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Feminists who seek to compare the 
content of women's struggles in 
developed capitalist nations with 
those in Africa might usefully dip 
into this stimulating book, the 
product of a lively and continuing 
debate in Tanzania. Tanzania is 
perhaps best known in Europe for its 
adoption of socialist goals in the 
years following independence from 
Britain in the 1960s and in parti
cular for its attempt to revolutionize 
peasant agriculture by way of 
ujamaa or socialist villages. If this 
makes Tanzania sound dramatically 
different to most other African 
nations, in reality it shares much 
common ground. As producers of raw 
materials for the industries of 
developed capitalist nations, Mrican 
economies are locked into the world 
capitalist market and their own 
manufacturing capacity is but poorly 
developed. Most of their people are 
peasants struggling to ensure their 
own survival whilst governments 
exhort them to change their ways 
and produce for the market. This 
book has much to say, both about the 
common experience of underdevelop
ment and about Tanzania's distinc
tive attempt to overcome it. More 
important, it insists on asking what 
all this means to Tanzanian women. 

The major contribution of this book 
is its ambitious and stimulating 
critique and appraisal of available 
work on women in Tanzania and of 
the conditions of life of Tanzanian 
women. As such it will be invaluable 
as a resource, guide and stimulus to 
the individual researcher. But it is 
more than a bibliography, in that it 
also presents a challenging and 
coherent theoretical and feminist 
perspective (outlined in a long 
introductory chapter, drawing both 
on the Tanzanian texts and on wider 
reading) from which to evaluate the 
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work carried out on women in 
Tanzania. The four hundred anno
tated bibliographical entries are 
divided into fourteen sections covering 
women peasants and workers; the 
mobilization and political partici
pation of women; legal, ideological 
and cultural aspects of women's 
oppression; reproduction and health; 
as well as case studies detailing the 
cultural variety of Tanzanian society 
and general accounts of women's 
position within it. 

From its encyclopaedic coverage 
we learn that a rhetorical commit
ment to the equality of the sexes has 
always been part of Tanzania's 
socialist programme. As President 
Nyerere insisted in 1967: 'If we want 
to make full and quick progress now 
it is essential that our women live on 
terms offullequalitywith theirfellow 
citizens who are men' (quoted, p16). 
The authors recognize that rhetoric 
and reality are still worlds apart in 
Tanzania. More significantly, they 
suggest that socialist rhetoric has 
substituted for critical understanding 
and analysis of the question, and 
they offer their own view of how this 
must proceed: 'In order to understand 
which positions represent a "socialist" 
position it is essential to "listen" to the 
people, by examining the concrete 
struggles and demands of peasant and 
working class women themselves'(p17). 

Pontificating in the name of 'the 
people' is a well-worn political device in 
the Third World (and not only there!)
listening to them is not. This book is a 
product both of women listening to 
other women, and of speaking out. The 
reader may at first be puzzled by the 
form which this product takes - the 
word 'bibliography' is redolent of 
cloistered individual study in the ivory 
towers of academic establishments, of 
pigeon-holing rather than protest, of 
privilege rather than poverty. The 
authors are aware of these contra
dictions- indeed they embrace them in 
their recognition that women in 
Tanzania are divided, that the question 
of women is explicitly a 'class question', 
that a united struggle is not to be 
assumed but to be actively striven for. 
The authors face up honestly and fairly 
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to the issue of potential class bias 
amongst Tanzanian women social 
scientists, whose work on the con
ditions oflife of Tanzanian women is 
the major focus of this bibliography: 
'Their work has often reflected their 
own personal and professional 
struggles as members of the petty 
bourgeoisie' (p37). These struggles 
are not to be dismissed, maintain the 
authors, but they should not be 
allowed to elbow out the concerns of 
workers and peasants. Consequently 
the main emphasis is placed here on 
the struggles of working-class and 
peasant women, accounts of which 
allow the authors to put paid to the 
view of women as fatalistically 
accepting their inferior lot - or, as a 
(male) participant in a debate at the 
university put it: 'Our mothers in the 
villages are perfectly happy' (quoted, 
p38). 

Women's collective and individual 
actions of protest and resentment are 
seen as a response, given their 
particular location in the sexual 
division of labour, to the extension of 
capitalist market relations in 
Tanzania. Many examples of 
women's resistance are brought 
together here, including accounts of 
the demands of women workers in 
Tanzania's small industrial sector, in 
shops and offices or as domestic 
servants, for more equitable wages, 
for job security, freedom from sexual 
harassment and the right to maternity 
leave. The gap between political 
rhetoric and public practice is 
sharply exposed in the description of 
one struggle where barmaids withdrew 
their labour from a public institution 
paying them a good deal below the 
official minimum wage! 

Tanzania's economy being essen
tially agricultural, it is the struggles 
of peasant women which occupy 
centre stage here. Back in 1967 
Nyerere gave due recognition to the 
vital work which women have 
always done in agriculture: 'women 
did, and still do, more than their fair 
share of the work in the fields and in 
the homes' (quoted p16). In particular 
it has always been women's respon
sibility to provide food for their 

families. The movement to transform 
agriculture in Tanzania by way of 
ujamaa villages ('pioneering collec
tivization') promised women much, 
especially the poorest peasant 
women: access to land in their own 
right, recognition and reward for 
their labour, the sharing of domestic 
responsibilities and a voice in village 
government. But such revolutionary 
change also generated new contra
dictions and new struggles, especially 
as the government began to abandon 
the ujamaa movement for mere 
'villagization' - the often coercive 
herding of scattered cultivators and 
pastoralists into nucleated settle
ments where they must produce a 
marketable surplus. Women found 
their workloads being increased 
beyond bearing as production for 
sale was added to their essential 
work of family subsistence. In some 
areas (as work here testifies) women 
refused to participate in projects 
which intensified their labour 
without enlarging their control over 
the product of their work. They 
became cynical about village demo
cracy when peasant men attempted 
to silence women who raised their 
voices in village meetings: 'Who are 
you to speak? You are only a woman.' 
As women said: 'If we are called to a 
village [meeting], there must be work 
to do that day' (quoted p31). 

A stubborn and determined resis
tance against these additional 
burdens, and a dawning awareness 
of their value as workers and human 
beings, is evident in several studies of 
peasant women referred to here. 
More individualistic forms of resis
tance are to be seen in the increasing 
numbers of women, and especially 
independent women, migrating to 
towns, and a tendency there towards 
the rejection of marriage: 'If you are a 
women and want to be equal you 
can't stay with your husband any 
more', a clerical worker at a bank is 
quoted as insisting (p128). What 
women are beginning to resist here 
are ideologies of wifely passivity, 
such as those celebrated in Swahili 
poetry: 'sit politely with your 
husband/ don't bother him when he 



talks/ don't answer back to him ... 
satisfy his needs' (quoted, p167). 

There are other kinds of 'struggle' 
which seem to have a more ambiguous 
place within this (heroic?) conception 
of women. These are the forms which 
culminate in women oppressing and 
exploiting each other. Thus there are 
women described here who accumu
late savings via beer brewing or 
prostitution, and use them to claim 
an independent stake in the means of 
production by buying land and 
cultivating it with the use of hired 
labourers, some or all of whom may 
be women. Another case in point are 
the 'struggles' of petty bourgeois 
women to assert cultural class 
dominance. 

Tanzania, like most other African 
countries, has a national women's 
organization, the UWT, backed by 
party and State. The UWT is devoted 
primarily to mobilizing women for 
the 'development effort', though it 
also takes up issues of particular 
concern to women. Within this 
organization it is the wives of party 
or government bureaucrats who have 
the loudest voice, but this dominance 
does not go unchallenged: 'Women 
workers accused the UWT ... of being 
an organisation of "big wives" ... 
which did not represent their 
interests' (p21). In particular such 
'big wives' resented the extension of 
maternity leave to unmarried 
mothers, and what working women 
regarded as 'sexual harassment' they 
interpreted as 'stealing our 
husbands'. The extent to which such 
attitudes and practices constitute an 
expression of 'class interest', and 
what exactly the class interests of the 
state bureaucracy are here, is left 
vague. 

Within the conceptof'struggle', the 
authors have also placed intellectual 
endeavours, reporting on the history 
of attempts to conceptualize and 
theorize the conditions of women's 
life in Tanzania. The way in which 
local opposition to women's studies 
has consisted in labelling it a 
'foreign' import, ridiculing and 
trivializing women's concerns, or 
demoting women's struggles to the 
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status of a 'secondary contradiction' 
will be familiar to all who work in 
this field. The growth of this area of 
research and analysis over the past 
decade has nevertheless been impres
sive, with a conference held in 1979 
attracting sixty researchers, nearly 
all of them Tanzanian women whose 
rising concern, interest and commit
ment to women's issues is manifested 
in much of the work described in this 
book. 

Whilst Women in Tanzania will be 
immeasurably useful to the indi
vidual researcher, it is also to be seen 
as the culmination of collective effort 
and the pooling of resources, with the 
invitation - nay, demand - to 
reciprocate: 'In the production of this 
work, we, as well as those who 
provided materials to us, are engaged 
in an act of sharing knowledge with 
the readers. We trust that those who 
make use of it will share their work 
with us in a similar way.' One 
indication of this sharing is to be seen 
in a parallel translation of the book 
into Swahili so that it may reach as 
wide an audience as possible in 
Tanzania. But it is also to be seen in 
reports on research methodology 
consciously aimed to overcome 
divisions amongst women them
selves, and in which a clear attempt 
to work on matters of concern to 
peasant and working women, and to 
share results with them, are positive 
fruits of 'listening to the people'. I 
think there is a message here too for 
Western feminists whose interest in 
the Third World as a field for their 
own research has on occasions been 
instrumental rather than sisterly. 

As the outcome of pooled effort this 
book is a forceful testimony, possibly 
without parallel in Africa, to the 
amount and quality of work on 
women being carried out by Tan
zanian researchers. First world 
feminism may have much to learn 
from the insights it offers on 
struggles in more adverse settings 
than those which we are accustomed 
to facing. 

Janet M. Bujra 
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