period from the second half of the nineteenth century to 
the early twentieth century was characterised by expanding 
global market forces and capital, which culminated in coloni-
al occupation.6 In these decades, many upcountry and coastal 
communities in contemporary Kenya and Tanzania incorpo-
rated clothes and commodities of global character into their 
daily lives. They used imported clothes to express changing 
consumer desires and social mobility, create new social and 
religious identities, and contest existing social relations (Fair 
2004; Hay 2004; Prestholdt 2007). Fashion in late nineteenth 
century urban Zanzibar (the island known as Unguja) was 
so central that the town was dubbed «the Paris of the Indian 
Ocean» (Fair 2004). It is worth noting that on the eastern Afri-
can littoral the emphasis on clothing long predates colonialism 
and can be traced back to the heightened class differentiation 
accompanying the rise of Swahili civilisation in the port cities. 
This coincided with the spread of Islam and reached its peak 
in the first half of the second millennium – the period from the 
eleventh to the sixteenth century marking the “golden age” of 
Swahili civilisation. Long associated with Islam, cosmopolitan 
Swahili culture is the product of long-term interactions with the 
Indian Ocean from which it draws a host of cultural traits such 
as food, architecture, lifestyle, music and clothing. The process 
of Islamisation increased the difference in dressing patterns 
between the coast and the interior. In the period from approx-
imately 800 to 1600, coastal city-states from Lamu to Sofala 
manufactured cloth for both their own residents and for trade 
and stored goods in their warehouses; textiles made from both 
African cotton and from imported cotton were bartered in the 
interior. By the tenth century, Muslim-inspired outfits were 
seen in these coastal cities. While Indian cotton and imported 
silk mostly served the coastal elites, locally produced cotton 
was largely traded to the interior, where skins and bark clothes 
were also widespread. The role of port cities as middlemen be-
tween the Indian Ocean and the interior (they exported African 
goods from the interior and imported Indian Ocean goods to 
the interior) was consolidated by 1400 (Spear 2000). Over time, 
local variations were introduced. By the late nineteenth centu-
ry, Islamic-inspired outfits had become localised and could be 
defined as Swahili clothes.
The early twentieth century saw an increasing demand for sec-
ond-hand western items like shirts, singlets, jackets, coats, trou-
sers and shorts mostly seen at missions, markets and chiefs’ 
camps. British authorities and foreign missionaries condemned 
the “nakedness” of non-Muslim Africans. They initially tried 
to discourage the local curiosity for European-style clothing 
and debated over whether appropriate clothes should reflect 

Swahili or western influences. Early “anti-nudity” campaigns 
were launched in colonial western Kenya (Hay 2004). Here and 
elsewhere elite African men, regardless of their religion, were 
encouraged to wear Swahili robes for formal occasions: a long, 
loose-fitting garment (kanzu) and accompanying cap (kofia). 
Women should wrap around their bodies a two-meter length 
of plain indigo or black cloth known as kaniki usually made of 
cotton grown in the USA and dyed in India.
Early twentieth century Dar es Salaam was culturally eclectic, 
with a diverse African population and an Asian minority. It was 
predominantly Muslim, and many upcountry African immi-
grants adopted Swahili dress alongside the language. Notwith-
standing the growing adoption of western clothing brought 
about by urbanisation and the expansion of the labour market, 
Swahili/Islamic garments remained dominant in the inter-war 
decades. For example, in 1932 only 2.8% of Africans in Dar es 
Salaam wore western clothes (Iliffe 1979: 388). The only imme-
diately accessible part of white people’s richness, formal west-
ern outfits came to symbolise power and desire of social refine-
ment. Along with dances and cinema, they were a key practice 
that made one “modern”. 
Access to western fashions, together with changes in the 
dominant patterns of dress, intensified after the Second 
World War, which precipitated new levels of adoption of 
European-style clothing especially among city dwellers. 

(From left) Abdulwahid Ally and Abbas Sykes in Dar es Salaam, 1930.  
They belonged to a well-off Muslim family. Courtesy: Ally Sykes
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Key cultural brokers who 
brought home new fashions 
were demobilised soldiers, 
seamen and household do-
mestics. Movie-going and 
newspaper advertisements 
also guaranteed continuous 
exposure to global fashions. 
To be well dressed for so-
cially-settled African men meant long trousers, a jacket and 
a tie. For women, the key imperative was modesty.
In the decades 1920s-1950s archival sources and newspapers 
(especially those for settlers and for people of Indian descent) 
reported frequent burglaries with thefts of items like «sever-
al khangas»,7 (Dar es Salaam Times 21 May 1921: 4), or «shirts, 
collars, handkerchiefs, Cambridge running shorts and sin-
glets, and a Gillette razor» (Dar es Salaam Times 21 October 
1922: 9). As customs duties in the Zanzibar Protectorate were 
lower than those charged in Tanganyika, smuggled items like 
khangas and cheap cotton clothes known as merikani were 
frequently brought illegally to the mainland.8 By the 1950s 
the “Shark Market” in the African neighbourhood of Kari-
akoo specialised in auctioning stolen clothes (Burton 2005: 
142). Notably, the initial of process of imitation was followed 
by assimilation, and Africans increasingly readapted western 

clothes. The local press pre-
sents evidence of debates 
over western clothing and 
accessories in the 1940s 
and 1950s, characterised by 
verbal attacks against those 
who experimented with new 
items (see Suriano 2008). 
Oral sources, letters to the 

editor and Swahili rhyming poems point to the fact that the 
reinvention of western fashions according to local stylistic 
tastes – and with the help of local tailors – reflected youth 
aspirations such as the creation of a sophisticated image of 
the individual, conscious participation in translocal flows of 
culture and detachment from elders and their outdated life-
styles. New fashions were largely inspired by “cowboy” mov-
ies. A 1950s men’s style that sparked debate was bottle-mouth 
trousers, suruali ya uchinjo also known as mdomo wa chupa, 
which British administrator John Leslie (1963: 112) described 
as part of the cult of the cowboy (for more details, see Suri-
ano 2008). Inappropriate clothing was a tool used in 1950s 
comic strips to deride naïve country bumpkins (invariably 
young men) depicted as unsuccessfully trying to cope with 
modern life. One such character was an uneducated young-
ster called Hamisi Mhuni – mhuni or muhuni means “idler”.9 

The only immediately accessible part of white 
people’s richness, formal western outfits came to 
symbolise power and desire of social refinement. 
Along with dances and cinema, they were a key 

practice that made one “modern”.

Ally Sykes (left) during the Second World War. Courtesy: Ally Sykes

Another was Juha Kasembe – juha means simpleton – repre-
sented as clumsily riding a bicycle or climbing a ladder. One 
particular strip depicts him as attending ballroom dancing 
in his grandfather’s overcoat (kaputi).10 Here Juha is «dancing 
alone, sweating […], wielding a stick, wearing sunglasses and 
[tight] shoes» and «stamping on others’ feet», whereas other 
patrons dance in couples and wear proper clothes (Suriano 
2011: 405). As far as African women are concerned, commen-
tators in 1940s and 1950s Swahili press attacked knee-length 
skirts and trousers. Women in trousers were mocked for 
walking unsteadily in an attempt to imitate European wom-
en, who allegedly made fun of them (Suriano 2008: 107). The 
underlying, often covert argument was that revealing outfits 
were manifestations of freedom, self-confidence and defi-
ance of paternal and marital authority. Women in trousers 
or knee-length skirts were regarded as lacking moral princi-
ples, drinking alcohol and being sexually promiscuous. So-
cial pressure led married Christian women to favour modest 
western-inspired dress introduced by the missionaries; mar-
ried Muslim women wore loose-fitting Swahili garments.
Importantly, in the late colonial period western clothes ac-
quired an anti-colonial meaning. During the struggle for 
independence in the mid-1950s, male leaders and members 
of the Tanganyika African National Union (TANU) in Tanga-
nyika and Afro-Shirazi Party (ASP) in Zanzibar commonly 
displayed formal outfits like suits and ties. Adopting clothes 
from the colonial “intrud-
ers” provided anti-coloni-
al activists with symbolic 
power and cultural capital 
and with a chance to prove 
their equality with the Brit-
ish (Hay 2004: 69). In other 
words, by appropriating 
symbols of white power, 
they expressed their desire 
for self-emancipation and 
ideas of political change while remaining within the sphere 
of “respectability”. As historian Terence Ranger puts it, «the 
successful manipulation and control of [European] symbols» 
was central to the colonial experience (1975: 166). 

The Quest for a National Dress:  
Early Postcolonial Debates
After independence in 1961, President Julius K. Nyerere de-
plored that colonialism had destroyed the authentic Tan-
zanian culture and had considered it as backward. As part 
of an effort to shape a national identity and promote and 
revive local culture (in Swahili utamaduni), he expressed 
concern that embracing modernity meant rejecting “good” 
local dressing styles, and endorsed the binary view that Af-
rican and western customs were irreconcilable.
After the Arusha Declaration and the establishment of ujamaa 
(loosely translated as “African socialism”) in 1967, nation-build-
ing became attached to the creation of a self-reliant anti-capital-
istic and anti-imperialistic society. Rejection of imported luxury 
goods entailed visual conformity and turned into efforts to ban 
the latest western-inspired clothes, deemed “self-indulgent”, 
corrupted and corrupting. Citizens were expected to make sac-
rifices for the new nation, and their dressing styles were seen as 
affecting the national dignity and public morality.

In Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar Town bell-bottoms, tight 
“drain-pipe” trousers and cowboy-inspired “Texas cos-
tume” for young men, and tight “slim-line” dresses, 
bell-bottoms and miniskirts for young women came under 
great scrutiny (for details, see Ivaska 2011). Some govern-
ment officials also criticised Afro hairstyles and soul music. 
Ghanaian writer J.K. Obatala supported official endeavours 
to discourage them; even though their association with Af-
rican-American radical politics was well-known, wearing 
an Afro was seen as epitomising inappropriate lifestyles for 
Tanzanians (Ivaska 2011: 68-69). 
These items were products of the growth of urbanisation, 
class differentiation and social change, as well as exposure 
to cosmopolitan styles through a constant influx of expa-
triates and freedom-fighters. For postcolonial leaders new 
fashions were «disturbing, because the display of youthful 
autonomy was a visual contradiction of their efforts to res-
urrect precolonial African rural generational relations as a 
fundamental organizing principle of the new state» (Burgess 
2002: 303). If building a national culture entailed robust at-
tempts to resurrect precolonial ideas of elder control over 
the youth, efforts to promote precolonial clothes were fee-
ble. Most culture-brokers required – and themselves wore – 
formal western attire. 
Tanzanians were advised to wear «collared shirts and 
slightly baggy trousers, “maxi” dresses, socialist-style 

suits», and Islamic-inspired 
dress common in Dar es 
Salaam (Ivaska, 2004: 119, 
footnote 7). For ASP leaders 
in overwhelmingly Muslim 
Revolutionary Zanzibar 
the prescribed dress code 
had to adhere to Muslim 
notions of modesty. Iron-
ically, recovering “good” 
clothing and accessories 

entailed the promotion of items in line with colonial and 
missionary-inspired ideas of decorum – some of which had 
been invented and imported by the colonial authorities and 
missionaries themselves. Furthermore, the culture-brokers 
who suddenly rejected modernisation – now the “elders” 
within the Tanzanian society, mostly men – were probably 
the same who in the previous decades had experimented 
with the latest western fashions. 
In neighbouring African countries that were undergoing 
similar processes of nation-building, foreign hippies were 
criticised for their untidy appearance and were prevented 
from entering Kenya and Malawi. In 1972, Kenyan President 
Arap Moi described hippies as «people who come to Kenya 
barefoot looking as if they are poor although they are not» 
(Wipper 1972: 334). Construed as the epitome of the spoiled 
children of the decadent West, hippies were seen as stand-
ing for values opposite to those promoted by African leaders: 
self-indulgence instead of self-discipline and the search for 
individual rather than collective goals. Aware of the unrests 
created by student radicals in the USA and Europe, African 
leaders also feared hippies’ rebellious lifestyle and drug 
abuse (Wipper 1972: 334). 
In African countries like Kenya, Malawi and Zambia, na-
tion-building entailed claims of moral superiority over the 

If building a national culture entailed robust 
attempts to resurrect precolonial ideas of elder 

control over the youth, efforts to promote 
precolonial clothes were feeble. Most culture 

brokers required – and themselves wore – formal 
western attire.
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corrupt West with its com-
petitive, individualistic and 
materialistic values. Howev-
er, Nyerere publicly rejected 
this view. As government 
newspaper The Nationalist 
reported, Tanzanians should 
not assert a superior cul-
ture, but simply their own 
culture. «Assertions of supe-
riority or inferiority», Nyerere declared, «are irrelevant and 
absurd. What matters is that none of the Tanzanians should 
try to deny his or her past» (The Nationalist 17 January 1969: 
8). Unlike in Tanzania, autenticité – inaugurated by Joseph-Dé-
siré Mobutu in 1971 in the newly renamed Zaire, and which 
would take an authoritarian turn – was explicitly designed 
to purge the nation of the decadent cultural influence of the 
West. While some westerners applauded these initiatives, Af-
rican-American journalist Howard French aptly observed that 
black and white people in the USA «have a history of accepting 
authoritarianism in Africa as long as it is cloaked in the mantle 
of “cultural originality”» (Campbell 2006: 393). 
In Tanzania government concerns extended to the state of 
“undress” of several ethnic groups. Operation Dress-Up 
was launched in 1967 against the Maasai’s “bare buttocks” 
(Wipper 1972: 335; Ivaska 2011: 54). This anti-nudity cam-
paign epitomises the key contradiction of nation-building: 
while young men in bell-bottoms and young women in min-
iskirts were condemned for changing too much, the Maasai 
were condemned for not changing enough. Moreover, this 
campaign embraced colonial/missionary principles: being 
underdressed was associated with indecency and primitive-
ness. The rejection of the West had to be selective, and not 
all African traditions should be preserved. A related contra-
diction in the pursuit of nation-building lies in the fact that 

the desire to preserve an 
alleged African “cultural 
integrity” was not accompa-
nied by an overall rejection 
of modernisation and west-
ern institutions. Balancing 
the colonial-inherited im-
perative of national devel-
opment and the need to re-
vive and preserve national 

culture was particularly challenging in a society made up of 
120 cultural groups, where it was difficult to choose which 
culture and clothes should be preserved.
On 1 January 1969 “Operation Vijana” (vijana means youth in 
Swahili) was launched. Its key aim was to «revive the nation’s 
genuine cultural values» (The Nationalist 1969: 8). As part of the 
operation, 18 members of the TANU Youth League made a sur-
prise visit to the Dar es Salaam University College in mid-Jan-
uary. They declared themselves «happy with the attitude of 
the male students», but «much disgusted by short dresses of 
some of the women students at the Hill», who «had not yet re-
sponded to the call to abandon the dehumanising foreign cul-
tural traits» (The Nationalist 1969: 8). Physical attacks on young 
women mostly consisting of their miniskirts being torn were 
subsequently reported in Dar es Salaam. The perpetrators were 
largely male members of the TANU Youth League who appoint-
ed themselves promoters of proper dress and behaviour (for 
more details, see Ivaska 2011: 86-123).
While foreign influences were blamed for women’s alleged 
lack of morality, the key issue was the rejection of their new-
ly acquired independence and lifestyles, and the overall as-
sociation of female dress practice with sexuality. In other 
words, miniskirts and tight dresses were not only perceived 
as “unauthentic” clothes offending local cultural sensibili-
ties, dignity and culture, but were worrying visual symbols 
of women’s freedom. 
These incidents are strikingly reminiscent of the abovemen-
tioned recent occurrences in South Africa and Uganda. In 
neighbouring countries the process of nation-building was sim-
ilarly entwined with paternalistic concerns over the control of 
young, urban, independent women. Popular magazines in late 
1960s Kenya and Uganda «display[ed] pictures of a young wom-
an in stretch pants next to one in traditional garb» (Wipper 
1972: 329; see also Mazrui 1968: 9). As a Kenyan woman react-
ed, «I am tired of all the criticism being directed against women 
for being “cultural apes”. Men […] are the worst “cultural apes” 
[…]. Indeed, everyone is to blame for making suits the sign of 
respectability» (Wipper 1972: 342).
President of Malawi Kamuzu Banda forbade Malawian women 
to «wear trousers or shorts, to use lipstick, straighten their hair 
and paint their fingernails». After Banda’s declaration that min-
iskirts were «a diabolic fashion», announcements at the airport 
read, «It is traditional for women not to appear in public places 
in dresses that expose any part of the leg above the knee» (Wip-
per 1972: 339; for attacks on townswomen wearing miniskirts 
in 1990s Zambia, see Tranberg Hansen 2004). 
Although the latest western fashions were displays of partici-
pation in global culture, postcolonial policies, campaigns and 
decrees – in Tanzania as elsewhere – considered them as signs 
of aping western cultures or subverting age-old gender and 
generational relations. While some young men and women in 

)emaOe XniYerVit\ VtXdentV Ɉeeing Irom a 7$18 <oXtK /eagXe�Oed inVSection  
on campus after the launch of Operation Vijana (The Nationalist 1969: 8)

Balancing the colonial-inherited imperative 
of national development and the need to revive 
and preserve national culture was particularly 

challenging in a society made up of 120 cultural 
groups, where it was difficult to choose which 

culture and clothes should be preserved.

Zanzibar and Dar es Salaam tried to comply by concealing their 
“dangerous” clothes under a kanzu or a khanga when in pub-
lic (Mohamed Saleh, personal communication), others ignored 
them. It was ultimately unrealistic to try to stop fashion from 
changing, and these campaigns failed because «[n]eeds, once 
made, do not casually go away and cannot be legislated or or-
dered out of existence. Their making and unmaking is beyond 
the capacity of any one institution or power» (Burke 1996: 10). 

Mzee Punch at the Hill
Patriarchal concerns and attempts to impose a visual uniform-
ity were still pervasive in Tanzania twenty years later. By the 
late 1980s, ujamaa had come to an end and Nyerere had re-
signed. New President Ali Hassan Mwinyi was soon nicknamed 
“Mzee Rukhsa” (Mr Everything Goes) for opening up Tanzania 
to foreign markets and items. 
Enduring concerns over clothing, especially female dress and 
perceived sexual freedom, are well captured by the actions 
of a clandestine allegedly satirical group of male university 
students known as “Mzee Punch” – “Mr Punch”, but mzee is a 
Swahili word connoting an elderly man – operating at the Uni-
versity College (later University of Dar es Salaam) since the late 
1960s. Named after the British satirical magazine «Punch»,11 
the group initially included the government as a target, but 
specialised in wall literature targeting female students who 
did not conform to “proper” clothing and “decent” behaviour. 
Harassment (called “punching”) was made easier by the highly 
skewed gender ratio on campus, also known as “the Hill” (Ivas-
ka 2011: 131-133). 
Although in the mid- to late 1980s Mzee Punch apparently dealt 
with everybody, from alleged «homosexual, HIV+, uncircum-
cised» men,12 to male students who wore sandals to walk to the 
cafeteria (Rosa 2021), its main preys were female students. Ac-
cording to Leila Sheikh, it tried to make those women «who did 
well in their studies perform badly» (2004: 99). In 1990 a first-
year student, Levina Mukasa, killed herself as a result of harass-
ment and isolation after the group had successfully threatened 
to punch «any female student who was seen walking with Levi-
na» (Sheikh 2004: 100).
This is how Rosa (fictitious name) described to me her encoun-
ter with Mzee Punch in 1991. She had been living on campus 
since 1989 after completing secondary school in Moshi, in 
northern Tanzania. Largely attended by children of employees 
of the local hospital (KCMC) and sugar factory (TPC), the school 
also catered to southern African refugees and Tanzanian In-
dians from both Muslim and Hindu families. In this diverse 
school that had no uniform policy, students could freely wear 
hijab, kurta, shorts or skirts. Rosa hailed from a middle-class lo-
cal family and growing up in the 1970s she had seen her mother 
in miniskirts, trousers, platform shoes and Afro.
Upon moving to Dar es Salaam to pursue a degree in architec-
ture, Rosa experienced «a sort of cultural shock» and felt «like 
the odd one»: everyone on campus had been through a similar 
school system, and students dressed formally. Although jeans 
were becoming increasingly available in a post-ujamaa coun-
try which was «busy catching up with the rest of the world» 
(Rosa 2021), they were rare among university students. More 
generally trousers, deemed unsuitable for married women 
(Rosa’s mother had stopped wearing them by then), were still 
uncommon among female students. Rosa was a jeans wearer. 
She also wore sunglasses and at times braided her hair in single 

braids with Rasta extensions. She would sometimes even wear 
shorts around the dormitory. But it was «a particular pair of 
Capri-style jeans that got me into trouble» in 1990 (Rosa 2021). 
Although she never witnessed any occurrence, during her first 
year on campus she had heard rumblings about Mzee Punch’s 
public embarrassments for having contravened its mysterious 
code of conduct known as the “Ten Commandments”. She had 
also heard that the group was made up of engineering and ar-
chitecture male students. 
Mzee Punch operated by first issuing a warning in the form of 
a poster on a corridor’s notice board. A caricature, nickname 
and sometimes even student registration number, major, and 
room number made targets easily identifiable. If initial threats 
of “punching” were not followed by a change in clothes or be-
haviour, members of the group would climb the administration 
block at night and post a five-page A1 or A2 sized-poster occupy-
ing the whole parapet wall. This was a sort of tabloid in Swahili; 
each page tackled a different “offender”, including crude car-
toons (Rosa 2021). Perhaps coincidentally, the administration 
block had been one of the first buildings to receive the surprise 
“inspection” of the TANU Youth League as part of Operation Vi-
jana in January 1969.
One day the corridor’s notice board carried a derogatory 
caricature of Rosa; the cartoon mentioned her nickname 
and warned her to stop wearing Capri jeans. The level of 
intimidation was so high that when a female student later 
noticed that Rosa – who had walked past the corridor af-
ter a lecture and was supposed to have seen the poster and 
complied with its content – was wearing the same item, she 
reprimanded her for not having changed. Instead of con-
forming, Rosa boldly decided to wear the same jeans for 
an entire week. She was eventually left alone (Rosa 2021). 
While Rosa refused to be kept in her place and was able to 
push back and dismiss what she saw as bullying, this gen-
der-based abuse could have tragic consequences, like in the 
case of Levina. 
Fast forward, in 2014 Rosa was prevented from entering a gov-
ernment office in Dar es Salaam. Although she was wearing for-
mal and by no means suggestive trousers, she was told to put 
on a khanga or a scarf, or leave the office. Since she did not have 
any of these items with her, she was forced to return later that 
day once “properly” dressed. Rosa observes that her country is 
obsessed with controlling the way people dress for the sake of 
being the same, which she partly attributes to the legacy of uja-
maa. Uniformity is in her view a fabricated notion, since Tanza-
nia is characterised by cultural diversity, with 120 cultural-lin-
guistic groups, an Asian minority and a relatively equal blend 
of Christians and Muslims (Rosa 2021).

Conclusions
This article has offered some reflections on western-inspired 
dressing styles and gendered debates in colonial and postco-
lonial Tanzania. Late 1960s controversies involved a unique 
blend of nation-building (with the need to revive authentic 
culture), ujamaa (with the need to reject luxury goods), and 
paternalistic concerns (with the need to control non-con-
forming youth, especially young townswomen). The key 
paradox was that attempts to depart from the West were 
not accompanied by an outright rejection of western formal 
attire and institutions. Debates turned into contradictory 
campaigns like Operation Dress-Up (highly reminiscent of 
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NOTES
# - «SA protest over miniskirt attack» (available at http://news.
bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/%2%&&5(.stm/ accessed #( March 2))8); K. 
Moeng, (2)##) Taxi rank abuse made her stronger». Available on-
line: https://www.sowetanlive.co.za/news/2)##-)8-2&-taxi-rank-
abuse-made-her stronger/ (accessed #( October 2)2#). For very 
recent instances of gender-based violence in South Africa, see: 
https://www.sowetanlive.co.za/opinion/columnists/2)2#-)#-)&-
taxi-drivers-the-worst-terror-women-face-about-their-appearanc-
es-in-public/ (accessed #( October 2)2#).
2 - «SlutWalk is a rally, march, protest, and movement aimed 
to make visible the prevalence of victim-blaming, rape-cul-
ture, street harassment, and sexual violence». Available online: 
https://wgrc.arizona.edu/slutwalk (accessed 2+ November 2)2#). 
See also J. Reger, (2)#5). Although it only acquired this name 
and became a movement in 2)##, after a Canadian police officer 
advised women to avoid dressing like “sluts” as a precaution 
against sexual assault, the earlier Johannesburg marches can be 
deemed SlutWalks. 

the anti-nudity campaigns in early colonial Kenya) and Op-
eration Vijana. However, the latest clothes and items – which 
rather than forms of subversion were youthful displays of 
modernity – could not be legislated out, as postcolonial Tan-
zania had long been exposed to the West.
The legacy of these debates and campaigns was still very 
much alive in the late 1980s. In existence since the late 1960s, 
Mzee Punch did not overtly mobilise the argument of pre-
serving national culture, but it surreptitiously evoked it, and 
ultimately harassed and sought to control young female stu-
dents. In 2014 professional townswomen in trousers were still 
prevented from entering government offices in Dar es Salaam. 
If in contemporary Tanzania the largely overlapping Islam-
ic and Christian prescriptions of modesty – combined with 
the legacy of ujamaa – have resulted in a unique pressure to 
conform visually, other countries share an enduring disquiet 
about women’s appearance which is still equated to sexual 
freedom, as the examples provided have shown.
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ABSTRACT ENG

Based on archival and oral sources, and engaging 
the extant scholarly literature, this article discusses 
the gender dimension of western-inspired dress in 
Tanzania. It examines the social meanings of western 
clothes during colonialism, the search for authenticity 
which drove postcolonial nation-building, the debates 
and campaigns which associated women’s revealing 
oXtfitV ZitK immoraOit\� and tKeir endXring OegacieV.

Keywords: Tanzania/Swahili, aesthetic and dressing 
practices, gender relations, nation-building

Sarai assillata!  
Conflitti di genere 
sull’abbigliamento nella 
Tanzania post-coloniale

In Tanzania, l’abbigliamento occidentale ha circolato 
dagli albori del periodo coloniale, suscitando ampio 
interesse anche da parte della stampa che ne ha di-

battuto meriti e demeriti. In epoca post-coloniale, la ri-
cerca di una presunta cultura nazionale “autentica” ha 
scatenato, qui come altrove nel continente, un acceso 
dibattito da cui sono scaturite iniziative e vere e proprie 
campagne volte a regolare, se non addirittura proibire, 
l’uso di stili e anche specifici capi di abbigliamento di 
derivazione occidentale. Negli anni ’50, alcune vignet-
te satiriche hanno ridicolizzato tramite l’abbigliamento i 
giovani uomini di campagna che cercavano senza suc-
cesso di adeguarsi alla vita moderna. Questo articolo 
offre una disamina storica del successo degli abiti oc-
cidentali e dei loro significati sociali nella Tanzania co-
loniale e indipendente basandosi su fonti orali, ricerche 
d’archivio e studi pre-esistenti. Inoltre mette in evidenza 
le contraddizioni del movimento per uno stile “appro-
priato e decoroso” formulato dai giovani socialisti negli 
anni ’60. Proprio la difesa del decoro ha portato a gra-
vi attacchi contro giovani donne che indossavano abiti 
corti e/o aderenti. L’autrice si sofferma sugli aspetti di 
genere di questo fenomeno che interpretava la scelta 
di indossare capi succinti e scollati come segnale di 
una presunta promiscuità sessuale e amoralità. La coda 
lunga di tale pensiero si è fatta sentire anche negli anni 
’80 e ’90, quando il gruppo cosiddetto “satirico” Mzee 
Punch, attivo presso il campus universitario di Dar es 
Salaam, prendeva di mira proprio giovani studentesse 
accusate di contravvenire ai codici di stile dell’istituzio-
ne. L’articolo, che riporta anche l’esperienza persona-
le di una donna vittima di attacchi, esamina gli effetti a 
lungo termine di questo dibattito.

, - S. Masuku, (2))8), «State won’t enter teachers dress row», in 
«The Sowetan», 2 October.
( - «African politician calls for miniskirts ban because they 
cause road accidents». Available online: https://www.mir-
ror.co.uk/news/weird-news/african-politician-calls-for-mini-
skirts-ban-,,85+(/ (accessed #2 September 2))8). See also S. 
Kawamara-Mishambi, (2)#(), «Miniskirt law takes us back to Idi 
Amin», in «The Observer», #) March. Available online: https://
www.observer.ug/viewpoint/guest-writers/,)555--miniskirt-
law-takes-usback-to-idi-amin (accessed 28 September 2)2#); and 
Guardian Reporter, (2)#,), Uganda Bill criminalises miniskirts, 
in «The Mail & Guardian», 8 April. Available online: https://mg.
co.za/article/2)#,-)(-)8-uganda-proposes-ban-on-miniskirts-in-
move-against-womens-rights/ (accessed 28 September 2)2#).
5 - The rise of the missionary and colonial printing press in the late 
nineteenth century together with the establishment of the colonial 
archives have enabled scholars to trace these social conflicts, which 
may well have predated colonialism.
& - Kenya became a British Protectorate in #8+5. It was later declared 
a British colony and reached independence in #+&,. Zanzibar was 
a separate British Protectorate (#8+)-#+&,). Tanzania was part of 
German East Africa from #8+# until the end of the First World War, 
when it became a British Mandate and was renamed Tanganyika. It 
became independent in #+&# and was renamed Tanzania in #+&( af-
ter the union with Zanzibar which followed the Zanzibar Revolution. 
% - Khanga (or kanga) is a rectangular female cloth worn in pairs 
formed by two parts of the same measure, one part of which is 
worn over ordinary clothes, like a sarong, while the other can 
be used to cover one’s head. A Swahili sentence, sometimes 
rhyming, is printed on it.
8 - Controller of Customs to the Auditor, #5 January #+,(, 
Tanzania National Archives, Dar es Salaam (Secretariat Files), 
TNA/#2()2/Volume #.
+ - See various issues of «Mwangaza», a Swahili daily paper pub-
lished by the Public Relations Department from #+5# to #+5%.
#) - Unknown author (#+5&), «Juha Kasembe na ulimwengu wa 
leo», in «Baragumu» 2, December. «Baragumu» was a govern-
mental weekly newspaper first issued in #+5&.
## - «Punch» or «The London Charivari» was a British weekly 
satirical magazine established in #8(#. It soon spread to the 
British colonies and became a transnational affair. «Punch» is 
credited with being the first magazine to use cartoons – from 
the Italian cartone, initially a sketch on a piece of cardboard – 
as humorous illustrations (Appelbaum & Kelly #+8#: #5). Active 
until #++2, it was briefly revived in the mid-#++)s.
#2 - J. Hobgood (#++%), «MZEE PUNCH», ( February. Available 
online: http://powers-mbongo.freeservers.com/index.htm (ac-
cessed ## October 2)2#).
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