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Abstract 

Tanzanians, like other East African people, have long-standing gendered dress traditions 

where attempts at cross-dressing have historically been met with disdain and resistance, 

reflecting deeply ingrained gender norms. However, the increasing influence of Western 

values and practices, combined with local agency and diverse cultural interactions, is 

shifting boundaries around gendered dress codes. As people navigate these global and 

local dynamics, traditional norms are being reevaluated and redefined, leading to a more 

complex and evolving cultural landscape. This ethnographic inquiry explores how 

women's trousers are perceived by both genders, particularly among youth, 

incorporating life stories and examining how spatial constraints influence trouser 

fashion. Surveys among University of Dar es Salaam students reveal challenges to 

sartorial changes in everyday life. Through a feminist lens, the analysis highlights how 

individuals express perceptions of women's trousers. Critics argue trouser design alters 

how women's bodies are shaped and perceived, helping us understand how clothing 

defines a woman in moral terms. The argument is that despite a seemingly higher number 

of female trouser critics, women wearing trousers are gradually gaining acceptance, 

largely driven by normalization through habituation—the process of repeated exposure 

making the unconventional feel ordinary. 
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Introduction 

 Dress serves as both a personal expression and a social phenomenon, governed by 

unwritten rules reflecting broader societal values. These norms, rooted in moral and 

cultural beliefs, dictate appropriate attire, and deviation can lead to criticism and 

judgment. According to Roach-Higgins and Eicher (1992, p. 4), dressing against 

expectations can cause misunderstandings about identity and unfair treatment. For 

example, Mbilinyi (1972) viewed Tanzania’s miniskirt controversy as a threat to 

patriarchal traditions, targeting educated, independent women. Yet, local feminist 

organizations have prioritized body autonomy and sexuality over sartorial rights. In 

Tanzania and East Africa, dress traditions reflect enduring beliefs about gender roles 

(Burgess 2002, Hay 2004, Tamale 2016). For generations, distinct dress codes symbolized 

modesty, respectability, and cultural identity. Traditional garments like the kanga and 

buibui convey heritage and social status (Wipper 1972). 

Notably, Western cultures, such as those in the US and UK, prioritize individual 

achievement and formal education as pathways to success, contrasting with many 

African cultures that emphasize communal interdependence (Hofstede 2001). 

Postcolonial and globalizing influences are increasingly blending these perspectives. 

Technological advancements and urbanization are transforming Tanzania’s social 

landscape, exposing youth to diverse cultural influences and challenging traditional 

norms. As a result, Tanzanian youth, especially in Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar, have 

embraced new fashion trends like women’s trousers since the 1960s–1970s, influenced by 

Western films and videos (Ivaska 2004, Burgess 2002). These trends symbolize modernity, 

individual freedom, and self-expression. 
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This paper focuses on trousers (or "pants" in American English), which were absent from 

traditional East African dress. Pre-colonial Tanzania featured wrapped garments like 

kangas, khangas, and shukas—often gender-neutral or fluid, rarely resembling Western 

trousers. Under German and British colonial rule (1880s–1961), Western clothing spread 

among men in administration, students, clergy, and urban elites. Trousers became tied to 

modernity, education, and Western values, worn primarily by men. For women, trousers 

were initially taboo or "unfeminine," especially in conservative contexts. 

The last years of colonial era, urban women began adopting trousers, driven by global 

fashion, Julius Nyerere’s socialist-modernist policies, and expanded access to education 

and employment. Thus trousers became a symbol of female empowerment among youth 

but sparked social tensions and cultural/religious resistance (Suriano 2008, pp105-106). 

 

Background 

In conservative parts of Africa, new fashion trends frequently spark social tensions when 

challenge deeply embedded traditional norms, values, and dress codes rooted in culture 

and tradition. For example, wearing revealing clothing that accentuates women's bodies 

is often perceived by older, conservative members of East African communities in 

Tanzania and Zambia as rebellious, disrespectful, or morally corrupt—a threat to 

communal identity and moral order (Hansen 2004a; Ivaska 2004). A striking illustration 

is a 1954 poem by K.H.S. Andrew Kunguru, published in Mambo Leo, a Tanzanian 

educational monthly, which condemned women wearing trousers as imitating Western 

women (Suriano 2008). At that time, young men were trending a bold trouser style called 

"mdomo wa chupa" or "uchinjo," and the poem (authored in Morogoro, directed at fellow 

Mambo Leo readers) reflected broader anxieties about cultural shifts. Comparable 
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discontent with perceived indecent dressing has surfaced across Africa, where modern 

fashion clashes with tradition (Sackey 2003; Mougoué 2016; Kiruga 2014; Hansen 2004; 

Hay 2004; Ademiluka 2013; Comaroff 1996). 

Historical parallels underscore this tension: colonial-era Western Kenyan elders initially 

viewed women in Western-style clothes as assertive challengers of patriarchal authority, 

yet later accepted them as symbols of modernity (Hay 2004). In Ghana, youth embracing 

“apuskeleke” fashion faced public harassment (Sackey 2003), while in Nairobi, both male 

and female agents policed women’s attire to uphold “African morality” (Kiruga 2014), 

illustrating how fashion becomes a battleground for cultural values. 

The intersection of fashion and cultural identity in Zanzibar, a semi-autonomous island 

in Tanzania with a predominantly Muslim population, is exemplified by the influence of 

Indian and Western films that promoted themes such as sex, drunkenness, violence, or 

disrespect for elders, shaping youths' clothing choices in the aftermath of the 1964 

revolution (Burgess 2002). The revolution, which erupted on January 12, 1964, was 

spearheaded by John Okello, a Ugandan immigrant and political leader, who, with 

approximately 700 rebels, overthrew the longstanding Arab-dominated government. 

This pivotal event, marked by thousands of deaths, catalyzed the merger of Zanzibar 

with Tanganyika, forming Tanzania later that year.  

The subsequent adoption of Western-style clothing—bell-bottom trousers and miniskirts 

among them—sparked moral panic, prompting the 1973 government censorship board 

to ban films and ignite debates on cultural authenticity, morality, and gender norms. For 

instance, fears that films propagated capitalist, non-socialist Western propaganda led to 

the Afro-Shirazi Party Youth League’s (ASPYL) 1973 conference, focused on educating 

youth about constructing a culturally aligned Zanzibar (Burgess 2002, p.297). This friction 

between tradition and modernity echoes in the buibui, a garment embodying women’s 
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interpretations of Islamic modesty, which transcends class and ethnic lines (Fair, cited in 

Suriano 2018). 

Similarly, in contemporary Tanzania, women wearing trousers remains contentious: 

some perceive it as eroding tradition, while others champion it as empowerment—a 

dichotomy mirroring southeastern Nigeria, where Nwigwe (2019) documented clashes 

over women’s attire, underscoring the interplay of culture, modernity, and entrenched 

patriarchy. In Zanzibar and Islamic East Africa, patriarchal structures dictate dress codes 

(hijab, buibui) to enforce modesty, reinforcing male-defined piety and sartorial norms. 

Women’s bodily autonomy thus hinges on interpretations of religious and cultural 

mandates enforced by male institutions.  

This study explores young Tanzanians' perceptions of women's trousers, focusing on the 

central question: "Do you support wearing trousers by women?" Through eight questions 

(see Table 1), this ethnographic study reveals how patriarchal frameworks, alongside 

cultural, social, and economic shifts, reshape Tanzania's gender landscape. The research 

investigates the cultural politics of trousers, a colonial import turned symbol of gender 

fluidity, modernity, and resistance. The gendered construction of trousers shapes self-

perception, with some viewing them as indecent and others as liberating. 

 

 

 

Theory 

The study's research questions align with feminist theoretical paradigms, exploring 

women's experiences and societal attitudes towards women's clothing choices. The 
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questions, "As a male, would you allow a female under your care to wear trousers?" and 

"Does your religion support women wearing trousers as an outer garment?" examine the 

intersections of gender, religion, and power dynamics. [See Table 1 for the complete set 

of research questions underpinning the study. Feminism provides a framework for 

understanding these questions, recognizing its complexity as a tool for analyzing 

women's experiences within social, economic, and political contexts. 

Movements addressing patriarchy-led marginalization and oppression led to feminism's 

emergence in the 19th century. More nuanced forms of feminism emerged in the 20th 

century. Core feminist concerns include Gender equality, Social justice, and Agency. 

Nnaemeka (2004) coined "Nego feminism," describing a persuasion-based, ego-free 

feminism. The term "Nego" likely derives from "no ego." For example, some Pentecostal 

denomination allows women in trousers to attend church if they wear a piece of cloth 

around their waist.  

The matter of trousers is intrinsically linked to traditional and non-traditional views on 

gender, with the latter promoting agency. This means men and women should have equal 

rights to wear trousers, based on the belief that both genders understand their bodies and 

needs, and can make their own sartorial choices. Feminists have popularized concepts 

like patriarchy, intersectionality, and performativity. They argue that the existing social 

system, or patriarchy, gives men more power than women, leading to multiple forms of 

oppression, which is the core of intersectionality. By considering gender a social 

construct, rather than innate, feminists suggest that gender codes, formed through 

everyday social interactions, can be corrected to eliminate gender inequality.  

The perception and practice of dress traditions in Tanzania, especially concerning gender, 

have been shaped by the interplay of culture, colonialism, westernization, and feminism. 

Western influences have altered long-held views of masculinity and femininity, blurring 
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traditional boundaries. Focusing on the cultural meanings attached to women’s 

trousers—particularly among youth—this study uses feminist theory to explore how 

dress becomes a site of moral judgment and social control. It situates these perceptions 

within broader historical, cultural, and social contexts to reveal how gendered dress 

norms are negotiated and contested in contemporary Tanzania.  

Existing research shows that cultural assumptions are deeply embedded in modern 

gender issues (Bem, 1993). People are aware of gender differences and follow specific 

cultural gender norms. Clothing is one way to distinguish between males and females 

across cultures (Davies, 2002). In Tanzania, semi-traditional binary dress practices, which 

prescribe trousers for men and wraparounds or non-bifurcated clothes for women, 

continue to shape societal perceptions of women who wear trousers. For instance, 

Suraino's (2008) references include an entry titled "Suruali si kivaaji mabinti" ("Trousers 

are not appropriate for women"), written by Juma Abdallah bin Sultani.  

However, historical records indicate that trousers were not traditionally part of 

Tanzanian men's attire before colonial influence. Instead, men likely wore wraparounds 

or toga-like garments made from locally woven fabrics. The debate around women's 

trousers suggests a complex dynamic in the adoption and perception of Western-style 

clothing. Suraino’s (2008, 111) note partly reads: “As regards the case of Zanzibar, Laura 

Fair (1998: 87) has maintained that 'the costume of the male members of the Arab ruling 

class remained largely static over the course of more than a century.” The same is likely 

true of male commoners. The first image shown in Fair’s (1998) exemplifies the ruling 

class attire: A male Arab of Zanzibar wearing a kilemba, kanzu, silk waist scarf, jambia, 

and short jacket. The picture of the sultan or an elite man was first published in 1856.  

The distinction between men's and women's attire is evident, even in historical contexts 

where clothing materials were standardized. For instance, in colonial Zanzibar, female 
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and male slaves received the same clothing material, yet women transformed their 

dresses to convey femininity. They wrapped and draped the cloth in ways that 

emphasized their gender, often incorporating traditional styles or adornments that 

differentiated their attire from the more utilitarian garments worn by men (Fair, 1998, p. 

67). Notably, women's wrappers covered the body from the top of the breasts to the ankle 

region, leaving the upper part bare, whereas male slaves wore simple waistcloths known 

as "winda made of merikani cloth" (Fair, 1998, p. 65). The use of wraparound skirts by 

both genders highlights the significance of tying styles in distinguishing between male 

and female attire.  

A photograph of female slave construction workers wearing kaniki, reprinted from 

Vizetelly's "From Cyprus to Zanzibar" (1901), shows three women in the center back 

wearing early kanga designs (Fair, 1998, p. 68). This image is noteworthy, as it reveals the 

complex dynamics of clothing, social class, and cultural expression. Kaniki, a blue-and-

white printed or dyed fabric, was commonly worn by slaves and lower-class individuals 

due to its affordability and durability. In contrast, kanga, a colorful printed cotton fabric 

with distinctive designs and Swahili sayings or proverbs, was traditionally worn by 

women in East Africa.  

The attire of female slave construction workers wearing kaniki reflects the fabric's 

association with practical work attire and lower social classes. However, the presence of 

kanga designs on some women's clothing suggests that even within a context of slavery 

or labor, there were opportunities for cultural expression and the adoption of fashionable 

clothing. The kanga designs may have held significance beyond mere aesthetics, 

potentially conveying messages or reflecting cultural identity. This nuanced 

understanding of clothing and cultural expression highlights the agency and creativity 

of women in colonial Zanzibar, who used attire to convey their femininity, social status, 
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and cultural heritage. The volume and quality of cloth often signified social status and 

class, with high volumes typically reflecting higher social standing. However, slaves 

were prohibited from emulating their masters' attire, reinforcing their marginalized 

status. In contrast, commoners in post-abolition Zanzibar (1898-1930) used dress to signal 

their socially acceptable status, adopting headcoverings and shoes that were previously 

forbidden to slaves. Notably, dress innovations among this class were starkly gendered, 

with women pioneering new styles that blurred social lines, while men's fashion 

remained rooted in tradition throughout the early twentieth century (Fair, 1998, p. 67).  

The adoption of shoes, in particular, is noteworthy, as evident in the report from the 

White Fathers' annual meeting in Tanganyika (1956-57), which noted the widespread 

adoption of European-style clothes and shoes (Suriano, 2018, p. 163). Colonialism played 

a significant role in shaping dress styles, with Western colonizers creating situations that 

compelled African men to adopt trousers, such as in the colonial civil service (Oyewumi, 

1997, p. 24). The church also contributed to the transformation of dress styles, particularly 

among the Southern Tswana ethnic group in Southern Africa, where missionaries sought 

to cover the "naked bodies" of the local population (Comaroff, 1996, p. 23). As Comaroff 

noted, missionaries like Moffat (1842) anticipated that Tswana might initially oppose 

Christian doctrine but would eventually adopt Western attire for their own comfort and 

convenience. The use of sumptuary laws by colonizers to create desired identities and 

stabilize their governments (Jackson and Maddox, 1993) further underscores the complex 

dynamics of dress, identity, and power in colonial contexts. These interventions 

ultimately led to the gradual adoption of modern dress styles. 

 

Methods 
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 This ethnographic study was conducted in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, to explore dress 

practices and interpretations of female trousers, particularly among university youths. 

Focus group interviews were omitted due to the deeply personal and culturally sensitive 

nature of the subject, and the risk of groupthink and power dynamics skewing responses. 

The study involved 339 students of University of Dar es Salaam (UDSM), mostly in their 

early twenties; they completed questionnaires distributed on campus, in and outside 

classrooms. Twenty UDSM staff members and 19 members of the Tanzania Assemblies 

of God Pentecostal denomination also participated. The latter figure excludes two clergy 

in charge of the congregation who were engaged in face-to-face interviews. The student 

sample size was based on the College of Humanities’ population, while staff and 

congregants were purposively selected for convenience and maturity. Demographic 

details (age, sex, income, educational level, native geographic location) are incorporated 

into the narrative as relevant.  

The qualitative study relied on research questions, using 339 surveys with structured and 

open-ended questions, plus two in-person interviews allowing voice recordings made at 

the church premises. The latter was transcribed and included in the discussion. In other 

words, the study involved a total of 341 participants/data points, comprising 339 surveys 

and 2 in-person interviews. Informed consent was obtained verbally; participants 

signaled consent by completing questionnaires. Non-participant observations were 

conducted in Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar, specifically at the University of Dar es Salaam 

and Stone Town, respectively. These observations aimed to gather data on women's 

experiences and societal attitudes towards women's clothing choices, particularly 

trousers, in diverse cultural and geographical contexts within Tanzania. The study was 

conducted over a period of just two months. The questionnaire included a clear 

introduction stating the purpose and requesting demographic information. Completion 

was taken as implied consent, ensuring necessary ethical measures. Respondents hailed 
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from diverse towns, villages, and districts across Tanzania (Arumeru, Arusha, Babati, 

Bagamoyo, etc.), offering insights into opinions on women wearing trousers locally. This 

diversity enables generalizations applicable to the country. I administered semi-

structured questionnaires to respondents and analyzed their responses, identifying 

patterns and themes, such as support for or opposition to women wearing trousers. I also 

examined personal anecdotes that illustrated individuals' experiences, selecting relevant 

stories to incorporate into the text. Manual coding was used to categorize the responses, 

and statistical data informed my interpretation of the findings. The data revealed locals’ 

assessments of the controversial fashion, with some reporting sanctions against women 

in trousers. Analysis provides insight into power dynamics and politics surrounding 

women’s trousers.  

Dar es Salaam, the study setting, is a major Tanzanian city in a country with two main 

regions: Tanganyika and Zanzibar. Tanganyika, larger in land and population, gained 

independence from Britain in 1961 (Geiger, 1987) and merged with Zanzibar in 1964 to 

form Tanzania. With over 120 ethnic groups, Tanzania is East Africa’s most ethnically 

diverse country. Swahili, the official language, is widely spoken across East Africa. Dar 

es Salaam, part of historic Tanganyika, has a rich heritage shaped by 15th-century Indian 

Ocean trade, absorbing Arab, Indian, German, and British influences. Interactions 

(slavery, Islam, Western commodities, colonization, Christian missions) transformed the 

culture: Western norms dominate the mainland, Arabian traditions prevail in the islands, 

shaping gendered dress norms. Dar es Salaam, the main site, is significant. As a former 

capital with a major university, it has been a hotbed of dress conflicts (Ivaska 2004). 

UDSM is a melting pot for diverse fashion trends; campaigns against “indecent dressing” 

have occurred there. Students are addressed on dress ethics during orientations. This site 

offers access to fashion-conscious, impressionable youths (about 65% of Tanzania’s 

population), ideal for exploring the subject. 
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Results 

The following tables present some of the field data. Table 1 provides a simplified version 

of the questionnaire used in the survey (adapted from the original format). Familiarizing 

yourself with these questions will aid in interpreting Tables 2, 3, and 4. 

Table 1: Research Questions 

SN Questions 

1 Do you support wearing trousers by women?  

2 As a female, do you wear trousers?   Or, as a male, would you allow a female under 

your care to wear trousers?  

3 Does your religion support wearing trousers by women as AN outer garment?  

4 Does your denomination allow women in trousers access to the worship centre?  

5 Do your parents support wearing trousers by women? 

6 Are there places women in trousers are not free to go?  

7 Could you share a story about how women in trousers have been resisted? 

8 Can you tell us about degree of acceptance or rejection of female trousers in your 

village? 

              

Based on the different participant categories (students, staff, and congregants), I tailored 

the questions with slight adjustments. This article focuses primarily on responses to 

items 1 and 7. 

 

Table 2: UDSM Students’ answers to questions 1 and 7 

 

 Question 1 Question 7 
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Men                                            

165 

 

Christian Muslim Others Yes No N C Yes No N C 

106 35 24 63 102 - 34 77 54 

Women 

174 

  Question 1 Question 7 

Christian Muslim Others Yes No N C Yes No N C 

126 39 9 103 71 - 57 73 44 

339 232 74 33 166 173 - 91 150 98 

 

Key: N C = No comment; Others = those with undisclosed religious identity.  

Table 2 reveals the total of students – 339. The addition of Christians and Muslims based 

on their gender gives 232 and 74 respectively. The rest 33 who did not indicate their 

religion may belong to different religions. All 339 students responded to question 1, while 

241 answered question 7. The disparity is due to some questions being left unanswered. 

Table 3: UDSM Staff’s answers to Questions 1 and 7 

Men 

 

11 

 

 Question 1 Question 7 

Christian Muslim Others Yes No NC Yes No NC 

9 2 - 6 5 - 3 5 3 

Women 

 

9 

  Question 1 Question 7 

Christian Muslim Others Yes No NC Yes No NC 

7 2 - 5 4 - 1 4 4 

TOTAL 20 16 4 - 11 9 - 4 9 7 

 

Key: N C = No Comment; Others = those with undisclosed religious identity.  
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Table 3 presents a statistical analysis of the responses to questions 1 and 7 from 18 staff 

members at the University of Dar es Salaam. Although small compared to the student 

population, this sample is comparable in size to the Tanzanian Assemblies of God 

(TAG) respondents featured in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: TAG Christian group’s answers questions 1 and 7  

 

MALE WORSHIPPERS           10 

 

 Question 1 Question 7 

Yes No NC Yes No NC 

3 7 - 3 6 1 

FEMALE WORSHIPPERS       9 Question 1 Question 7 

Yes No NC Yes No NC 

5 4 - 2 6 1 

TOTAL 19 8 11  5 12 2 

 

Key: N C = No Comment 

Table 4 presents the statistical summary of answers to the two questions under review 

from 19 participants of a Christian group. Later, I will discuss the views recorded from 

the church clergy. Notably, respondents specified particular places and contexts where 

women wearing trousers were prohibited. 

 

Findings 

The survey results reveal three key findings. [As earlier stated, only two oral, face-to-face 

interviews were conducted.] Firstly, a marginal (3%) statistical difference exists between 
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supporters and disapprovers of trousers, predominantly among youths. Secondly, 

respondents' positions are underpinned by ideological and performative rationales. 

Thirdly, and most notably, women's experiences of security/insecurity while wearing 

trousers interplay with cultural and moral expectations affecting their choices—often tied 

to Quranic and Biblical teachings implicating men's desires/gazes, highlighting complex 

dynamics. 

Finding 1 

Marginal support (3% difference) The first finding stems from public views on women 

wearing trousers. Male students were divided: 38% supported, 62% opposed. 

Conversely, 59% of female students supported trousers, 41% opposed. Overall, support 

(49%) and disapproval (51%) were nearly split (both genders, Muslims, Christians)—a 

3% difference. Most university staff supported trousers; Pentecostal church male 

respondents largely opposed, though more women expressed positive views. Faith 

shaped attitudes starkly: among Muslim students, 10/39 females and 7/31 males 

supported trousers (citing religion/tradition); 88/127 Christian females supported them. 

Zanzibar observations (strong Islamic context) showed locals covering bodies; foreign 

women wore trousers freely. Attitudes vary sharply across demographics and faiths. 

Breakdown: 

(i) Male undergrads: 38% support, 62% oppose; female students: 59% support, 41% 

oppose. 

(ii) Overall: 49% support, 51% disapprove—a slight (3%) disapproval margin. Most 

women preferred trousers; most men did not. 

(iii) Staff: Likely supported due to awareness of modern dynamics; Pentecostal church: 

aligned with male students’ opposition. 

Four anti-trouser responses (reflecting critics’ views): 
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(i) “I don’t support women in trousers: tradition dictates skirts, gowns, or wrappers 

covering bodies.” 

(ii) “No, trousers confuse males—show ‘secret parts’.” 

(iii) “Yes [sic, meant ‘No’]—body shape causes unnecessary attraction to men.” [Note: 

The “Yes” was interpreted as a typo, based on the following explanation.] 

(iv) "Female trousers distract the [male’s] mind from study"—highlighting gendered 

dynamics.  

Finding 2  

Respondents' positions on women's trousers are underpinned by ideological and 

performative rationales. Social construction as performativity surfaces through labels like 

"prostitute," "tradition," and "God." One respondent recalled, "In the marketplace, a 

woman in tight trousers sparked shouting and noise"—language that shapes societal 

norms around women's fashion. Critics framed trousers as foreign, provocative, morally 

confusing, and distracting. Male students often sexualized trousers, referencing visibility 

of "the 'V' sign" (female genitalia), linking it to disrespect and justification for disapproval. 

Negative attitudes clustered around three themes: 

(i) Cultural ideology: Trousers seen as male attire, violating tradition. 

(ii) Sexual attraction: Trousers perceived as visually enticing, inviting male gaze. 

(iii) Religious objections: Cross-dressing, indecency tied to biblical/Quranic 

interpretations. 

University staff were split: some supported trousers; others cited religious/cultural 

norms. A female staff member shared a pastor used scripture to frame trousers as 

"masculine," persuading her to stop. The Christian group’s rejection stemmed from 

provocation concerns, doctrine, and cultural norms linking trousers to men. Culture was 
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framed variably as "African," "my," "Tanzanian" tradition; some fused culture and 

religion: "God forbids it." 

Religious leaders’ perspectives were sought. I found it convenient to interact with the 

clergymen of Assemblies of God where I worshipped in the course of the residency. The 

senior pastor said: "Trousers aren’t our custom... shameful in church. If they come, they 

must wear skirts/wrappers." The assistant pastor saw it as the "1990s wave... now in 

churches” and observed that resistance is crumbling and called it “a death of conscience." 

The mention “1990s" shows how recent trousers’ origin is when compared with “Britain 

in the 1930s” (Bill 1993). The "wave" implies a sensational trend, echoing Western feminist 

waves. Analysis of pro-trousers responses tied to security identified safety, prevention 

against harm/rape as a key consideration for allowing female trousers (e.g., one said, 

"Dog bite me at 15—trousers protected me"). 

Anti-trouser critics emphasized that trousers attract men, increase rape vulnerability. 

On trousers and women’s confidence, I encountered contrasting views—some said they 

feel empowered, others said they felt insecure (e.g., one confessed, "I’m not confident to 

wear it"). Working women (security, engineering jobs) wear trousers out of necessity, 

overcoming hesitation over time. Influences include early experiences, knowledge from 

people/media, modern realities, and some progressive religious leaders advocating 

unisex fashion. The following are keywords in the support reasons: Attractiveness, 

practicality, flexibility, safety, comfort, smartness, and protection. 

Finding 3  

This leads to the third key finding: The interplay between women's experiences of 

security and insecurity when wearing trousers and the challenges they face navigating 
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cultural and moral expectations tied largely to religious teachings (Quran, Bible), 

implicating men's desires and gazes. Here are three of over 50 anecdotes capturing 

personal experiences of hate, threats, embarrassment, and violence: 

(i) "I was called a prostitute in an academic office because I wore trousers." —

Anonymous 

(ii) "I witnessed a neighbor beaten by her mother for wearing trousers without an ankle-

length cover." —Anonymous 

(iii) "I was beaten by my mum for wearing trousers to visit a friend. I’ve never worn 

them again." —Anonymous 

The questionnaires lacked administration dates, but some contemporaneous images are 

dated 18 June 2019. Some of the experiences shared in them reinforce that deviation from 

the traditional gendered order has severe consequences; offenders may face divorce, as 

seen among Albanian migrants in Greece (Xhaho, Caro, and Bailey, 2020). Some women 

navigate this by tying a kanga (local wrapper) over trousers—a compromise echoing the 

1850s "bloomers" movement. Patricia Cunningham’s Reforming Women’s Fashion, 1850-

1920 (2003) shows early designs: loose trousers under long skirts, gathered at ankles. 

Amelia Bloomer popularized this in the U.S., becoming a pioneer for public trouser-

wearing. 

The assistant clergyman earlier quoted added historical context: "In the 1970s, President 

Nyerere opposed women in trousers, allowing soldiers to cut/slice such dresses as 

punishment." The pastor’s mention of the 1970s (and a later "1990s wave") suggests this 

was Tanzania’s first trouser wave, during Africa’s maxi-dress era. The alleged 

presidential stance underscores the fashion’s unpopularity then. 

The experiences of women in trousers are summarized thus: 
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(i) Violence/harassment: Beating, name-calling, stripping, clothes-tearing, rape, sexual 

harassment. 

(ii) Exclusion: Denied access to offices, churches, social events (e.g., first-date rejection 

due to trousers). 

I noted some identified contexts of recurrent forms of resistance: religious spaces (some 

churches, mosques); formal settings (some government offices, many missionary 

schools); community events (certain funerals, hospitals), specific locations were 

mentioned. McKenzie (2001) notes performative acts reinforce the status quo here. While 

some women negotiate their acceptance in these with loose trousers and covered with 

wrappers or loose tops, some women show radicalism by wearing light, skin-tight, short 

trousers even in forbidden zones. My observation in Zanzibar was that locals could 

tolerate a white woman in shorts and not indigenous women in similar attire. The 

divergent experiences of women in trousers can be discerned from how the social 

construction of gender/trousers impacts self-perception: one female respondent felt self-

conscious in trousers; another rejected such notions.  

Discussion  

The widespread disapproval of trousers for women among local men is rooted in 

historical dress norms that raise specific security concerns. Historically, European and 

Arabian women wore dresses, while men wore trousers (often concealed under long 

gowns in Arab contexts), establishing a gendered dress binary that persists today. 

Colonial civil service, schools, and churches reinforced the tradition of men wearing 

bifurcated dress through regimented practice. Dress styles shape perceptions of the body: 

women's clothing often covers the waist and genital area to prevent imaginative 

exposure. 



134 

 
 

 
 

In pre-colonial times, robe-like dresses and wraparounds were common, and nudity was 

fashionable among unmarried young women. Local men were accustomed to seeing 

skimpy dresses. However, Christianity and Islam (adopted by many Africans between 

the 15th and 19th centuries) introduced dress sensibilities condemning nudity and semi-

nude modes as provocative and sinful. This modern sense of decency has significantly 

impacted men's psychology. Trousers are perceived to accentuate women's sexualized 

parts (Kybalova 1972). In other words, Tanzanian men have a unique perspective on 

women wearing trousers, rooted in colonial-era social construction that sexualized 

women's thighs. 

Stambach ([2000] 2002) observes that in Machame, schooling, community, and gender 

intersect. She notes that across East Africa, "people regard legs and thighs as one of the 

most sexualized parts of female bodies," and students know "good girls" keep their legs 

covered. At Mkufi Secondary School (Machame, near Moshi Town, Tanzania), students 

officially wore white socks in the early to mid-1990s: girls wore knee-high stockings and 

ankle-length skirts. This suggests even most of the leg has been sexualized. Schools and 

training platforms have been sites of "performative acts" of gender since the 15th-century 

contact period involving Arabs and Europeans in Tanzanian history (Butler 2006). 

Before cultural contact, up to the early 20th century, male and female nudity in parts of 

Nigeria was common and elicited no backlash—a trend captured in colonial texts 

featuring images of nude or semi-nude women (Nwigwe 2015). However, European 

colonial authorities attempted to change this in some rural Nigerian communities in the 

early 1950s (Nwigwe 2015), imposing new standards of modesty. Similar nude 

appearances might have been witnessed in Tanganyika and Zanzibar at the time or 

earlier since that share many things in common with Nigeria.  
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The feeling of safety and comfort—the primary reason women adopt trousers—seems to 

silence many critics. Those who view trousers as exclusively male garments face the 

rebuttal that female trousers are distinct. For peace, some women compromise: wearing 

bifurcated outfits as undergarments, covered by wrappers, or hiding trousers under long 

dresses (which occasionally reveal them with certain postures). While short skirts are 

comfortable, they don’t provide the same security as trousers. For example, a Tanzanian 

woman in the late 1960s prioritized practicality, arguing short dresses suited her 

secretarial work better than the proposed long national dress (Ivaska 2004). 

This pattern echoes historical dress reforms in Europe and America. During the Industrial 

Revolution and World War I, Western women adopted trousers as a practical alternative 

to cumbersome skirts, reflecting broader shifts in women’s roles (Cunningham 2003). 

Thus, the form and quality of trousers promote their acceptance, while changing 

perceptions of women in trousers in Dar es Salaam tend to mirror these historical 

developments in Western women’s fashion. 

 

Conclusion 

This study reveals that women’s adoption of trousers in Tanzania is a complex interplay 

of personal security, cultural-religious ideologies, and social dynamics. Class, age, 

feminist, and transnational influences (both local and global) act as agencies propelling 

trouser fashion, with transformative feminism (via organizations like TGNP) 

empowering women to reclaim agency over their bodies and sexuality. Negotiation 

strategies (wearing wrappers over trousers) and radical approaches coexist, gradually 

normalizing trousers as a practical, modest alternative to earlier contested styles (e.g., 
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mini-skirts). Local feminist movements now make banning trousers untenable in many 

contexts, especially as practicality aligns with shifting workplace norms. 

However, tensions persist: “crazy trousers” or “hot pants,” tied to transnational youth 

culture, challenge local sensibilities and security concerns, reminding us that “dressed 

bodies are context-dependent and time-bound” (Allman 2004). Crucially, habituation is 

reshaping perceptions: as trousers become ubiquitous, initial discomfort fades, 

redefining once-forbidden practices as culturally tolerable. Exposure shifts norms, 

illustrating how performative acts of gender—woven through Western, Christian, 

Islamic, and indigenous traditions—subtly mold women’s fashion choices in Africa. 

Ultimately, this research underscores the need for nuanced understanding: women’s 

fashion in Tanzania reflects layered histories and evolving contexts. As societies 

recalibrate boundaries, trousers symbolize both empowerment and contestation, urging 

contextual empathy in interpreting shifting gendered norms. 
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