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ABSTRACT 
This thesis studies the access and use of public spaces from a gender perspective, 
with Zanzibar Stone Town as a case study. The thesis brings together and discusses 
several theories that might explain the access and use of public spaces from a gender 
perspective; planning theory, theories about public space, theories about how places 
are gendered and Islam since the case study is carried out in a Muslim area. Moreover, 
the thesis takes a starting point in a feminist scholarship. The discussion shows that 
places and gender are constructed over and over again. Today, women are sub-
ordinated men and have less access to public space, but this is a constructed fact. 
Since culture is not static, subordination of women can be changed into equality 
between women and men. However, the task is not simple and one might wonder 
whether spatial planners can do anything at all. This thesis argues that planners can 
put their piece to the jigsaw. They can facilitate a planning process that takes power 
relations into consideration and they can question the social and cultural con-
structions of gender and place. 
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INTRODUCTION 
A specific set of rules decides the movement of people in cities and towns – their 
access to some places and their exclusion of others. These rules are sometimes visible 
and equal to all. However, they are sometimes more complicated and harder to 
discover. Traffic lights change from red to green in the same speed no matter how 
fancy your car is, and you have to follow the rules and drive when the light is green. 
Conversely, if you are a president you are sometimes escorted with police and guards 
and do not have to stop due to traffic lights. Spatial rules are thus constructed 
through power relations. 
 
Each culture has created its own set of tacit spatial rules. These do often include the 
association of private places with female places and public spaces with male places. 
Women are associated with the home, and much investigation about gendered places 
focus on the dangers women experience outside their homes. However, this study 
does not focus on fear, rather on access to public places with gendered spatial rules in 
a Muslim town, Zanzibar Stone Town, as a case study. Gender is one of several 
power relations that construct social and spatial rules – a very important since it 
creates sex segregated cities where women have less access to public spaces and not 
as many possibilities to practice sport as men have. Furthermore, women have fewer 
chances to meet friends compared with men and hardly any possibilities to engage in 
political discussions. These spatial rules reinforce gender at the same time as gender 
creates spatial rules. Gendered places are social constructions that this thesis intends 
to enlighten and challenge. 
 
Promoting gender equality and empowering women is one of the United Nations’ 
Millennium Development Goals. Therefore, this thesis can be seen as a piece in a 
larger context. 

Aim 
The main aim of this master’s thesis is to study the access and use of public spaces 
from a gender perspective, with Zanzibar Stone Town as a case study. The aim is 
relevant since gender is one of many power relations affecting people’s access to 
public places. This thesis also intends to start a discussion among Zanzibarian 
planners and relevant non-governmental organisations (NGOs) about gender 
perspectives and planning. This is of high relevance since it is a way of attaining equal 
status between women and men. The third aim is to give some suggestions for 
degendering public spaces in Stone Town. This is relevant since it gives some 
examples of how gender equality can be taken into account in planning. 

Limitations and Advantages 
We are students in spatial planning at a technical university. Therefore, this master’s 
thesis is limited to the area of planning and it concerns public spaces.  
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Stone Town in Zanzibar, Tanzania has been chosen to study. The town is situated in 
an area characterised and marked by Islam. Traditionally, Islam has been regarded by 
its followers as extending to all areas of life, not merely those that are commonly 
associated with the sphere of religion. Many Muslims prefer to call Islam a way of life 
rather than a religion. Hence, the word Islam is often used to refer to a society, 
culture or civilization, as well as to a religion. Thus, Islam affects spatial rules, and is 
therefore included in this study. 
 
Gender is one of many power relations that affect and is affected by spatial tacit rules. 
Women in Zanzibar have, as women all over the world, fewer opportunities in life 
than men. They do not have the same access to public spaces and the same 
possibilities to move freely in town as men have. To enlighten women and men’s 
different access to public places, these are studied in Stone Town from a gender 
perspective. 
 
The field study is limited to the area of Zanzibar Stone Town, and its public spaces. It 
concentrates on the Stone Town since this is the place where people from the greater 
area of Zanzibar Town occasionally go sometimes. Three specific places in Stone 
Town were chosen for closer studies. 
 
One important issue concerning the field study in Stone Town is that we are white 
and we are women. We used this to our great advantage. Being white and women in 
Zanzibar has helped us opening up doors. It helped us to gain access to information, 
people and space that native Zanzibarian women cannot access. Thanks to all tourists 
in Zanzibar, we could break unwritten laws concerning women’s behaviour since 
these laws did more or less not concern us. Conversely, we were seen as ‘double-
sexed’. We never had any problems entering the men’s world. Zanzibarian men 
always welcomed us as one of them. 
 
The field study in Zanzibar was limited to about three months. This is a short time to 
learn and interpret a complete different society and the people living in it. Therefore, 
the study should be seen as a minor field study. However, a discussion in Zanzibar 
among ordinary people, planners and NGOs has started which might bring about a 
change. 
 
The largest limitation in this field study is that we do not speak Swahili, the local 
language. This might have made us misinterpret slight differences and shades of 
meaning. We could thus never completely penetrate the society hands-on to discuss 
important questions with the people. Using a translator helped us, but at the same 
time it eliminated any fine detail, linguistic or other. 
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Outline 
Firstly, perspective and different methods are presented. After that the theoretical 
background is presented: planning theory, public spaces, the gendering of space and 
Islam. Thirdly, Zanzibar and Stone Town, where the field study took place, are 
described. Access to public places in Stone Town is also presented. That includes 
Stone Town in general as well as three specific places chosen for closer studies. 
Fourthly, the results are compared with the theoretical background and analysed. Our 
own opinions and suggestions for degendering of public spaces in Stone Town are 
included in the last chapter. 
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PERSPECTIVE AND METHOD 
Research is often associated with objectivity and this thesis attempts to be as 
objective as possible. However, it is not possible to be truly objective since the 
methods to be used are chosen. The researcher affects situations in the fieldwork, 
interprets things in different ways and selects information in some way or another. 
Since methods and scientific approach affect the results, these will be discussed and 
criticised in this chapter to assist for the reader to interpret the results her/himself. 
 
In this thesis primarily three different methods have been used to gather data: 
literature studies, interviews and observations. Furthermore the study was done from 
a gender perspective within a feminist scholarship. 

Feminist Scholarship 
Since we are women making urban studies, some might take for granted that we are 
following a feminist scholarship. However, this depends on how feminism are 
defined and looked upon. McDowell, a famous and well-reputed feminist geographer 
and Professor of economic geography at University College London, defines the aim 
of feminist scholarship as follows: 
 

The key aim of feminist scholarship in general is to demonstrate the 
construction and significance of sexual differentiation as a key organizing 
principle and axis of social power, as well as a crucial part of the 
constitution of subjectivity, of an individual’s sense of their self-identity as 
a sexed and gendered person. (McDowell, 1999:8) 

 
However, feminist theory is diverse and “many geographers now speak about 
‘feminisms’ and ‘feminist geographies’, preferring the plural rather than the singular 
to emphasize the diversity of their perspectives and approaches” (McDowell, 1999:9). 
 
We agree with McDowell’s definition of the aim of feminist scholarship and in this 
report we have tried to make visible and question the relationships between gender 
divisions and spatial divisions. Moreover, McDowell argues that the purpose of 
feminist geography “is to examine the extent to which women and men experience 
spaces and places differently and to show how these differences themselves are part 
of the social constitution of gender as well as that of place.” (1999:12) 
 
However, we do not believe, as some feminist geographers, that all women have 
something in common, that we have a specific research method or special 
understanding of nature. Furthermore, we do not believe that we should only study 
women; instead we have chosen to study both women and men. This is now a 
common method of feminist geographers, and McDowell writes that while in the 
beginning she and other feminist geographers “took it for granted that our research 
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subjects were women” they now have realised that “in order to come to conclusions 
about women, we need also to ask questions about men” (1999:228). 
 
In this study, the categories ‘women’ and ‘men’ are used and this study can thus be 
criticised in being normalising and excluding. However, we do not believe that there 
are certain characteristics women possess and we do not consider the oppression 
women experience in the North and in the South as the same. Furthermore, gender 
cannot be isolated from other identities such as class, age, ethnicity and so forth. 
However, if women are not thought of as a group, oppression of women cannot be 
seen as a systematic, structured and institutional process, as Young, Professor of 
Political Science at the University of Chicago writes (1997/2000:223). The denial of 
social collective of women does only favour individuals who gain on the 
disagreement of women (Young, 1997/2000:224). Therefore, it is relevant to talk 
about women as a group. However, we have tried to be aware of the “complexity of 
the ways in which gender is intercut by class, age, ethnicity and by other factors such 
as sexuality” (McDowell 1999:21). Since we do not suppose that there are certain 
characteristics that women possess, women could be described as a social series or a 
serial collective, as Young does, – a definition she develops from Sartre, the famous 
French author and philosopher. While a social group is a collection of persons who 
recognise themselves through actions they undertake together, a social series is a 
social collective whose members are united by the objects around them. (Young, 
1997/2000:230-237) 
 
Furthermore, women as a group is “clearly subordinate to, unequal with and 
dominated by men as a group” (McDowell, 1999:21) and “women as a group have 
fewer opportunities than men as a group” (McDowell, 1999:25), a fact that is clearly 
visible in Zanzibar where this case study took place. 
 

In these circumstances, while the differences that differentiate women 
should not be denied – differences of class and ethnicity, for example, and 
of place in different parts of the world – it remains important for women 
to speak as women and to proclaim a vision of a better future. (McDowell, 
1999:25) 

 
As Ardener, Founding Director of the International Gender Studies Centre and 
Senior Associate at University of Oxford, we argue that categorising is necessary for 
understanding the division of space: 
 

In many situations we find (real or metaphysical) ‘spaces within spaces’, or 
‘overlapping universes’. To understand them we may be required to ‘pull 
them apart’ in order first to identify each simple map (of, say ‘X’ and ‘non-
X’), before reconsidering the way these correspond or are interrelated. 
(Ardener, 1993:3) 

 
Telling sufficiently enough times that women are subordinated to men might make 
this a truth. However, the intention is, as written above, to start a discussion about 
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the empowerment of women and make them (us) visible in the urban environment, 
rather than oppress them (us). We consider it as important to talk about today’s 
situation to make a change. However, we are aware of the problem of subordinating 
the already oppressed groups through writing about them as subordinated. We want 
to challenge and try to overturn the socially constructed and gendered division of 
space – a challenge that we have in common with others that follow a feminist 
scholarship (McDowell, 1999:149). 

Collection of Data 
With above described base in feminist geography, we have used methods normally 
associated with anthropological research. 
 
Anthropological methods of collection of data are often partly made up of the same 
methods as Patton, an American sociologist, describes as qualitative: “qualitative 
methods consist of three kinds of data collection: (1) in-depth, open-ended 
interviews; (2) direct observation; and (3) written documents” (1987:7). These are also 
the methods used in this thesis. 

Interviews 
In this field study both formal and informal interviews were undertaken. Interviews 
were undertaken with both ordinary citizens and specialists to get a general view 
about the city and to get access to information from authorities and NGOs. Since it 
was not possible to do a strict probability sampling in the field, which is often very 
difficult, a non probability sampling was done that reminds of what Bernard, 
Professor of Anthropology at the University of Florida, calls purposive or judgement 
sampling (1994:95). 
 

In judgement sampling, you decide the purpose you want an informant (or 
a community) to serve and you go out to find one. (Bernard, 1994:95) 
 
Purposive samples emerge from your experience in ethnographic research. 
You learn in the field, as you go along, to select the units of analysis (people, 
court records, whatever) that will provide the information you need. 
(Bernard, 1994:95) 

 
Thirteen ordinary citizens with varying background were chosen for interviews to get 
a general view about the city. Seven informants from authorities and NGOs were also 
interviewed. Using a small number of key informants is common in ethnography and 
Bernard asks himself whether this is actually a good way of gaining information 
(1994:165): 
 

An important question for ethnography then, is: Are a few informants 
really capable of providing adequate information about a culture? The 
answer is: Yes, but it depends on two things: choosing good informants 
and asking them things they know about. 
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Ethnographic studies were not preformed, but reliable informants were found in the 
authorities and NGOs concerned. Furthermore, a general view of what people think 
of the city was taken from the interviews with ordinary citizens. The ordinary citizens 
were eight women and five men with different background and living situations. They 
had different levels of education, income and occupations. Furthermore, they are 
living in different areas and thus have diverse knowledge and experience of the city. 
Authorities were not asked for people to interview, since that might have affected the 
outcome. However, the people interviewed cannot represent all the citizens of Stone 
Town. In view of the fact that a diverse group of people were interviewed, it can be 
argued that they give an idea about what people think of Stone Town. 
 
The ordinary citizens interviewed: 

• Bade, Stellah and Neema – three Christian young women in the age 23-24 
that moved from the mainland to Zanzibar to work in the tourist sector – 
they now work in a hotel, in a restaurant and in an Internet café. They all live 
outside but work in Stone Town. 

• Abbas – a 29 years old Muslim man, living and working (in a NGO) in Stone 
Town. 

• Asha – a 33 years old Muslim woman, living outside but working in Stone 
Town, as a teacher at the university. 

• Fadina – a 21 years old Muslim housewife living in Stone Town. 
• Hafidh – a 27 years old Muslim man, living outside but working in Stone 

Town, at a tourist bureau. 
• Hamad – a 22 years old Muslim man, living outside but studying in Stone 

Town, at the university. 
• Hannat – a 24 years old Muslim woman, living outside but working in Stone 

Town, as a secretary 
• Madina – a 15 years old Muslim girl, living and going to school in Stone 

Town. 
• Mohammed A. – a 31 years old Muslim man, living outside but working in 

Stone Town, as housekeeper in a guesthouse. 
• Mohammed B. – a 15 years old Muslim boy, living and going to school in 

Stone Town. 
• Unyengwa – a 45 years old Muslim woman, living outside but working in 

Stone Town, selling kangas (colourful pieces of fabric) in a park. 
 
The people in the selection are all quite young. However, the average age in Zanzibar 
Town is 22.8 years (Tanzania National Website, 2003). Moreover, almost all of the 
people in the selection are Muslims, which can be explained by the fact that 99 
percent Zanzibar’s population are Muslims (UN-HABITAT, 2003). Most of the 
women in the selection are working while only one third of the women in Stone 
Town are actually working (Siravo 1996:74). Mainly working women were chosen for 



 8  

interviews, since they move around more in town and thus have better knowledge 
about how they can move, which spaces they can enter and so forth. The fact that 
housewives in Stone Town are mostly at home is already known and thus not as 
interesting for this study. 
 
Furthermore, seven people in NGOs and authorities were interviewed: 

• Haji Adam, working at the Department of Surveying and Urban Planning. 
• Stephen Battle, Project Architect for the Restoration of Zanzibar Stone 

Town, through the Historic Cities Support Programme at The Aga Khan 
Trust for Culture. 

• Sheha Mjaja Juma, Programme Coordinator, Zanzibar Sustainable 
Programme. 

• Makame Muhajir, Community Based Manager, Aga Khan Trust for Culture, 
Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage Society. 

• Mwalim Ali Mwalim, Director General, Stone Town Conservation and 
Development Authority. 

• Karin Schibbye, HIFAB consultant through Sida in the Stone Town Conser-
vation and Development Authority. 

• Emerson Skeens, real estate proprietor and member of the Zanzibar Stone 
Town Heritage Society. 

 
Except for above mentioned persons, we did also talk with numerous people during 
the stay in Zanzibar. Throughout the field work we talked with people in public 
places, we made a lot of friends with Zanzibarians, we lived in a neighbourhood 
together with a woman from the mainland, we did all our grocery shopping at the 
market and in local small shops, we relaxed and met friends in Forodhani Gardens – 
the most popular park in Stone Town, we went to restaurants, cafés and bars and we 
visited friends in their homes. 
 
When meeting people in town and when meeting friends, planned interviews were 
not undertaken, rather what Patton calls informal conversational interviews. The informal 
conversational interview relies on spontaneous questions during informal conver-
sations where the persons being interviewed may not even notice (Patton, 1987:110). 
 

The strength of the informal conversational approach to interviewing is 
that it allows the interviewer to be highly responsive to individual 
differences and situational change. (Patton, 1987:110) 
 
The weakness of the informal conversational interview is that it requires a 
great amount of time to get systematic information. (Patton, 1987:110) 

 
Informal conversational interviews, with persons from authorities and NGOs that we 
got to know and met several times, were also undertaken. With the thirteen ordinary 
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citizens, that we often met just one time, we did instead follow what Patton calls an 
interview guide: 
 

An interview guide is a list of questions or issues that are to be explored in 
the course of an interview. An interview guide is prepared to make sure 
that essentially the same information is obtained from a number of people 
by covering the same material. The interview guide provides topics or 
subject areas about which the interviewer is free to explore, probe, and ask 
questions that will elucidate and illuminate that particular subject. The 
issues in the outline need not be taken in any particular order and the 
actual working of question to elicit responses about those issues is not 
determined in advance. (1987:111). 
 

Most of the interviews were undertaken in English, but in some of the interviews 
with ordinary citizens a translator was used. 

Observations 
Through interviewing people “information about their attitudes and values and what 
they think they do” can be gathered. (Bernard, 1994:310) To get to know what people 
really do, Bernard writes “there is no substitute for watching them or studying the 
traces their behavior leaves behind.” (1994:310) 
 
Except for being in the Stone Town a little more than two months, we spent twelve 
days making what Bernard calls continuous monitoring which means that one watches a 
“group of subjects and record their behavior as faithfully as possible.” (1994:311) In 
these twelve days we observed three different places that we had decided to study 
more carefully. 
 

When doing observations it is not possible to capture everything. It is 
therefore necessary to make decisions about which activities to observe, 
which people to observe and interview, and what time periods will be 
selected to collect data. (Patton, 1987:60) 

 
The studies were made on four weekdays, three Fridays (the day with most religious 
importance) and five Sundays (the only day off). Half of the days the studies started 
around five o’clock in the morning, when the first prayer took place, and continued 
until two o’clock in the afternoon. The other days the studies started at two o’clock in 
the afternoon and continued until midnight or one o’clock – when it was almost no 
people outside and when we did not feel safe to stay outside alone anymore. When 
observing we stayed in a place for 15 to 30 minutes, then we walked to one of the 
other places and stayed there and then to the third place and then back to the first 
and so forth. Continuous monitoring was not done during the month of Ramadan 
since people do not act the same way this month as they do otherwise. However, we 
stayed in town during Ramadan and therefore have some experience from what 
happens in public spaces during Ramadan and the festive right after. The continuous 
monitoring took place during December and January, part of the rain season with 
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short rains, which means that there were some rain falls, but they were often short 
and did thus affect people’s behaviour in public spaces just for a little while. 
 
 

Date Weekday Time 
2003-11-30 Sunday 5:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. 
2003-12-03 Wednesday 5:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. 
2003-12-04 Thursday 6:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. 
2003-12-05 Friday 5:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. 
2003-12-07 Sunday 6:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. 
2003-12-10 Wednesday 2:00 p.m. – 0:00 
2003-12-11 Thursday 2:00 p.m. – 0:00 
2003-12-12 Friday 2:00 p.m. – 1:00 a.m. 
2003-12-14 Sunday 2:00 p.m. – 0:00 
2003-12-19 Friday 6:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. 
2003-12-21 Sunday 2:00 p.m. – 0:00 
2004-01-04 Sunday 2:00 p.m. – 0:00 

                     Schedule of observations. 
 
When studying people one can be “obvious and reactive” or one can be “unobtrusive 
and nonreactive” (Bernard, 1994:310). We chose to be reactive which means that 
people know that we were studying them. However, people were not always told 
directly what we were doing, but we did not try to hide, to get undercover or lie. On 
the other hand, we told many people about our study and curious questions about 
our stay were always answered. Consequently, we became famous in town as the 
wazungu (white people) “counting people”. However, counting was not the only thing 
we were doing, which in a way explains the difficulty in clarifying what was actually 
done. We experienced that people were often not interested in details. 
 
A problem with reactive observations is that people might change their behaviour if 
they know they are studied. However, we did encounter that people’s behaviour did 
not change because of our presence. Before starting the observations we had spent 
one month in Stone Town, which meant walking around, hanging out in public 
spaces and buying food in the streets and in the market. We were thus well aquatinted 
with the places later chosen to observe. Sometimes there were a lot of people in the 
places and then all people did not know what we were doing even though the rumour 
might have told them about us. Especially in Forodhani Gardens, one of the places 
observed, all people visiting the park could not know about us, but people spending 
each and everyday there did know about us and the study. 
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Literature studies 
Except for interviews and observations, different documents were also studied during 
the field study in Zanzibar. These were, for example, planning documents from the 
Stone Town Conservation and Developing Authority as well as from the Aga Khan 
Trust for Culture. 
 
Extensive theoretical literature studies have also been done. Not much has been 
written in the area under discussion before. Therefore, relevant information in 
relating fields such as planning theory, theories about public space, Islam and feminist 
geography has been studied. 
 
In all the reading we have tried to be sceptical and find the same information from 
more than one source. 
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Planning Theory 
 
The compelling need for intelligent 
planning, for specification of new social 
goals and the means for achieving them, is 
manifest. The society of the future will be 
an urban one, and city planners will help 
to give it shape and content. (Davidoff, 
1965/2003:210) 

 
In these days, many academics active in the field of planning theory are talking about 
a paradigm shift (see for example Healey 1996/2003) or that “the planning profession 
itself is undergoing a crisis of professional identity.” (Perry, 1995/2003:142) New 
ideas are “sweeping over the field of planning and policy analysis” (Healey 
1996/2003:238) which have made collaboration, public participation and power 
important concepts. Planning used to be rationalistic, “a basically linear problem 
solving process” (Orrskog, 2002:93) while today it is more and more seen as a 
“communicative process” (Orrskog, 2002:93). Orrskog, Associate Professor at the 
Urban Planning Unite at the Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm, writes that 
these theories “concentrate on the role of planning as an arena for discussions 
between different private as well as public actors.” (2002:95) The planner can thus be 
seen as a mediator. However, this approach has been criticized from two 
perspectives: traditional interpreters of planning argue that chosen representatives of 
society should express the common good, others are sceptical to a rational goal in 
planning and believe that the mission of planning theoreticians is to describe power 
relations and thereby raise planner’s awareness (Orrskog, 2002:96-97). 
 
Healey, Professor of Town and Country Planning and Director of Centre for 
Research on European Urban Environments, University of Newcastle, writes that the 
new ideas about planning theory “starts from the recognition that we are diverse 
people living in complex webs of economic and social relations” (1996/2003:239). 
She is in favour of the communicative approach and writes that the meaning of 
democratic practice must be reconstructed “away from the paternalism of traditional 
representative notions, to more participatory forms based on inclusionary 
argumentation.” (1996/2003:239-240) With the term inclusionary argumentation she implies 
“public reasoning which accepts the contributions of all members of a political 
community and recognizes the range of ways they have of knowing, valuing, and 
giving meaning.” (1996/2003:240) Harris, a member of the Urban and Regional 
Governance research group, relies on Healey’s work and writes that: 
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Collaborative planning is most suitably interpreted as an element in a 
longer-term programme of research and theoretical development focused 
upon a concern with the democratic management and control of urban 
and regional environments and the design of less oppressive planning 
mechanisms. (Harris, 2002:22) 

 
Furthermore, Harris writes that collaborative planning “is intended by its proponents 
to serve as both a framework for understanding and as a framework for practical 
action.” (2002:22-23) In planning practice, collaborative planning means that it is 
central to map the stakeholders and it is important for the planner to act as a 
mediator “skilled in the management of knowledge” (Harris, 2002:40). All 
stakeholders should be able to make their voices heard and all should be able to 
understand – therefore the language is very important. All should be able to talk the 
way they are used to, but translation might be needed (Healey, 1996/2003:246). 
Collaborative or communicative planning means that the participants will learn from 
each other and come to an agreement through the process – the planning process is a 
consensus-building procedure (see Healey, 1997, for a more thoroughly discussion). 
 

The role of expertise in this context, where experts act not merely as 
‘participants’ with a point of view, is to facilitate the process of learning 
about and sorting through arguments and claims. It involves asking 
questions to the discussion members which help to open up meanings, or 
making links between an issue raised by one member and its potential 
implications for another. (Healey, 1996/2003:248) 

 
Some argue that the communicative planning process maintain power relations and 
the social order. Flyvbjerg, Professor of Planning at the Department of Development 
and Planning at Aalborg University, is a representative of the critics against the 
communicative approach and writes that “the relationship between knowledge and 
power is commutative: not only is knowledge power, but, more important, power is 
knowledge.” (1998/2003:319) 
 

Power determines what counts as knowledge, what kind of interpretation 
attains authority as the dominant interpretation. Power procures the 
knowledge which supports its purposes, while it ignores or suppresses that 
knowledge which does not serve it. (Flyvbjerg, 1998/2003:319) 

 
Furthermore, Flyvbjerg writes that power defines reality – “power defines what counts 
as rationality and knowledge and thereby what counts as reality” (1998/2003:319) and 
“while power produces rationality and rationality produces power, their relationship is 
asymmetrical” (1998/2003:325) since “power has a clear tendency to dominate the 
rationality in the dynamic and overlapping relationship between the two.” 
(1998/2003:325) To solve the problems of modernity (environmental, social and so 
forth), Flyvbjerg suggests: 
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The first step in moving beyond the modern weakness is to understand 
power, and when we understand power we see that we cannot solely rely 
on democracy based on rationality to solve our problems. (Flyvbjerg, 
1998/2003:325) 

 
Beall, specialist on development policy and management, with expertise on urban 
social development and urban governance, writes that power relations also decide 
what is built, how things are built and who get access. Moreover, she claims that: 
 

Women’s needs and priorities are not always recognized by planners and 
few women are themselves in government, even at local level. (Beall, 1998) 

 
Perry, Professor of Urban Planning and Policy at the University of Illinois at Chicago, 
writes that “when we think of planning we should think of it as part of the 
production and reproduction of the social relations of power.” (1995/2003:145) The 
least powerful members of society can thus be needed to be advocated, to reach 
social equality (see for example Davidoff, 1965/2003 for further reading). 
 
Young does also see the oppression in today’s society and planning process and 
suggests “an ideal of city life as a vision of social relations affirming group difference” 
(1990/2003:337). The ideal city life “instantiates social relations of difference without 
exclusion” and city politics must take “account and provide voices for the different 
groups that dwell together in the city without forming a community.” (Young, 
1990/2003:337) Young also writes that there is a myth of community which refers to 
the people to whom one identifies in a specific place – it could be a neighbourhood 
or a school, but it also connotes ethnicity, race and other group identifications 
(1990/2003:343). 
 

If community is a positive norm, that is, if existing together with others in 
relations of mutual understanding and reciprocity is the goal, then it is 
understandable that we exclude and avoid those with whom we do not or 
cannot identify. (Young, 1990/2003:343) 

 
As written above, Young does instead “propose to construct a normative ideal of city 
life as an alternative to both the ideal of community and the liberal individualism it 
criticizes as asocial.” (1990/2003:345) Young primarily writes about large urban 
modern cities in advanced industrial societies and by ‘city life’ she means a form of 
social relations that she defines “as the being together of strangers” (1990/2003:345). 
 

In the city persons and groups interact within spaces and institutions they 
all experience themselves as belonging to, but without those interactions 
dissolving into unity or commonness. City life is composed of clusters of 
people with affinities – families, social group networks, voluntary 
associations, neighborhood networks, a vast array of small “communities”. 
(Young, 1990/2003:345) 
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Young also writes that city dwellers often leave their familiar enclaves and go out to 
meet in public, discuss politics and to take part of the commerce and festivals which 
all mean interact with strangers (1990/2003:345). Young’s ideal city life includes social 
differentiation without exclusion, which means that there should be room for subcultural 
communities: 
 

In the ideal of city life freedom leads to group differentiation, to the 
formation of affinity groups, but this social and spatial differentiation of 
groups is without exclusions. The urban ideal expresses difference… a 
side-by-side particularity neither reducible to identity nor completely other. 
In this ideal groups do not stand in relations of inclusion and exclusion, 
but overlap and intermingle without becoming homogenous. (Young, 
1990/2003:346) 

 
Furthermore, Young includes variety in her ideal city life. This means that the city 
should be mixed and spaces should be multifunctional: 
 

The interfusion of groups in the city occurs partly because of the multiuse 
differentiation of social space. What makes urban spaces interesting, draws 
people out in public to them, gives people pleasure and excitement, is the 
diversity of activities they support. (Young, 1990/2003:346) 

 
Moreover, Young’s ideal city life includes eroticism in the wide sense, which means 
feeling “pleasure in being open to and interested in people we experience as 
different” (1990/2003:347). 
 

The city’s eroticism also derives from the aesthetics of its material being: 
the bright and colored lights, the grandeur of its buildings, the 
juxtaposition of architecture of different times, styles and purposes. City 
space offers delights and surprises. Walk around a corner, or over a few 
blocks, and you encounter a different spatial mood, a new play of sight and 
sound, and new interactive movement. The erotic meaning of the city 
arises from its social and spatial inexhaustibility. (Young, 1990/2003:347) 

 
The last thing Young includes in the ideal city life is publicity, which means the 
providing of “public spaces and forums where anyone can speak and anyone can 
listen.” (1990/2003:348): 
 

Because by definition a public space is a place accessible to anyone, where 
anyone can participate and witness, in entering the public one always risks 
encounter with those who are different, those who identify with different 
groups and have different opinions or different forms of life. (Young, 
1990/2003:347) 

 
Public places are thus vital spaces where people from different groups meet, interact, 
listen to each other and discuss: 
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The public is heterogeneous, plural, and playful, a place where people 
witness and appreciate diverse cultural expressions that they do not share 
and do not fully understand. (Young, 1990/2003:348) 

 
How is it then that the cities we see today are most often not just, or ideal to use 
Young’s term? Instead we hear about rapes, homeless people, poverty and so forth. 
Young see at least three different aspects of processes that contribute to domination 
and oppression. The first is centralized corporate and bureaucratic domination of cities. 
Corporate capital is homeless and travel faster than you twinkle. At the same time 
municipalities are “dependent on this flighty capital for the health of their economic 
infrastructure.” (Young, 1990/2003:349)  
 

The notion of planning as part and parcel of the development of the local, 
regional, and global economy has now captured almost every segment of 
institutional relations and has blurred boundaries of what used to be called 
the public and private sectors. (Perry, 1995/2003:149) 

 
Moreover, cities are relatively powerless before the state. The second is decision-making 
structures in municipalities and their hidden mechanisms of redistribution. Decisions about 
planning are often taken without being discussed publicly and the location of land use 
projects often have the most serious effects on the poor and unorganised (Young, 
1990/2003:351). The third development Young see that contributes to domination 
and oppression is the processes of segregation and exclusion, both within cities and between cities 
and suburbs. With this she means the separation of functions such as residential, 
manufacturing, retail, entertainment, commerce and so forth from each other. This, 
Young writes, “reduces the vitality of cities, making city life more boring, 
meaningless, and dangerous.” (1990/2003:352) In addition, zoning enforces class 
segregation through, “for example, excluding multifamily dwellings from prosperous 
neighborhoods” (Young, 1990/2003:352). Young ends her article “City Life and 
Difference” by writing that while all of the problems of city life she has discussed 
“involve distributive issues, the full extent of oppression and domination they involve 
can be understood only by considering culture and decision-making structures as they 
affect city geography, activities, and distribution.” (1990/2003:354) 
 
Young’s discussion reminds of Perry’s, who writes that planning should be thought 
of spatially (1995/2003:144): 
 

To consider planning as spatial practice intent on the (social) production of 
space implies breaking down the mode of thinking that continues to 
separate the abstract spaces of social formation from the lived everyday. In 
short the process of rethinking planning has traditionally allowed planners 
to think of what they do as essentially that of “making plans”: the master 
plans, policies, or some other form of tool or agency of change. To think 
of planning, instead, as a spatial practice suggests that what planners do is 
not simply make plans but rather “make space”. (Perry, 1995/2003:151) 
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Making (social) space for planners includes not only what is seen but what 
is unseen – what the plans include, theoretically, and what they exclude, 
what they abstractly represent through scientific logic and bureaucratic 
rationality and what is lived yet unrepresented. (Perry, 1995/2003:153) 

 
As Young, Perry writes about the including of the other. At the same time as 
“planning is a facsimile of power and an act of exclusion” it can also, if critically 
practiced “include the “other”, which these acts tend to exclude.” (Perry, 
1995/2003:153) 
 
This was a brief discussion about planning theory. For further reading, see for 
example Campbell, S. and Fainstein, S., S. (eds) Readings in Planning Theory. As many of 
the writers we have presented, we believe that power relations must be taken into 
consideration in the planning process. As Flyvbjerg, we argue that knowledge is 
power and power is knowledge – power determines what counts as knowledge. We 
do also believe that planners must work for inclusion, not exclusion. As Young, we 
believe that social differentiation without exclusion is possible. 

Public Space 
Public space is commonly defined as a place accessible to anyone. Furthermore, a 
public place is, as Habraken, former Professor and head of the architecture 
department at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, writes, “space used by 
those who do not individually control it” (2000:158). The discussion about public 
space thus includes conceptions about accessibility and power. When functioning 
well, public places contribute to cities’ liveliness and constitute important forums for 
interaction of different people. 
 

The group diversity of the city is most often apparent in public spaces. 
This helps account for their vitality and excitement. Cities provide 
important public spaces – streets, parks and plazas – where people stand 
and sit together, interact and mingle, or simply witness one another, 
without becoming unified in a community of “shared ends”. (Young, 
1990/2003:347-348) 

 
Korosec-Serfaty writes, in the journal “Architecture and Behaviour”, about public 
urban places as “a legacy of freedom” (1990:290). This inheritance of freedom she 
writes, “concerns our most humble and ordinary activities, for instance a stroll in our 
neighbourhood or in our town” but also “our most dramatic actions such as political 
manifestations, revolts or collective celebrations.” (Korosec-Serfaty, 1990:290) In 
spite of today’s increasing scale of global interconnections the very local place thus 
continues to be important, and McDowell writes “for many people in the word, 
everyday life continues to take place within a restricted locale” (1999:3). 
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The very idea of public places seems to be the interactions of strangers in places who 
nobody has individual control over. Places where political discussions or mani-
festations can take place, culture can develop and you can relax or celebrate. 
 
Even if this is the inherent meaning of public places, the situation is not always like 
that and Korosec-Serfaty writes: 
 

Where public sociability is in poor esteem, the appropriation of public 
places is unequally shared by dominant groups. (1990:290) 

 
One manifestation of domination and power relations is “the association of the 
public/private divide with gender divisions” (McDowell, 1999:148) which means that 
men have greater access to public places than women. This can be read more about in 
the next section. 
 
However, the division between public and private is constructed and created by 
culture (McDowell, 1999:149). How public places are looked upon in Zanzibar can be 
read about in the section ‘Access to Public Places in Stone Town’ in the chapter 
‘Zanzibar’. 

Gendering of Space 
Gender was first used as a contrast to the term sex1 and McDowell writes in Gender, 
Identity and Place: Understanding Feminist Geographies “while sex depicts biological 
differences, gender in contrast describes socially constructed characteristics” 
(1999:13). UNDP states that gender “refers to the comparative of differential roles, 
responsibilities and opportunities for women and men in a given society” (2004). 
While you are born with a sex, gender is thus constructed, or as de Beauvoir, famous 
French Existentialist, Writer and Social Essayist, put it already in 1949: 
 

One is not born but rather becomes a woman. No biological, physiological 
or economic fate determines the figure that the human being presents in 
society: it is civilization as a whole that produces this creative 
indeterminate between male and eunuch which is described as feminine. 
(Quoted in McDowell, 1999:13) 

 
The roles given to women and men in different societies and in different times are 
created by “social norms and traditions which treat women and men differently” 
(Beall, 1998). How we dress, how we act, and how we talk are thus affected by 
gendered expectations. 
 
However, gender is only one of many power relations and one should be aware of the 

 
1 “The biological differences between men and women, which are universal, obvious and 
generally permanent. Sex describes the biological, physical and genetic composition with 
which we are born.” (UNDP) 
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fact that gender, class position and ethnic origins interconnect and vary over time and 
between places (McDowell, 1999:20). 

Tacit Spatial Rules 
It could be argued that we all live in the same urban spaces, but since gender is one of 
many power relations, it affects people’s access to and movement in places. Beall 
writes that “the structure of urban spaces presents both constraints and 
opportunities” (1998) and McDowell writes that power relations “construct the rules 
which define boundaries” and that the “boundaries are both social and spatial - they 
define who belongs to a place and who may be excluded” (1999:4). This means that 
there is a gendering of space. There is a strong “association of the public/private 
divide with gender divisions” and there is a “strong association of women and the 
home” (McDowell, 1999:148). Beall states it even stronger: 
 

Traditionally, and almost universally, women have been associated with the 
private space of the home and men with the public space of urban streets; 
women with domestic and community work and men with paid 
employment. (Beall, 1998) 

 
This is a form of “socially constructed and gendered division that feminist 
scholarship has challenged and attempted to overturn” (McDowell, 1999:149). A 
challenge that this study takes up and continues to fight. 
 
A variety of cultural, religious, and ideological reasons have been used all through the 
history to justify gender segregation (Spain, 1992:12). Spaces and places, and our 
sense of them are gendered over and over again. Moreover, they are gendered in 
numerous ways that vary between cultures and over time. This gendering of space 
and place both reflects and has effects on the way which gender is constructed and 
understood in the societies that we live in. (Massey, 1994:186) The spaces in which 
social practices occur affect the nature of those involved – who is ‘in place’, who is 
‘out of place’ and who is allowed to be there at all. But the spaces themselves are in 
turn constructed and given meaning through the social practices that define women 
and men as different and unequal. Different kind of boundaries support one another 
and spatial relations act to socialise people into the acceptance of gendered power 
relations. They reinforce power, privileges and oppression and literally keep women 
in their place. (McDowell and Sharp, 1997a:3) 
 
Territory is according to Habraken, defined by acts of occupation and form is not 
considered. A corresponding space formed by physical parts is not required for 
territorial space to exist. All that is needed is someone managing spatial control. 
Boundaries are seen despite the absence of walls or property stakes. People tend to 
mark their territory by tokens and the most basic territorial demarcations are not 
walls, fences, or other forms of enclosure, but the simple stone or stake that may 
mark the turn of a boundary line or where a path crosses that boundary. These 
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territorial boundaries are established by acts, and these acts usually seek stable forms 
to relate to, if not always to abide to. (Habraken, 2000:128, 130) 
 

Territorial control is the ability to exclude, to shut the door, selectively 
admitting only who and what we desire. […] In hierarchies of inclusion, 
dominance is expressed by refusing access to the included territory or 
territories. (Habraken, 2000:136, 139) 
 

Spatial segregation is one of the mechanisms by which a group with superior power 
can sustain its advantage over a group with less power (Spain, 1992:15), and spatial 
control can be one of the fundamental elements in the constitution of gender, in its 
highly varied forms (Massey, 1994:180). By controlling access to knowledge and 
resources through the control of space, the dominant group’s ability to retain and 
reinforce its position is enhanced (Spain, 1992:15-16). 
 
The power of the dominant group also lies in its ability to control constructions of 
reality that reinforce its own status, so that the subordinate group accept the social 
order and their own place in it. The powerful cannot maintain their positions without 
cooperation with the less powerful. Both powerful and less powerful groups must be 
engaged in its constant renegotiation and re-creation as well as both sexes subscribes 
to the spatial arrangements that reinforce differential access to knowledge, resources, 
and power – men because it serves their interests and women because they may 
perceive no alternative. Some women might believe in the legitimacy of their lower 
status due to strong ideological pressures or religious creeds and other may 
participate in a stratification system because they have little or no choice. However, 
not to forget, some women are struggling against the existing discrimination systems. 
(Spain, 1992:17-18) 
 
Definitions of femininity and masculinity are, as written above, constructed in 
particular places, most notably the home, workplace, and community. So, the 
interaction of these spheres should be acknowledged in analysing status differences 
between the sexes. (Spain, 1992:7) 
 
The limitation of women’s mobility, in terms both of identity and space has in some 
cultural contexts all over time been a central means of subordination. Moreover, the 
limitation on mobility in space, the attempted confinement to particular places, and 
the limitation in identity, has been significantly related. One of the most obvious 
aspects of this combined control of spatiality and identity has in the West been the 
distinction between public and private. The attempt to confine women to the 
domestic sphere was both a specifically spatial control and, through that, a social 
control of identity. (Massey, 1994:179) The woman is not so much confined within 
space as she is space itself; femininity is still very much associated with the house as a 
space, and the house itself is often associated with women’s bodies. (Leslie, 
1993/1997:304-305). Although, when a woman ventures outside the house into the 
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city, she does not necessarily lose her femininity and become masculine, but becomes 
more “dangerous and uncontrollable” in her femininity (Leslie, 1993/1997:305). 
 

The dualism of home/workplace, the public sphere and the private arena, 
is mapped onto and constructs a gendered difference between male and 
female that has taken a particular spatial form in western nations since the 
industrial revolution. […] Women who are ‘out of place’ – in the streets, in 
the workplace, in public – are seen in some senses as unnatural or unsexed. 
[…] In stark contrast to the romanticisation of men who walked the streets 
of modern cities as flaneurs, women’s unaccompanied appearance in public 
had different implications. ‘Street walkers’ is still the colloquial expression 
for prostitutes. (McDowell and Sharp, 1997b:263) 

 
However, when the Western women attended the same schools and learned the same 
curricula as men, their ‘public statuses’ did begin to improve, and once the spatial 
barriers were broken, the stratification system began to change. (Spain, 1992:5) 
 
Although, women and men do still, to some extent, learn different things and theirs 
knowledge is valued differently. In industrialized societies, math and science skills 
(considered as ‘male knowledge’) are more highly valued than verbal and relationship 
skills (considered as ‘female knowledge’). Those with highly valued knowledge are the 
most powerful, which in turn, support their ability to define their knowledge as the 
most prestigious, and to maintain in control of it. (Spain, 1992:16) 
 
As a consequence from the control of knowledge, arises the segregation of 
workplaces, and vice versa. As Spain, Professor of Urban and Environmental 
Planning in the School of Architecture at the University of Virginia, writes in Gendered 
Spaces, workplaces in industrialized societies are segregated. The division of labour in 
non-industrial societies is simultaneously spatial and gendered and the spatial 
distinctions are an integral part of the gender division labour. This ‘workplace-
segregation’ contributes to women’s lower status, and as written before, access to 
knowledge and spatial relations mediate the status of women. (Spain, 1992:14-15) 
 
There are thus many forms of tacit and gendered spatial rules. These rules can be 
seen all over the world, but they are all affected by local culture. 

Islam 
The most central issue within Islam is monotheism. God is one, and nothing could be 
set side by side with God. The human being is created by God and shall be the 
servant of him. Humans shall therefore follow God’s law that was finally manifested 
by Muhammad. Muhammad was a prophet sent by God to mankind and the Koran is 
the collection of the revelations that God made to Muhammad. The Koran contains, 
according to believers, the words of God in a literal sense and is often referred to as 
the Speech of God (kalam Allah).  
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In the period of its early development, Islam developed three main divisions: Sunni, 
Shiite, and Kharijii. Historically, the division between them is said to go back to a civil 
war between the Arabs from 656 to 661, following their conquest of central Middle 
East. The fundamental issue, which divides the three groups, is that of authority – 
who should be the source of authority in Islam and what sort of authority they should 
have. The Sunni form of the religion is dominant in most Muslim countries apart 
from Iran, but there are large Shiite populations in Iraq and Lebanon, in Bahrain and 
eastern Saudi Arabia, and, to a lesser extent, in Central and South Asia. In Zanzibar, 
the majority of the Muslims are Sunni. 
 
Islam was first considered as the religion of the Arabs, but soon other people became 
dominant even though the Arabic remained as the administration and literature 
language. From the ninth century, Arabic was the language used in most science, 
from Spain to China. All new scientific research was taught in Arabic. During this 
period one did also argue that if you want to go on and become richer; you have to 
learn about others and what they have done, you cannot ‘shut your house’. 
 
From the end of the 18th century and onwards, the Islamic world began to experience 
the increasing pressure of the military and political power, as well as the technological 
advances of the modern West. After centuries of Islamic political and cultural 
strength and self-confidence, it became clear that at least at the economic and 
technical level, the world of Islam had fallen behind. One response was to argue that 
Islam needed to be modernized and reformed. This point of view has been held by a 
number of intellectuals, and various proposals for reforming the religion in what is 
understood as a modernist direction have been made. 
 
In the 20th century the creation of the state of Israel in an area that was regarded as 
one of the heartlands of Islam strengthened the feeling of many Muslims that there 
was a crisis facing them that involved their religion. 
 
There are no exact figures for the number of Muslims in the world today. However, it 
seems clear that in terms of numbers of followers, Islam at least matches Christianity 
(the other most widespread religion today). (Jelloun, 2001, Hjärpe) 

Practices of Islam 
The two main dogmas, “There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is the prophet of 
Allah”, compose the confession of Islam. They are also considered as the first of the 
five fundamental rules in Islam; bearing witness to the unity and uniqueness of God 
and to the prophet-hood of Muhammad; prayer at five prescribed times2 each day; 
fasting during the month of Ramadan; pilgrimage to Mecca, and the performance of 

 
2 The first pray is before sunrise. In the middle of the day, when the sun starts to drop, the 
noon-pray is taking place. About two hours before the sunset is the afternoon-pray. After that 
follows the sunset-pray and the evening-pray. You are not allowed to pray when the sun is in 
its zenith, nor in dusk or dawn. 



certain prescribed rituals in and around Mecca at a specified time of the year; and 
paying a certain amount out of one’s wealth as alms for the poor and some other 
categories of Muslims. These five duties have traditionally been seen as obligatory for 
all Muslims, although some mystics have allegorised them and many Muslims observe 
them only partially. The duties are the so-called five pillars of Islam. 
 
There are other duties and practices 
regarded as obligatory. As in Judaism, 
the eating of pork is prohibited and male 
circumcision is the norm (the latter is not 
mentioned in the Koran). Consumption 
of alcohol is forbidden and meat must be 
slaughtered according to an approved 
ritual otherwise it is not halal3. In some 
Muslim communities practices that are 
originally local customs have come to be 
identified as Islamic. The wearing of a 
hijab (the Muslim veil) is one example of these. (Jelloun, 2001, Hjärpe) 

Islam and the Law 
Traditionally, Islam has been regarded by its followers as extending over all areas of 
life, not merely those that are commonly viewed as the sphere of religion today (such 
as faith and worship). Therefore, many Muslims prefer to call Islam a way of life 
rather than a religion. It is for this reason too that the word Islam, especially when 
referring to the past, is often used to refer to a society, culture or civilization, as well 
as to a religion. A history of Islam may, for example, discuss political developments, 
literary and artistic life, taxation and landholding, tribal and ethnic migrations and so 
forth. 
 
The essence of Islam is, as written above, acceptance of the one God and of the 
prophet-hood of Muhammad. However, in practice, living a life according to Islamic 
law within an Islamic community has traditionally been the manifested devotion to 
Islam. The law is regarded as of divine origin: although it is administered and 
interpreted by human beings (and as in most religions, that means men rather than 
women), it is understood as the law of God. The law is known as the Shari'ah. To 
obey the law is to obey God. 
 
Islam was first applied as law in Medina in today’s Saudi Arabia. This took place 
already during Muhammad’s own era and after that in the first Muslim empires. 
Because of this, the Islamic law-system turned into a juridical system for the whole 
society. 
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3 In the practise of the religion, the rules that are considered as allowed are named halal, and 
the others that are considered as forbidden are named haram. 



The Shari'ah, as a religious based ‘rule-system’, has nowadays been given the force of 
national law in some states with a Muslim population. About one sixth of mankind 
live in countries in which the law system is built on Islamic law and rules. This 
includes family right but also rules about crime and penalties as well as contract-
relations (e.g. the prohibition of interest). Modern Islamic states have frequently 
adopted legal codes based on those of the West and limited the sphere governed by 
Islamic law to personal and family matters: inheritance, marriage, divorce, etcetera. 
Even in these areas reforms have been made to traditional Islamic law, but these 
reforms are usually justified by reference to the traditional doctrine of the sources. 
(Jelloun, 2001, Hjärpe) In Zanzibar the Muslims practice the Shari’ah system. 

Women and Islam 
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The issue about women’s role is controversial 
in Islam and there is no uniform opinion to 
find neither in the religious sources and 
historical documents, nor in the religious 
tradition of interpreting these sources (Hjärpe 
and Svensson). Ahmed, Professor of Divinity 
at Harvard University, has written about the 
historical roots of the Islamic discourses on 
women and gender: 
 

Throughout Islamic history the 
constructs, institutions, and modes of 
thought devised by early Muslim societies 
that form the core discourses of Islam 
have played a central role in defining 
women’s place in Muslim societies. 
(Ahmed, 1992:1) 

Some gendered implications 
of Islamic law: 
- A man has absolute right to 
divorce, a woman has not. 
- A man can have four wives at 
the same time; a woman can 
only marry one man at a time. 
- A man can marry a non-
Muslim woman, while a 
woman cannot marry a non-
Muslim man. 
- A sister inherits half of what 
her brother does. 
- Two women’s evidence 
correspond to one man’s 
(Hjärpe and Svensson). 

 
Ahmed writes that many of today’s traditions concerning women and Islam have 
their roots in habits that existed in the regions where Islam developed. The growth of 
urban societies some 2000 years B.C. in Mesopotamia entranced male dominance. 
Women’s sexuality was seen as the property of men and later on rules on veiling that 
specified which women must veil and which could not were developed in Assyrian 
law (Ahmed, 1992:12-15). Following the Muslim conquest, “Veiling and the 
confinement of women spread throughout the region and became the ordinary social 
practice, as did the attitudes to women and to the human body” (Ahmed, 1992:18). 
Ahmed does also write about the fifth and sixth centuries in the Mediterranean 
Middle East societies – these were mainly Christian and Jewish but still practiced 
lifestyles and attitudes towards women that are today commonly associated with 
Muslim societies (1992:26-27). The subordination of women and the special rules of 
conduct for women should thus not be seen as Islamic, but rather as old traditions 
that can change and develop. Ahmed concludes that Islamic civilisation has the same 
foundation as the Western civilisation (1992:37). Mernissi, a research scholar at the 
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University Institute for Scientific Research in Rabat, see no reason for Islam to be a 
more oppressive religion than Christianity or Judaism. She even writes that there are 
no grounds for not giving women the same human rights as men: 
 

Why is it that we find some Muslim men saying that women in Muslim 
states cannot be granted full enjoyment of human rights? What grounds do 
they have for such a claim? None – they are simply betting on our 
ignorance of the past, for their argument can never convince anyone with 
an elementary understanding of Islam’s history. (Mernissi, 1991:VII) 

 
Mernissi ends the preface of Women and Islam: An Historical and Theological Enquiry in 
an interesting way and in an atmosphere that is well known among women also in 
Western countries: 
 

When I finished writing this book I had come to understand one thing: if 
women’s rights are a problem for some modern Muslim men, it is neither 
because of the Koran nor the Prophet, nor the Islamic tradition, but 
simply because those rights conflict with the interests of a male elite. 
(Mernissi, 1991: VIII) 

 
Furthermore, there are, according to Ahmed, many examples of Suras4 that describes 
man and women as equal. Two examples are Sura 2:229 and Sura 33:35: 
 

Wives have rights corresponding to those which husbands have, in 
equitable reciprocity (Sura 2:229). (Quoted in Ahmed, 1992:63) 
 
For Muslim men and women,  ⎯ 
For believing men and women, 
For devout men and women, 
Fore true [truthful] men and women, 
For men and women who are 
Patient and constant, for men 
And women who humble themselves, 
For men and women who give 
In charity, for men and women 
Who fast (and deny themselves), 
For men and women who 
Guard their chastity, and 
For men and women who 
Engage much in God’s praise,  ⎯ 
For them has God prepared 
Forgiveness and a great reward. (Sura 33:35) (Quoted in Ahmed, 1992:64-
65, brackets in original) 

 
Ahmed does therefore conclude that there seems to be “two distinct voices within 

 
4 A Chapter in the Koran. 
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Islam, and two competing understandings of gender, one expressed in the pragmatic 
regulations for society […], the other in the articulation of an ethical vision.” (Ahmed, 
1992:65-66) This is also the explanation to “why Muslim women frequently insist, 
often inexplicably to non-Muslims, that Islam is not sexist.” (Ahmed, 1992:66) 
Women read about equity in the sacred texts, but a different message is often put 
forward by the culture. Ahmed further writes that there have always been those 
emphasizing “the ethical and spiritual message as the fundamental message of Islam” 
(1992:66) but “throughout history it has not been those who have emphasized the 
ethical and spiritual dimensions of the religion who have held power.” (1992:67) This 
is a reason to why a culture where women are oppressed has been allowed to develop. 
In addition Hjärpe, professor of Islamology, and Svensson, researcher in Islamology, 
both at University of Lund, write that some Islamic directions claim the traditional 
role of women to be in sharp contrast to a true interpretation of the religion. 
Moreover, they write that there has been an intensified debate since the 1970s about 
what should be seen as a correct Islamic view on women, but the dominating opinion 
in the debate is that women and men are equal before God, but their duties and rights 
in the family and in the society differ (Hjärpe and Svensson). 
 
In the debate of Islam and gender in West, the issue about the veil is one of the most 
discussed. It is also discussed in countries where Islam is the major religion, and 
different interpretations of the religious sources are suggested. Secor, Assistant 
Professor at the Department of Geography, University of Kentucky, writes that there 
is a debate going on among Muslims about whether women have to cover their heads 
or not and the answer depends on how you interpret the Sura 24:30,31 and 33:53,59 
(2002:17). Ahmed writes as follows about the mention of the veiling in the holy texts: 

 
Early texts record the occasions on which the verses instituting veiling and 
seclusion for Muhammad’s wives were revealed and offer vignettes of 
women’s lives in the society Islam was displacing, as well as record the 
steps by which Islam closed women’s arenas of actions. These texts do not 
distinguish in their language between veiling and seclusion but use the term 
hijab interchangeably to mean “veil”, as in darabat al-hijab, “she took the 
veil” ⎯ and to mean “curtain” (its literal meaning) in the sense of 
separation or partition. (Ahmed, 1992:53-54) 

 
Throughout. Muhammad’s lifetime veiling, like seclusion, was observed 
only by his wives. Moreover, that the phrase “[she] took the veil” is used in 
the hadith5 to mean that a woman became a wife of Muhammad’s suggests 
that for some time after Muhammad’s death, when the material 
incorporated into the hadith was circulated, veiling and seclusion were still 
considered peculiar to Muhammad’s wives. (Ahmed, 1992:55-56, brackets 
in original) 

 

 
5 Religious written traditions, our comment. 
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Only in a few countries, there are actually explicit rules about the way you are 
supposed to dress, but the social pressure on women to wear the veil is often hard 
(Hjärpe and Svensson). Many women do also feel safer wearing the veil and Ahmed 
writes that the veil protects women from male harassment and that veiled women get 
treated better in public spaces than non-veiled (1992:223). These practical advantages 
she writes, “partially explain why university and professional women [in Egypt] in 
particular adopt Islamic dress” since they “daily venture onto coeducational campuses 
and into sexually integrated work places” (1992:223). Since Islamic dress “signals the 
wearer’s adherence to an Islamic moral and sexual code” the wearing of it “has the 
paradoxical effect, as some women has attested, of allowing them to strike up 
friendship with men and be seen with them without the fear that they will be dubbed 
immoral or their reputations damaged.” (Ahmed, 1992:224) Therefore, Ahmed 
concludes as follows: 
 

From this perspective Islamic dress can be seen as the uniform, not or 
reaction, but of transition; it can be seen, not as a return to traditional 
dress, but as the adoption of Western dress ⎯ with modifications to make 
it acceptable to the wearer’s notions of propriety. Far from indicating that 
the wearers remain fixed in the world of tradition and the past, then, 
Islamic dress is the uniform of arrival, signalling entrance into, and 
determination to move forward in, modernity. (1992:225)  

 
This is one explanation to why the practice to wear the veil has increased in Muslim 
countries since the 1970s (Härpe and Svensson; Ahmed, 1992:208-234). The wearing 
of the veil can also be seen as a protest against Westernisation, which can be read 
more about in the next section. 

Protest against West 
Keeping traditions that are commonly seen as Muslim might be seen as a protest 
against Westernisation. For example, Mernissi writes that it is understandable that 
Muslim men are afraid of their “family and sexuality patterns being transformed into 
Western patterns” (Mernissi, 1975:101) because: 
 

While Muslim exploitation of the female is clad under veils and buried 
behind walls, Western exploitation has the bad taste of being unclad, bare, 
and over-exposed. (Mernissi, 1975:101) 

 
This is supported by Secor, who writes that while Westerners often see the veil as 
barbaric it is a “symbol within anti-colonial struggle, nationalist ideologies and state-
building projects in the Middle East” (2002:5). When Muslim countries were 
colonised, veiling “became the symbol now of both the oppression of women (or, in 
the language of the day, Islam’s degradation of women) and the backwardness of 
Islam, and it became the open target of colonial attack and the spearhead of the 
assault on Muslim societies.” (Ahmed, 1992:152) Consequently, wearing the veil 
could be seen as a protest against Westernisation. Ahmed sees that the veil has 
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“emerged as a potent signifier, connoting not merely the social meaning of gender 
but also matters of far broader political and cultural import” (1992:129). 
Furthermore, Castells, Professor of Sociology, and Professor of City and Regional 
Planning, University of California at Berkeley, writes that: 
 

The construction of contemporary Islamic identity proceeds as a reaction 
against unreachable modernization (be it capitalist or socialist), the evil 
consequences of globalization, and the collapse of the post-colonial 
nationalist project. (Castells, 1997:19) 

 
In the section “Women and Islam” in this chapter, it is written that the practice of 
veiling has increased in Muslim countries since the 1970s. The 1970s was also “the 
birthdate of the information technology revolution in Silicon Valley, and the starting 
point of global restructuring, [which] had a different meaning for the Muslim world: it 
marked the beginning of the fourteenth century of the Hegira, a period of Islamic 
revival, purification, and strengthening, as the onset of each new century.” (Castells, 
1997:13-14) Castells writes that in the following two decades, “an authentic 
cultural/religious revolution spread throughout the Muslim lands” (1997:14). Islamic 
fundamentalism can be seen as reconstructed identity and a political project – Castells 
even writes that this movement is largely forming the world’s future (1997:14). 
Fundamentalism is defined by Castells as “the construction of collective identity 
under the identification of individual behavior and society’s institutions to the norms 
derived from God’s law, interpreted by a definite authority that intermediates 
between God and humanity.” (1997:13) However, one might wonder what Islamic 
fundamentalism is. Castells describes it like this: 
 

Islam, in Arabic, means state of submission, and a Muslim is one who has 
submitted to Allah. Thus, according to the definition of fundamentalism I 
presented above, it would appear that all Islam is fundamentalist: societies, 
and their state institutions, must be organized around uncontested religious 
principles. However, a number of distinguished scholars argue that, while 
the primacy of religious principles as formulated in the Qur’ān [Koran] is 
common to all of Islam, Islamic societies and institutions are also based on 
multivocal interpretation. (Castells, 1997:14) 

 
Castells writes about some different examples of Islamic fundamentalism and 
concludes: 
 

Through a variety of political processes, depending upon the dynamics of 
each nation-state, and the form of global articulation of each economy, an 
Islamic fundamentalist project has emerged in all Muslim societies, and 
among Muslim minorities in non-Muslim societies. A new identity is being 
constructed, not by returning to tradition, but by working on traditional 
materials in the formation of a new godly, communal world, where 
deprived masses and disaffected intellectuals may reconstruct meaning in a 
global alternative to the exclusionary global order. (Castells, 1997:20) 
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As a comparison, Mernissi experiences Europe and USA as very religious and writes 
that these countries are “particularly rich in religious influences, in myths, tales and 
traditions” (Mernissi, 1991:VI). Therefore Mernissi states: 
 

Here is a clear message for those who doubt Islam’s capacity to survive 
modernity, calling it unfit to accompany the age of higher technology: why 
should Islam fail where Judaism and Christianity so clearly succeed? 
(Mernissi, 1991:VII) 
 
The vast and inspiring records of Muslim history so brilliantly completed 
for us by scholars such as Ibn Hisham, Ibn Hajar, Ibn Sa‛ad, and Tabari, 
speak to the contrary. We Muslim women can walk into the modern world 
with pride, knowing that the quest for dignity, democracy, and human 
rights, for all participation in the political and social affairs of our country, 
stems from no imported values, but is a true part of the Muslim tradition. 
(Mernissi, 1991:VIII) 

 
Mernissi thus argues that it is possible to have both Islam and democracy in a 
country.  

Islamic Tacit Spatial Rules 
As has already been written, culture constructs spatial gender divisions. In a Muslim 
society gendered tacit rules are intensified by the religion. Mernissi writes that the 
Muslim society is spatially divided into two sub-universes: 
 

Strict space boundaries divide Muslim society into two subuniverses: the 
universe of men (the umma, the world of religion and power) and the 
universe of women, the domestic world of sexuality and the family. The 
spatial division according to sex reflects the division between those who 
hold authority and those who do not, those who hold spiritual powers and 
those who do not. The division is based on the physical separation of the 
umma (the public sphere) from the domestic universe. These two universes 
of social iteration are regulated by antithetical concepts of human relations, 
one based on community, the other on conflict. (Mernissi, 2003:490) 
 
The universe of the umma is communal; its citizens are persons who unite 
in a democratic collectivity based on a sophisticated concept of belief in a 
set of ideas, which is geared to produce integration and cohesion of all 
members who participate in the unifying task. (Mernissi, 2003:490) 
 
The citizens of the domestic universe are primarily sexual beings; they are 
defined by their genitals and not by their faith. They are not united, but are 
divided into two categories: men, who have power, and women, who obey. 
Women - who are citizens of this domestic universe and whose existence 
outside that sphere is considered an anomaly, a transgression - are 
subordinate to men, who (unlike their women) also possess a second 
nationality, one that grants them membership of the public sphere, the 
domain of religion and politics, the domain of power, of the management 
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of the affairs of the umma. (Mernissi, 2003:491) 
 
Mernissi further writes that while there is equality between men in the Umma, which 
means brotherhood and love, trust and unity, reciprocity and aggregation, there is 
inequality, subordination and authority, mistrust and separation, lack of reciprocity 
and segregation in the domestic sphere (1975:82). 
 
Muslim tacit rules allocate space to each sex and rituals develop for resolving 
contradictions arising from this division of space (Mernissi, 2003:489). Since women 
and men should not meet unplanned in public, there are no rules for how to behave 
if it happens. Hence, if it happens people have to improvise (Mernissi, 2003:489). 
Traditionally, Mernissi writes, women using public spaces “are restricted to few 
occasions and bound by specific rules, such as the wearing of the veil” (1975:84). 
 

The veil means that the woman is present in the men’s world, but invisible; 
she has no right to be in the street. (Mernissi, 1975:84)  

 
In her study about veiling and urban mobility in Istanbul, Secor noticed that many of 
the women in the group she studied feel that “veiling protects women from 
harassment in the streets” (2002:12). Others, and even some of the ones arguing that 
veiling protects, felt that “veiling made them uncomfortable in certain urban spaces, 
and even constrained their mobility in some cases” (Secor, 2002:13). 
 
When women moves to the ‘men’s world’, they are “considered both provocative and 
offensive.” (Mernissi, 1975:85) 
 

A woman is always trespassing in a male space because she is, by 
definition, a foe. A woman has no right to use male spaces. If she enters 
them, she is upsetting the male’s order and his peace of mind. She is 
actually committing an act of aggression against him merely by being 
present where she should not be. A woman in a traditionally male space 
upsets Allah’s order by inciting men to commit zina6. The man has 
everything to lose in this encounter: peace of mind, self-determination, 
allegiance to Allah and social prestige. (Mernissi, 1975:85) 
 
The male’s responses to the woman’s presence is, according to the 
prevailing ideology, a logical response to an exhibitionist assault. It consists 
in pursuing the woman for hours, pinching her if the occasion is 
propitious, eventually assaulting her verbally, all in the hope of convincing 
her to carry out her exhibitionist propositioning to its implied end. 
(Mernissi, 1975:85-86) 

 
Different tacit spatial rules have, as discussed before, developed in different cultures 
and in different times. Muslim tacit spatial rules are not different from other spatial 
rules when it comes to development – culture can develop and change. Mernissi 

 
6 Adultery, major sin within Islam, our comment. 
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underlines this in her preface of Women and Islam: An Historical and Theological Enquiry 
through showing the history of Christianity and Judaism: 
 

Islam alone is condemned by many Westerners as blocking the way to 
women’s rights. And yet, though neither Christianity nor Judaism played an 
important role in promoting equality of the sexes, millions of Jewish and 
Christian women today enjoy a dual privilege - full human rights on the 
one hand and access to an inspirational religions tradition on the other. 
(1991:VI) 



ZANZIBAR 
Zanzibar is an autonomous part of the United Republic 
of Tanzania and has its own president, chief minister, 
cabinet and House of Representatives (Sivaro, 1996:61). 
It is an archipelago in the Indian Ocean made of 
Unguja, Pemba and several smaller islands. Unguja, the 
main island, is situated 35 kilometres from the main-
land. The island is 85 kilometres long, 36 kilometres 
wide as the most (Nationalencyklopedin, a) and is 
commonly known as Zanzibar. Approximately 60 
percent of Unguja’s population live in “rural areas, small 
villages and scattered rural dwellings” and about 40 
percent of Unguja’s population live in the city of 
Zanzibar (Siravo, 1996:61). 
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Zanzibar’s total population is, according to the 
population census 2002, 984 625 of which 622 459 live 
on Unguja (Tanzania National Website, 2003). 
Ethnically, the population can be divided into Africans, Arabs, Asians and others 
(Hagborg). 

Unguja, also called Zanzibar 
(Africa travel resource). 

Background 
Zanzibar has a history of oppression and being ruled by different countries. Here 
follows a short description of Zanzibar’s history to give a feel for its complex back-
ground. 

Early Days 
From the 10th century, Persian immigrants reached Zanzibar, they mixed with the 
indigenous population and the Swahili culture started to develop (Holmberg). The 
Arabs influenced Zanzibar even more, particularly after the founding of Islam in the 
7th century, when commercial travellers from especially Oman developed market 
places and colonies in Zanzibar because of the islands’ well protected harbour, fresh 
water, timber and coconuts (Lofchie, 1965:38). Commercial travellers from India did 
also reach Zanzibar, but they did not colonize any areas and did not intervene in the 
everyday life other than making business with the Arabic colonizers, which made 
them an important economic power (Lofchie, 1965:26-27). The Swahili culture 
continued to develop with both African and Oriental influences in clothing, music, 
architecture and cooking. The economic base in the development of the Swahili 
culture was trade with gold, spices and slaves (Nationalencyklopedin, b). 
 
In 1503, the Portuguese conquered Zanzibar, but during the 17th and 18th centuries 
the Arabs, under the direction of Oman, once again took over the power. In 1830, 
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Oman’s ruler Said ibn Sultan even moved his headquarter to Zanzibar that became 
one of the region’s principal slave markets. After Said’s death, the control over 
Zanzibar (and much more of the African east coast) was overtaken by one of his 
sons. Consequently, in1860 the island was declared as independent from Oman. 
(Holmberg) 
 
The Arabic community flourished and an Arabic aristocracy developed at the expense 
of the African society – people of African origin was used as slaves and the Arabic 
people confiscated much of the land that traditionally was seen as common property 
(Lofchie, 1965:37). Americans and Europeans became interested in the islands and its 
trade, both American and European consulates was opened in Zanzibar and there 
was a colonial race where Great Britain declared Zanzibar as a protectorate in 1890 
(Holmberg). However, the sultan did continue to have great power over Zanzibar and 
maybe Great Britain did even secure the sultan’s existence (Lofchie, 1965:55-65). 
Great Britain governed Zanzibar much like a colony – the bureaucracy was effective 
and laws were followed but no one cared about the local opinion and no open 
political opposition was allowed (Lofchie, 1965:52-57). This meant that the people 
with African origin had no chance to challenge the colonial administration or the 
Arabic people’s political position. On the other hand, a racist society was kept 
(Lofchie, 1965:52). However, Great Britain did attend to abolish the slavery and the 
slave trade. Although, it was a very slow process since the British civil servants in 
Zanzibar favoured the Arabs compared with the Africans. Furthermore, they did not 
want to harm the Zanzibarian economy. (Lofchie, 1965:60-61) In 1909, the law 
against slavery was improved, but hidden slavery and unpaid occupation continued to 
exist for a long time on Unguja (Lofchie, 1965:61). 
 
Administration and bureaucracy was developed, but since Great Britain looked upon 
Zanzibar as an Arabic state, administrative duties were mainly given to Arabs. This 
made the Arabic regime grow to a huge bureaucracy with educated and skilled civil 
servants at the same time as people with African and Indian origin were subdued 
(Lofchie, 1965:61-66). 

The Revolution 
After World War II, political activity increased in Zanzibar and in the 1950s three 
main political parties were established: the Zanzibar Nationalist Party, Zanzibar and 
Pemba People’s Party and Afro-Shirazi Party. Political groupings did often follow 
ethnical belonging since class and ethnicity was intimacy linked (Lofchie, 1965:99). 
 
The way toward democracy started, and in 1957 six of thirteen representatives were 
elected to the legislative council and in 1961 a majority of the seats were popularly 
elected (Lofchie, 1965:66-67, 127). 
 
In June 1963, Zanzibar gained internal self-government and two weeks later general 
elections were held. The Afro-Shirazi Party, whose followers where mainly African, 
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lost while the Zanzibar Nationalist Party together with Zanzibar and Pemba People’s 
Party, which were both principally representing the Arabs, won through forming a 
coalition. On December 10, 1963, Zanzibar became independent with Sultan Jamshid 
ibn Abdullah as head of state and Prime Minister Muhammad Shamte Hamadi, also 
an Arab, as the leader of the government. (Lofchie, 1965:213-217) 
 
On January 12, 1964, the government was overthrown by a violent coup d’état of the 
Africans led by John Okello. A republic was declared with Abeid Karume (Afro-
Shirazi Party) as president and as head of the Revolutionary Council (the country’s 
chief governmental body). The sultan was forced into exile, all land was nationalised, 
other political parties were abolished and numerous Arabs were jailed which made 
many other Arabs and some Indians leave the country. Three months later Zanzibar 
and Tanganyika united to a republic that was later named the United Republic of 
Tanzania. (Encyclopedia.com) Zanzibar retained a quite considerable autonomy with 
its own president, government and since 1985 its own constitution (Kumm and 
Palmberg). 
 
Later on, in 1972, the increasingly dictatorial Karume was murdered (Kumm and 
Palmberg) and in 1977 Afro-Shirazi Party and the mainland’s ruling party, Tanganyika 
National Union, merged to Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM) which means “the Party of 
the Revolution” (Holmberg and Palmberg). 

Democracy? 
In 1995, the first popular election in Zanzibar was held and the local opposition party 
Civic United Front (CUF) ran for presidency against CCM that was seen by many as 
representing the mainland. CCM’s candidate Salmin Amour was declared the winner, 
but CUF accused CCM for ballot rigging and the same thing was repeated in the next 
election, in October 2000, when CCM’s Amani Abeid Karume, the eldest son of 
Zanzibar’s first president, was declared president. CUF accused CCM for ballot 
rigging and was supported by international observers. (Kumm and Palmberg) In 
January 2001, leading CUF-politicians were arrested and peaceful demonstrations 
resulted in 30 people killed and more than 500 arrested (Utrikesdepartementet, 
2004:11). 
 
The ballot rigging is the cause to the gridlock between the government and the 
opposition in Zanzibar and also the dominating domestic political issue in Tanzania 
(Utrikesdepartementet, 2004:11). However, there has been a reconciliation agreement 
called Mwafaka between CCM and CUF, which calls for electoral reforms and 
stipulates moderation, openness and greater influence for the opposition. This means 
that free and just elections have to bee secured (Utrikesdepartementet, 2004:11). 
However, when the political meetings are disturbed by arbitrary deprivation of 
freedom and the fact that there has not been any freedom of assembly since the 
elections in 1995, this is quite difficult (Utrikesdepartementet, 2004:8-11). 
 



Tanzania is, according to its constitution, a secular state and in daily life you see few 
confrontations between different religious groups. On the other hand, there are 
attempts to stoke up religious oppositions and the government fears that the growing 
group of young, uneducated and inactive men, whereof the majority are Muslim, can 
develop into Muslim fundamental activists (Utrikesdepartementet, 2004:21). This also 
shows in a general fear around the world. In the beginning of 2003 many countries, 
like Sweden, USA and Great Britain warned their citizens of visiting Zanzibar 
because the suspicion of terror attacks (Dagens Nyheter, 2003-01-15). 

Stone Town Today 
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Zanzibar Town is the capital city of the Zanzibar archipelago 
and also the economic, political and cultural centre as well as 
the administrative headquarters for the Zanzibar government 
(Siravo, 1996:64). The society is multi-ethnic and is 
comprised of people from mainland Africa, Asia and the 
Middle East. Of the Zanzibarians, 99 percent are Muslims 
(primarily Sunni), and the rest of the population are mainly 
Christian or Hindi (UN-HABITAT, 2003). Most Muslims in 
Stone Town follow the law of God, known as the Shari'ah.  
 
Stone Town is the centre of the greater Zanzibar Town and 

much has been written about its charm and beauty. The town is often described as 
impressive and cosmopolitan with winding streets lined by bazaars and mosques. 
Stone Town is even declared a World Heritage by UNESCO with the following 
justification: 
 

Criterion (ii): The Stone Town of Zanzibar is an outstanding material 
manifestation of cultural fusion and harmonization. 

Criterion (iii): For many centuries there was intense seaborne trading activity 
between Asia and Africa, and this is illustrated in an exceptional manner by 
the architecture and urban structure of the Stone Town. 

Criterion (vi): Zanzibar has great symbolic importance in the suppression of 
slavery, since it was one of the main slave-trading ports in East Africa and 
also the base from which its opponents such as David Livingstone 
conducted their campaign. 

(UNESCO, 2000) 
 
In spite of Stone Town’s praised beautifulness, everything is of course not tiptop. 
Walking through the narrow streets of Stone Town you will discover white-shining 
houses with carved doors and graceful verandas, but you will also see ruins, feel the 
smell of sewage and urine and almost get overrun by Vespas or bicycles. Children are 
playing in the ruins, men are drinking coffee on stone benches, barazas, and women 
are passing by covered in black buibuis. In the market place you can feel fresh aromas 
of fruit and vegetables as well as the sweet odour of rotten meat and warm fish. 



Arabic music or news is often heard 
from crackling transistor radios and five 
times a day you will hear singing voices 
from the minarets. The bazaars where 
many tourists come are overfilled with 
knick-knacks and on other places you 
can buy watches, clothing, shoes and 
everything else of necessity. You will 
see men and boys dressed in long shirts, 
galabiyyas, and small hats, kufis, next to 
Italian men stripped to their waists. 
You might be forced to wade across 
garbage and endure the persistent and 
tricking papasis but friendly people will 
also welcome you. You will probably 
meet some wild cats and big spiders, 
cough because of the dust when you are 
about to enter a local bus, daladala, 
bump into Masai people selling 
handicrafts and probably experience the 
shabby taxis.  
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Almost everyone we interviewed in the 
field study expressed their appreciation 
of Stone Town, but they pitied the bad 
condition all through the city. The 
examples they gave are bad waste and 
sewage management, lack of proper 
water supply, bad building maintenance 
and the traffic situation. 
 

 
I would like all the old buildings to be repaired. Some of the houses look 
very scary/bad looking now. They’ve lost their view. Maintenance is 
needed, also electricity, water and hygiene need to be improved and 
controlled. (Abbas, 2004-01-05) 
 
It’s very dirty and it’s often water on the streets. […] I would like the 
houses to be repaired and kept with good maintenance. I would also like to 
see dustbins in all the narrow streets. The city should be clean! […] The 
public spaces should be more organised and maintained in a better way. As 
an example they should be more hygienic, there must be toilets, now 
people are doing their needs everywhere… (Mohammed B., 2003-12-20) 

 



During the time in Stone Town, we also experienced that people are very proud of 
their culture. It is often expressed, both from people within and outside Zanzibar, 
that the Stone Town has a rich and diverse culture. 
 

When UNESCO declared Zanzibar’s Stone Town a World Heritage Site, it 
was not only consecrating stones and the local lime-based mortar, but also 
recognising the unique and cosmopolitan culture produced by Swahili, 
Arabian, Indian and European influences. The town, with its many 
mosques, Hindu temples and Christian churches, was a unique crossroads 
of culture. (Zanzibar’s Stone Town Cultural Centre) 

 
However, the praised cosmopolitan 
culture can be hard to discover since 
Islam is the very dominant culture in 
Stone Town. It also lives Rastafarians, 
Hindus and Christians in Stone Town; a 
Hindi temple and Christian churches 
can be found, but the most visible and 
dominant group is Muslim men. 
Furthermore, this dominant group 
occupies most of the public places and 
the daily rhythm of Stone Town is 
highly affected by Muslim prayers. Additionally, most of the architecture in Stone 
Town has Arabic influences. It could thus be argued that the once rich culture has 
nowadays developed into a static ‘Arabic-Swahili’ culture. What once made the Arabic 
culture one of the most prominent; their spirit of openness and curiosity of other 
cultures is not obvious in this Arabic-Swahili culture in Zanzibar. Nowadays, the 
Zanzibarian culture seems to be more about conservation than about development. 
This permeates the planning institutions, such as the Stone Town Conservation and 
Developing Authority, as well as the rest of the society. 

Sex Segregation 
The urban western part of Unguja has a population of 205 870 inhabitants of which 
48 percent are men and 52 percent are women (Tanzania National Website, 2003). 
Nevertheless, there is a common belief that there are many more women than men, 
and men seem to see double or triple when they see women. As a foreigner walking 
around in Stone Town it is however clear that there are not many more women, and 
men are much more visible than women are. Men are seen on barazas, they go 
shopping on the market, they hang out in Forodhani Gardens, they sip coffee in 
public places and they go exercising all around the town while women spend most of 
their time inside the houses or the inner yards. Stone Town is thus in many ways a 
sex segregated town. Larsen, Associate Professor at the Ethnographic Museum, 
University of Oslo, even writes that “sex segregation is an explicit moral ideal” in 
Stone Town (1995:61). 
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Moreover, Vatne, who has written a thesis on women, work and tourism in Zanzibar, 
describes Zanzibar Town as spatially sex segregated: 
 

Women and men have specifically defined roles and tasks, and move 
around the town in different manners and at different times so as not to 
run into strangers of the opposite sex. (1999:31) 

 
Both Larsen and Vatne underline women’s different access and movements because 
of the time of the day (Larsen, 1995:62-67; Vatne, 1999:31). While men sometimes go 
to the mosque already at five o’clock in the morning, women stay at home to prepare 
meals, do the laundry and everything else that has to be done in a home, and does 
not, generally, get outside until the afternoon, which is the time for visiting friends 
and relatives (Larsen, 1995:62-67). While men stay in the house mainly for resting and 
eating, women stay at home most of the day and leave the house mostly for entering 
other houses (Larsen, 1995:66). 
 

In Stone Town many expectations of a 
person are determined by sex. Larsen 
writes that emotional expressions such 
as crying, affection, envy and greed are 
seen as feminine while emotional 
expressions like aggressiveness and 
anger are seen as masculine (1995:196). 
Furthermore, sex also decides how you 
are supposed to dress: while a girl 
should look like a princess in dresses 
adorned with lace, a boy should dress in 

more practical clothes that allow wild games. When growing up, girls should cover 
themselves more and more and married women should preferably wear the buibui 
while boys continue to wear trousers and shirts. Men and boys can also wear the 
galabiyya and the kufi, characteristic for Muslim men, but they do not have to and they 
do not wear these garments in the same extent as women wear the buibui. In addition, 
your expected behaviour is decided by sex and Larsen writes as follows: 
 

In Zanzibar Town, gender is assigned by biological sex. Moreover, people’s 
perceptions of who she/he is and is not, what she/he can do or cannot do 
are informed by their gender images. The physical and social qualities 
ascribed to girls and boys, women and men are presented and perceived as 
natural. Physical gender differences are reinforced by gender names, ways 
of dressing, ornamentation, conduct, practices, gestures, body movements 
and manners. (Larsen, 1995:195) 

 
Moreover, Larsen writes that in Zanzibar women and men are seen as different but 
complementary (1995:210). What is appropriate behaviour for a man does therefore 
not have to be appropriate for a woman and vice versa. Men are seen as more 
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rational, reasonable and intelligent than women and also more able to control their 
emotions and to have more self-control (Larsen, 1995:210). 
 
Muhajir, Community Based Manager Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage Society, talked 
in an interview about how men and women meet and utilize the Stone Town. When 
asked if he see any differences he said yes, there are differences, but he also thinks 
that: 
 

…it’s a cultural necessity/condition…just leave it, it is not segregation… 
people start gossiping about girls… just because it is not culturally 
accepted somehow… if she is with a friend and not the parents. The men 
and women complement each other. We are not the same. If we discuss a 
common case that concern both of us, both shall be present. Otherwise… 
leave it to the culture…you don’t have to disturb everything, if you disturb 
something, you can’t take it back… (Muhajir, 2003-11-19) 

 
These tacit rules also imply that while men can go exercising in parks and streets, they 
can go swimming and so forth, women have very few places where they can practice 
sport. Since women should not be seen practicing sports, they have to be inside or in 
fenced-in areas. The old fort used to be such a place recently – a place where women 
could play basketball behind ‘protecting walls’ (Battle, 2003-12-12, Mwalim, 2004-01-
06). Nowadays the old fort is transformed into a tourist attraction, but Mwalim, 
Director General of the Stone Town Conservation and Development Authority, told 
us that women are not necessarily depressed because of that. “Women have their 
own ways of keeping themselves busy” Mwalim told us and started to draw a picture 
showing some houses that together form a courtyard – the women’s place. Here they 
are “chatting, gossiping and even working”. Here they can do their laundry and look 
after the children – “it’s a lively place”. He did however also say that with the 
modernisation table tennis, snooker and other indoor games started to be played by 
women, but most of these facilities are gone by now. (Mwalim, 2004-01-06) 
 
Mwalim thus told that women are not, and maybe should not, practice sport. Instead, 
Mwalim told about other ways women meet – one way is the performance of 
exorcism (2004-01-06). This might be the fact, but it does not really have anything to 
do with the possibility to perform sport activities. 
 
During the field study we experienced that women are mainly outside, in public 
places, in evenings and then often together with their families. They do however not 
enter all places, and to enhance their access most women veil themselves when 
leaving the house with either a traditional black buibui or more colourful kangas. Many 
women feel unsafe without their veil and might even get beaten in public if they do 
not wear it. All of the women we interviewed, except for the Christians, always wear 
the buibui or a veil to cover themselves when they go outside. The Christians do 
however also cover sometimes, not to get harassed. If not wearing a veil, they avoid 
some areas that they experience as threatening to enter. 
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I always wear the buibui when I go out from my house. You can’t walk in 
the town without a buibui. I’ve been wearing it since I was 16, since I got 
married. (Fadina, 2003-11-30) 
 
I do always cover my hair with a veil and it’s extra important during 
Ramadan. I never wear the buibui. That is not Zanzibar style; it’s from the 
Gulf. If you don’t cover you can’t go everywhere. Don’t you want to cover 
[she asks us]? It’s easier if you cover. It’s our culture. But you don’t need 
the buibui, it’s the same with or without. (Hannat, 2003-11-20) 
 
[…] daladala are not good when you look like us; with the hair free… Yes, 
they are shouting bad words. If you are not wearing… If you walk like this 
there’s no problems [Stellah cover her hair with a veil]. But I don’t even 
have a buibui, it’s too hot. (Nema and Stellah, 2003-11-16) 

 
Outside our interviews we had conversations with some Christian women about 
being in Stone Town without covering the hair. They all expressed fear of getting 
slapped in the face by men if they did not cover properly. As white women we did 
however not have any problem walking around in Stone Town without any veil. 
 
There is a difference between where women and men feel afraid in Stone Town. In 
general, people in Stone Town feel safe in town, but most of the women interviewed 
do not like the narrow streets, especially in evenings: 
 

I don’t like the narrow streets where boys meet to use drugs. (Hannat, 
2003-11-20) 
 
I am afraid of being in Hurumzi Street in the evenings. (Madina, 2003-11-
30) 
 
I’m afraid in narrow streets in the evenings. I’m afraid of smokers. All 
know that I work here and go back home with money. (Unyengwa, 2003-
11-20) 

 
When it comes to men no specific places where many men feel unsafe were found. 
 
In Zanzibar it is commonly believed that men are supposed to provide for the family 
while women are supposed to take care of domestic duties (Larsen, 1995:64). In the 
master plan from 1996, Siravo writes that 78 percent of the men living in Stone Town 
work, 11 percent of the men are no longer part of the working force and nearly one 
third of the women work (1996:74). This means that two third of the women do not 
work. Siravo also writes “Among women working in salaried jobs, the largest number 
are working in offices, both public and private, while the rest are involved in health or 
education, or service activities.” (1996:74) 
 
This was also noticed by Larsen: 
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Even though most men claim that they would not like their wives to work 
outside the home, there are women working in offices, banks, hospitals 
and schools. These work places are perceived as respectable places to 
work, even for women, because people who work in these places are 
perceived as educated. There is an understanding that through education 
both women and men also acquire the ability to perform self-control and 
to behave properly. However, nowadays there are also young women who 
work in shops and hotels, places where also uneducated men are present. 
In order to stress their respectability these women have to behave with 
modesty in the sense that they do not talk with male customers or workers 
more than is necessary and at the least must wear the hijab. (1995:63-64) 

 
More and more women are however working which also means that more and more 
women have to move around in town in some way or another. 
 
While asking questions about equity between sexes in Zanzibar, we experienced that 
men more often gave straight and honest answers than women did. Women did not 
express the oppression they are sometimes set under, as clear as men did. Some of 
them also denied the oppression, but in the next sentence they described an example 
of it. For example, Hannat was asked “What is your opinion on equity between the 
sexes?” and “Do you think that you have the same possibilities in life as if you were a 
man?” She did not really want to answer, but when asked if it would be possible for 
her to swap position with her male boss – so that she would be the boss and he her 
secretary – she answered “No, no!” and laughed. 
 
Some men, on the other hand, said as follows in the interviews: 
 

The life here is lower for females because of our culture. Most of the 
females are housewives but most of the men work. This is good according 
to the Islamic law but in real life it is not good. I think it would be better if 
it would be equal possibilities for men and women. (Hafidh, 2003-11-27) 
 
Socially, women are a bit restricted. Politically, most women are neglected. 
Women have no possibility to speak out their view. Also economically 
women are behind. Also, Islam religion is stricter on women and women 
are restricted socially. The government should take an effort to change 
this. (Hamad, 2004-01-13) 
 
The life here is much tougher for women, they have a hard life. And the 
men don’t take responsibility for the children, as the women must do. […] 
The culture here used to be that the women stayed in the houses but now 
it is changing. But when the women start to go out on discos or so, the 
men don’t want to marry her because the men here don’t like that type of 
women. So the woman might get pregnant and then she has to quit school 
and might get to prison because the man won’t marry her. The man can do 
whatever he wants to and the woman has to take care of the child alone. 
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Our society is different because of the religion that always put the man 
above the woman. […] If a woman goes into town she need to go with her 
husband, but when a man goes, he can go by himself. (Mohammed A., 
2003-11-20) 

 
One woman did also clearly express her feelings about being a woman in Zanzibar: 
 

I don’t think I have the same possibilities in life as if I were a man. For 
example, if you are in school and a boy and girl meet and they have a baby, 
the girl has to stop while the boy is allowed to continue. That is not equal! 
(Fadina, 2003-11-30) 

 
What both Mohammed A. and Fadina express is the Zanzibarian law that puts a 
young woman that gets pregnant into jail for one year. The woman is also forbidden 
to continue school while the father to the child can continue his life in freedom. 
Furthermore, the man can go on with school without any economic responsibility for 
the child as long as he does not marry the mother. 
 
However, the sex segregation seems to become less important with age (Larsen, 
1995:61-62), maybe because women have then already fulfilled their task – to give 
birth to children (Mernissi, 2003:499). 
 
Maybe this is also why the only women (except for some working or buying fruit) 
using Jaws Corner, one of the places we studied more carefully in Stone Town, are 
old women. 
 
It is not only adults that are affected by tacit spatial rules in Stone Town, but also 
children. Really young children most often play near their homes, but when they get a 
little older boys can be seen all over town playing around before or after school. Boys 
are playing football on the beach, they dive from the dock, they exercise acrobatic 
skills, they play tag and so forth. Girls, on the other hand, often help their mothers 
with domestic duties. Girls can be seen carrying water in plastic buckets, but hardly 
any girls can be seen playing around in town. As an example, Madina says as follows: 
 

After school I help my mother at home. […] I have five sisters and one 
brother. He is still in school. He never helps in the house – he stay out 
after school. (Madina) 
 

To sum up, Stone Town is a spatially sex segregated town. While men meet, mingle, 
chat and relax all over town, women mostly stay inside houses or walk about in town 
with a defined destination. Men can go exercising and swimming wherever they like 
while women cannot. Children play in many places of town, but only boys can be 
seen on the beach – playing football and swimming – and while boys are allowed to 
leave their homes girls more often play near their homes. 



Breaking Tacit Spatial Rules 
Stone Town is sex segregated and there are, as written above, many socially and 
culturally constructed tacit rules. However, there are people that break these rules. 
Some of them do also get accepted while others do not. There are women walking 
around in more or less transparent buibuis (although as all other women, with other 
clothes beneath), others decorate them with pearls and glitter and some are using 
high heel shoes. Furthermore, we once saw some women playing a kind of ball game 
on the street. When playing, they had to hitch up their skirts and kangas but as soon 
as a man passed by they let their kangas down and stopped the game. 
 
For a long time it has, as written above, been unaccepted for women to work while 
men have been supposed to provide for the family. This is still a tacit rule in Stone 
Town, but many women have started to break it. Women can consequently be seen in 
different kinds of workplaces, but some of them are more accepted than others are. 
For example, a woman selling kangas in a park is not as accepted as a woman working 
as a secretary in an office. 
 
Among men in Stone Town, tacit rules are not as strict as for women, but they do 
exist and some men break them. There are men using drugs and alcohol (which is not 
allowed according to Islam). Some younger men are wearing shorts when their 
parents are not looking, which is not considered proper. In addition, Rastafarians 
break a tacit rule by having long dreadlocks. However, they often tuck them in a 
homemade ‘Rasta-hat’ and sometimes even in a kufi to look more proper. 

Planning 
Planning in Stone Town is a complex 
problem. However, this cannot only be 
seen as a consequence of the complexity 
of the town. Rather, it is a result of 
confusion and lack of a proper 
framework regulating the planning 
process. There has not been an urban 
development policy, defining 
responsibilities of different authorities, 
since the revolution in 1964. Because of 
the lack of a policy, different legislations 
have developed to define functions and responsibilities. Therefore, Zanzibarians are 
nowadays relying on these legislations. However, who is responsible and for what, is 
not an easy question to be answered and the fact that there is not only one authority 
dealing with planning makes the issue even more complicated. (Muhajir, 2003-11-11) 
As Siravo writes, the responsibility for services and infrastructure is split between 
different municipal agencies, but there is clear a lack of co-ordination between all 
institutions dealing with planning (1996:111). The overall planning responsibility for 
Stone Town, as well as for other urban settlements elsewhere on the island, is with 
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the Ministry of Water, Construction, Energy, Lands and Environment 
(MWCELE) and the ministry’s various departments discharge this responsibility: 
 

- The Commission for Land and Environment is responsible for land and 
surveys, urban planning and the environment. 

- The Planning and Administration Department is responsible for 
administering and collecting rents for government-owned housing. 

- The Construction and Maintenance Department maintains all public 
properties, including government-owned housing. 

- The Waqf and Trust Commission own and administrate religious 
properties, including housing. 

- The Ministry of Culture is responsible for monuments and museums. 
- The Stone Town Conservation and Development Authority (STCDA) is 

responsible for planning and conservation in Stone Town. 
(Siravo, 1996:111) 

 
Additionally, there are other institutions such as the Department of Surveying and 
Urban Planning, Zanzibar Municipal Council, the Department of Land Registration, 
the Department of Water and many more that are involved in planning issues 
(Muhajir, 2003-11-11). Adam, working at the Department of Surveying and Urban 
Planning, told that “historically, this was the department dealing with all urban 
planning, around 1992 this was changed” (2003-12-12). These institutions are all 
regulated by different acts such as the Zanzibar Municipal Council Act and the Land 
Registration Act (Muhajir, 2003-11-11). There is thus overlapping legislation and 
unclear responsibilities. There actually seems to be duplication in responsibilities even 
though the Establishment Act for the Stone Town Conservation and Development 
Authority of 1994 states that STDA’s “mission is to stimulate, guide, plan and 
coordinate conservation activities in the Stone Town, while its principal tasks are the 
preparation of a plan and supervision of all conservation and development in the 
Stone Town.” (Siravo, 1996:182) The act also declares STCDA responsible for “the 
use and maintenance of public areas” (Siravo, 1996:183). Nonetheless, effective urban 
planning has been hampered by overlapping roles of the Commission for Lands and 
Environment, Stone Town Conservation and Development Authority, Zanzibar 
Municipal Council, the Department of Land Registration and so forth. 
 
Since its creation in 1985, STCDA has been given a broad responsibility in Stone 
Town (Siravo, 1996:111). It includes among others general planning and coordination 
of activities in the Stone Town, infrastructure and community development 
programme, and the implementation of restoration projects (Siravo, 1996:111). Since 
its formation, the authority has not been able to carry out most of these tasks, but 
have concentrated on restoration of some historic buildings (Siravo, 1996:111). 
 
In 1992 the Zanzibar government initiated a conservation plan for Stone Town. It 
was prepared over a period of two years of the STCDA and the Historic Cities 
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Support Programme7. The government formally adopted the plan in 1994 (Siravo, 
1996:the coverage), and it is now the plan valid in Stone Town, or as Mwalim, 
Director General for the STCDA, puts it: 
 

Legally it is, practically it’s not. It should be reviewed every fifth year […] 
because of time certain things cannot be implemented anymore. […] It 
[the plan] needs to be reviewed. Thank God for the Sida project! (Mwalim, 
2004-01-06) 

 
One reason to why the plan has neither been implemented nor updated is that 
“STCDA is under funded and has very limited operational funds” (Bengtsson and 
Grönberg, 2002:8). Another weakness with STCDA is, according to an assessment of 
the ongoing Sida project Mwalim referred to above, that STCDA has “quite few 
professional staff to do the job” (Bengtsson and Grönberg, 2002:8). Furthermore, 
people working at STCDA have low salaries and the authority is not an attractive 
workplace (Schibbye, 2004-03-21). Overall, STCDA is not functioning well and this is 
why foreign aid concerning planning is mainly addressed to different NGOs. When 
the money reaches STCDA it is through cooperation with these NGOs. However, 
the ongoing Sida project aims at capacitating STCDA that, among others, include the 
building of competence and improvement of the institutional framework (Bengtsson 
and Grönberg, 2002:14-15).  
 
A topic not put on the agenda by Sida, is whether there is any gender awareness 
within STCDA. The Sida programme promotes public participation and wants to 
upgrade sporting facilities (Bengtsson and Grönberg, 2002:21-22), but it is 
directionless. Today, only men are planning and only men are engaged in NGOs 
dealing with planning issues. Furthermore, the existing sporting facilities that Sida 
suggests to upgrade are only used by men. In addition, STCDA itself does nothing to 
enhance women’s access and use of public places (Schibbye, 2004-03-21). 
Furthermore, today no female planners are working in Zanzibar. Mwalim explained 
that technical subjects have for a long time been considered as male; and therefore it 
has been taken for granted that only men should work as planners. “Women are 
scared of planning and architecture”, Mwalim said. Nonetheless, one woman has 
actually worked in STCDA as an architect. (Mwalim, 2004-01-06) Nowadays there are 
several women working as secretaries and one woman working in STCDA has a 
relatively prominent position, but she is not a planner. She is working with the 
cooperation between Visby (in Sweden) and Stone Town, as world heritage cities. 
However, we did not get knowledge or in contact with her, until our last week in 
Stone Town, even though Mwalim was asked several times about women working in 
STCDA. In addition, when back in Sweden, we did not get any answers from her on 
questions about being a woman working in STCDA. However, Schibbye, HIFAB 

 
7 A programme, driven by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture. For further reading see: 
http://www.akdn.org/index.html. 
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consultant through Sida in STCDA, told that this woman have to fight to make hear 
voice heard within the authority (2004-03-21). 
 
There are thus many problems when it comes to planning in Zanzibar. The 
authorities are not working as they should, partly because they do not have enough 
resources. At the same time, money that could have increased their capacity is instead 
going to different NGOs. This has weakened the authorities and created a vicious 
circle (STCDA is not functioning well why foreign aid is directed to NGOs, STCDA 
can then not develop why less foreign aid is given to the authority and more to the 
NGOs and so forth). Possibly, the Sida project will break this negative trend and 
make STCDA a well-functioning planning authority. 
 
When it comes to public participation, it is written in the conservation plan from 
1994 that it is “crucial to create lasting links and partnership arrangements with the 
various groups active in the historic area, and to integrate public participation in the 
implementation and management process.” (Siravo, 1996:188) Furthermore, it is 
written that NGOs “can be instrumental in stimulating public awareness and 
participation in the planning process.” (Siravo, 1996:189) Except for NGOs, 
ministries, other government institutions, municipal departments, supranational 
agencies, local constituencies, religious groups, residents, shopkeepers, artisans, small 
manufacturers, café and restaurant owners, vendors, people in the informal sector, 
developers and hoteliers, larger business concerns, international aid organisations and 
bilateral donors working in Zanzibar are the groups identified as operating in the 
Stone Town (Siravo, 1996:188-189). All these should therefore be involved in the 
planning process. 
 

Other initiatives that can facilitate participation include informal meetings, 
where local elders and leaders, longtime residents, and experienced 
administrators can help with gathering information and identifying specific 
objectives and implementation modalities. Public meetings open to one 
and all require careful preparation, but are indispensable in evaluating 
firsthand people’s expectations and reactions to different ideas and 
proposals. Open meetings can also help identify opportunities for direct 
involvement and partnership. These initiatives should become a permanent 
feature of STCDA’s management of the historic area. (Siravo, 1996:189) 

 
When asked about public participation in the planning process, and especially if 
women are participating somehow, Mwalim answered as follows: 
 

Not women, not men, are taking part in the planning process. Planners are 
planning. […] When you ask, women does however put more effort and 
give more time for answering than the men do. (Mwalim, 2004-01-06) 

 
There thus are intentions in Zanzibar to let ordinary citizen participate in the 
planning process. Nevertheless, in reality, not much seems to be done. 
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Access to Public Places in Stone Town 
 
Open spaces have very significant values and 
without them the town is not the town we 
know. (Mwalim, 2003-11-08) 

 
Public places are places that are accessible and possible to use for the public. For a 
more thorough description, see the section ‘Public Space’ in the chapter ‘Theoretical 
background’. The division between public and private is however constructed and 
created by culture (McDowell, 1999:149) and in Zanzibar people active in the 
planning field most often talk about open or public open spaces rather than public places. 
Mwalim, Director General of the Stone Town Conservation and Planning Authority, 
writes in a not yet published report that in Zanzibar there are public, communal and 
private open spaces (2003:3). 
 

Public open spaces are those whose location, use or history render them of 
general interest to the public in its entirety, making the need for their 
ownership and maintenance by the Government an absolute necessity. 
(Mwalim, 2003:3) 
 
Communal open spaces are those mostly confined within neighborhoods. 
(Mwalim, 2003:3) 
 
Private open spaces are those confined within or around privately owned 
buildings. These can be in the form of courtyards inside houses, frontages 
of buildings or spaces like gardens compounded within demarcated private 
buildings. They are considered public if they are compounded within 
public buildings and complexes like the Port and Bwawani Hotel. 
(Mwalim, 2003:3) 

 
In the “Land Use Plan for the Conservation Area”, public open spaces are described 
as follows: 
 

This zone identifies and protects all public open spaces, such as recreation 
areas, public gardens, playing fields and open land throughout the historic 
area, but particularly along the seafront and the eastern edge of Creek 
Road. These precious spaces provide much needed green and breathing 
space in and around the congested Stone Town. The Plan also protects the 
open spaces traditionally reserved for harbour-related activities such as 
boat building, and net and sail mending. (Siravo, 1996:125) 

 
In Zanzibar public spaces thus seem to attract attention among planners particularly 
because of their openness and their contribution to the greenery in Stone Town. 
What is missing, compared to the discussion among Western theoreticians, is public 
places importance as social and political meeting places. There seems to be no 
ambition to create forums for interaction among different groups of people and there 
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is no discussion about power relations and the accessibility of different groups of 
people. Instead, open places in Stone Town are decreasing (Mwalim, 2003-11-08). 
One reason, according to Mwalim, is that the majority of the open spaces are what he 
calls negative open spaces – they are leftovers and not created as open spaces. In addition, 
Mwalim argues that Zanzibarians do not have the culture of adoring opens spaces. 
(Mwalim, 2003-11-08) 
 
The fact that there are quite few public spaces in Stone Town, but more open spaces, 
could be a reason to why Zanzibarian planners rather talk about open than public 
places. In addition, the most common way that open spaces are created is through the 
collapsing of a badly maintained building (Mwalim, 2003-10-30). Such an open space 
is often taken over by people and thus becomes a somewhat public space. However, 
the ownership can be debated and planners can thus be afraid of denoting them 
public, but no one can argue that they are not open. What is notably is that Skeens, an 
American real estate proprietor who lives in Stone Town8, told that open places are 
often taken over by political parties (2003-11-29), which can be seen to different 
extents in two of the places studied more carefully in this thesis. 
 
These open, but not public, spaces can, except for being ruin areas, also be fenced in 
gardens, inner yards, areas inside houses without roof and so forth. Theses are 
important for the life of Zanzibarians and they do also have environmental effects 
and contribute to Stone Town’s green structure. In addition, they are also a part of 
the gendering of space in Stone Town. The public places are associated with male 
activities and the open spaces inside buildings are associated with female activities. 
Men are the ones mainly using the public sphere while women do not have the same 
access. According to Mwalim “you could say that not even Swahili men are using 
public spaces! They go there if there is an activity going on, they do not go there for 
contemplation. They go to Forodhani not for the space itself, but for the food sold.” 
(Mwalim, 2004-01-06) However, during our stay in Stone Town we experienced that 
Swahili men do use public spaces and they do often go there for contemplation. 
Additionally, Mwalim told that in order for women to use public spaces they should 
thus be designed for female activities. However, it should not be an easy task: 
 

A lot of convincing would be needed. You would get a lot of questions if 
you wanted to enhance women’s use of public spaces.(Mwalim, 2004-01-
06)  

 
If convinced that women are depressed when it comes to public places, STCDA 
would, according to Mwalim, do something. As long as women do not say anything, 
STCDA interprets that as they are satisfied with the public and open spaces and their 
access to them. (Mwalim, 2004-01-06) 
 

 
8 Skeens is also a member of the NGO Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage Society. 



Stone Town contains, as Francesco Siravo writes in 
“A Plan for the Historic Stone Town”, few open 
spaces within its densely built-up interior (1996:81). 
Even if there are not many large open spaces, there 
are many places that could be called public such as 
streets, barazas and crossing alleys (which often looks 
like a small square). Everywhere in town, people in 
different ages can be found hanging around, playing 
board games, selling different items, drinking coffee, 
tea or a soda with friends, and crossing around with 
their Vespas or bicycles in the narrow alleys. There is 
thus a teeming street life in Stone Town even if the 
open spaces are not large in number. In this lively 
milieu, political discussions are taking place, there are 
gossiping about people in Zanzibar and conversations 

about what is going on in the world. There is thus an important debate going on in 
public! 
 
When it comes to maintenance, public spaces in Stone Town are, in general, not well 
maintained and the few existing are weighed down by problems. This includes 
inadequate drainage, poor paving and lighting, and a general lack of planting. In some 
cases, where buildings have collapsed, the resulting open sites are covered with 
garbage and have gradually become filthy informal dumps. Adam, working at the 
Department of Surveying and Urban Planning, even told that today “many public 
spaces are being destroyed” and that “if we don’t respect the master plan we will 
destroy the town” (2003-12-12).  
 
In Stone Town, three specific places were chosen for closer studies. These were 
Forodhani Gardens, Jaws Corner and Hurumzi Maskan. The interviews with ordinary 
citizens worked as a guideline in the selection of places. In addition, while spending 
our first month in Stone Town, and in discussions with people active in the planning 
field, we found these places extra interesting in one way or another. 
 

- Forodhani Gardens was chosen because it is one of the few planned public 
spaces in Stone Town. It is a place in town that most people like and where 
everyone goes every once in a while. Additionally, its multifunctional use 
makes it an interesting place.  

- Jaws Corner was chosen because it is one of the most used places in Stone 
Town. It is also a very clean and well-organized place; a quality that cannot 
be found in many of Stone Town’s other public spaces. 
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- Hurumzi Maskan was chosen because it is a typical non-planned place 
where a building collapsed and created an open space, which is more or less 
public nowadays (there is a conflict going on about the ownership/right to 
the land). In addition, it is highly used by children – it is like a playground. 

 



 
Stone Town, published with permission from Tombazzi (2002)
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In the following sections these three places will be portrayed. The sections include 
descriptions of ‘a typical day’ for each place and show what Zanzibarian people think 
of these places, as well as our own opinions. The typical days are summaries of the 
observations undertaken. Furthermore, statistics about how many people use the 
places are presented. It should however be said that only around one measurement 
per hour of how many people were at each place were carried out. This is why the 
graphs look so spiky. 

Forodhani Gardens 
 

If you want to know the people of Zanzibar, 
go to Forodhani, they are all mixed there. 
(Mohammed A., 2003-11-20) 

 
Down by the water, in-between the harbour and the beach, lays Forodhani Gardens, 
popularly called Forodhani. This is a large park and a great rendezvous for the 
citizens of the Stone Town. People go here to relax and meet their friends, to get 
something to drink at Café Sea View, to swim from the dock, to have their dinner in 
the evenings’ food market, or just to hang out, watch the sea and feel the nice breeze. 
Furthermore, there are a large number of people that works in Forodhani. Masai men 
are selling carvings and paintings, women are sweeping and cleaning the park, men 
are building boats, women are selling kangas, taxi drivers are looking for customers, 
people are coming to look for lost things, men are selling snacks and sodas in small 
stands, there are both men and women working for the three kiosks/cafés (Café Sea 
View, Asab Kiosk and Rashid Kiosk) by the dock and during evenings men sell food 
at a popular market. Children from an orphanage are also strolling around and 
playing here in the park. 
 

A schematic map of Forodhani Gardens and some of its features.
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A lot of people, both people we made interviews with and people we met in some 
way or another, have Forodhani as their favourite place in Stone Town, but most of 
them are disappointed with the management and look of the park today. 
 

The garden needs to be improved. The other gardens are nicer and 
Forodhani needs to be more like that. It needs to grow up trees, grass and 
flowers. One needs to fix all the broken things, to paint and put more 
trees. Hygiene is also very important and a good balance of the food. One 
should not save the food for many days, you get sick. I would like to turn 
the place to what it used to be before. (Abbas, 2004-01-05) 
 
Forodhani would be a very good place if they made it properly with nice 
grass and chairs. There should be more benches! […] There’s no chairs! 
Maybe people on Zanzibar doesn’t like to sit down. […] And somewhere 
to put rubbish. If I finish I just put it here – many like to do like that. 
(Bade, Stellah and Nema, 2003-11-16) 

 
Forodhani, and the management of the 
park, thus seem to be in need of 
improved standard. Everything is more 
or less worn out and has seen its best 
days. The pagoda is falling apart, 
benches are broken and the railing 
around the park and by the dock does 
almost not exist any longer. 
Furthermore, the ground (the grass and 
the walking paths) is in poor condition 
and there are not enough wastebaskets. 

There are even areas in the park where people do not go during most of the day 
because of the odour of garbage. In addition, there are not enough trees or other 
shelters that can provide shade, why people flock in the few shaded places. The 
hygienic condition is in poor esteem with no place to wash hands, nor any toilets. 
Juma, Programme Coordinator for the Zanzibar Sustainable Project, told that a 
‘rescue programme’ should have started in February 2004. It is a five-act programme 
with the following issues on the agenda: 
 

- Improvement of the grass 
- Arrange pipe water 
- Solid waste management 
- Rearrangement of food cellars 
- Maintenance of existing benches 
(Juma, 2004-01-16) 
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In March 2004, this programme had not yet started. Zanzibar Sustainable Project had 
received some money but was still looking for more funds (Juma, 2004-03-31). In the 



longer run, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture has plans on a ‘seafront rehabilitation 
project’ that includes Forodhani. This has however been on the agenda for many 
years, but nothing has happened. 
 
Forodhani is, as many other open 
spaces in Stone Town, very warm. 
There is a lack of shadow in the park 
that makes the situation even more 
extreme. The few shady places, a 
pagoda in the middle of the park and 
the ground under some larger trees, are 
therefore crowded with people during 
the sunny hours. 

A Typical Day in Forodhani Gardens 
At 5:00 a.m. the streets of Stone Town are dark and deserted. Forodhani is hidden in 
darkness and the waves are breaking against the dock. A few men are walking around 
aimlessly in the park, a few are looking for lost things and one man is sleeping on a 
bench outside the Mosque. There is a glimmer coming from the snack-stand in the 
middle of the park where three men are sleeping, or guarding, their workplace. There 
is no rush to the Mosque in the eastern part of Forodhani, but some men are praying 
inside. 
 
After a while a man walks into the park, heads to the snack-stand where he wakes one 
of the men up to buy a soda. The ‘soda-men’ are now ready for a new and long 
working day. 
 
More and more men are entering the park to stroll around, to get ready for today’s 
business, to do some exercise or to look for lost things. Just after 6:00 a.m. two 
students from the Marine Biology Institute enter the park, buy some sodas and head 
to a boat, ready for a day in the deep blue. Some boys from the orphanage play 
around and some men are meditating in front of the sea. In total, there are around 20 
men/boys in the park and there is one woman sweeping the grass. 
 
As times goes, the park wakes up. Some more women turn up to clean the park, more 
men come to stroll or relax, and especially Masai men are starting to unpack things to 
sell. The soft-drink-stand outside House of Wonders opens, some men and boys go 
swimming and sometimes a woman pass by with a defined destination. Around 7:30 
there are about 35 persons in the park. 
 
The sun makes the park warmer and warmer and people search a place in the 
shadow. Men flock in the pagoda, in the shadow under the roof where a boat is built 
and to the benches that are in shadow. Around five women continue sweeping the 
grass in the heat while some boys cool off through a swim in the ocean. A few men 
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start to build on the boat, the Blues Restaurant opens, and some men continue to 
look for things while others are unpacking items to sell. People, or rather men, come 
to the park to search coolness in the sea breeze, to relax and to meet friends. At 9:00 
there are around 60 persons in the park of whom the majority are men. Sometimes a 
woman rushes through the park while men are strolling around in an aimless way. 
 
Four women soon arrive to the park to sell kangas outside the Mosque, while others 
continue to clean the park. Sometimes they rest on a bench for a short while before 
they continue to pick rubbish with their bare hands. Ten taxi drivers gather in the 
shadow under the tree next to House of Wonder where they chat and wait for 
customers. Some boys play around in the park, one man has fallen asleep in the 
shadow under a tree and Café Sea View opens. A tourist couple passes by and the 
vendors start shouting, trying to sell paintings, necklaces, sweats and much more. At 
9:30 there are a little more than 100 people in the park, most are men vegetating in 
the shadow and men hanging around, trying to sell things. 
 
People continue to come to the park and even tough there are no tourists there are 
some papasis, around ten taxi drivers outside House of Wonders and around ten men 
selling souvenirs waiting for customers. Around 10:00 a.m. most of the women 
cleaning the park have left. Three other women arrives to sell kangas outside the 
Mosque, one woman is hanging out in the park, sipping on a soda at Café Sea View 
and one woman is unpacking her kangas to sell in the western part of the park. At 
11:00 a.m. there are about 130 persons in the park of whom only nine are women.  
 
As times goes, more taxi-drivers are gathering both outside House of Wonders and 
outside the orphanage. They are waiting for tourists, but there are no around. Once in 
a while there come one or two tourists that walk quickly through the park or take a 
soda at Café Sea View. 
 
More and more men are unpacking things to sell. Around noon there are 45 men 
selling souvenirs, five selling snacks and sodas in the middle of the park, three selling 
sodas outside House of Wonders and some hanging around/selling fruit next to 
Rashid Kiosk in the northeastern part of the park. A Masai woman enters the park to 
hang around, some men are hanging around at Café Sea View and some are 
relaxing/sleeping in the shadow under a tree. 
 
The clock is getting close to 2 p.m. and the atmosphere is really lazy and peaceful in 
Forodhani. Most men are relaxing or even sleeping in the shadow in the western part 
of the park. The pagoda, the boat-building place and the shadow under the tree in 
Café Sea View are all popular places. There are actually fifteen men only in the 
pagoda! In the eastern part there is a thick smell of rubbish from the large container. 
Four Masai women hang out in the park and two of them are braiding the hair of 
another woman. Their husbands are selling souvenirs and their kids are playing 
around in the grass. Or rather, most of the fifteen Masai men are now sleeping under 
a tree. Some people, both men and women, are hanging out at Café Sea View. Except 
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for those mentioned, and some women selling kangas, there are no women among the 
130 persons in the park. 
 
Two tourist women show up and buy kangas from the ten women outside the 
Mosque. A tourist group passes through the park. Papasis wake up and tries to fool 
the tourists, but most of them just hurry on. As times goes, more and more tourists 
seem to come to the park. Most are only staying for a short while. 
 
Around 3:30 p.m., men are starting furnishing for tonight’s food market. The park 
becomes livelier and a few local women soon come and sit down with their children 
on blankets in the southern part of the park. There are also a few Masai women with 
their children. Except for those, and the women selling kangas, there are still only men 
and boys among the 160 persons in the park. Some boys arrive to the dock where 
they perform more or less advanced diving skills and go swimming in the refreshing 
ocean. 
 
People are now streaming to the park – especially men and boys, but also women and 
girls. Women arrive together with their families, sit down on blankets in the calmer 
part of the park where the girls stay while boys go playing around. Around 5:00 p.m. 
there are as many as 50 boys swimming from the dock. The atmosphere in the park is 
jolly and it is starting to get a bit cooler which allows wilder games and you can sit 
down in the whole park without getting burned of the sun. There is a nice breeze 
from the sea, the grills are now lit and smells of barbecue are spreading throughout 
the park. Giant sugar-cane-presses are brought into place and people are quenching 
their thirst with this sweet drink. Potatoes are fried and fish, lobsters, squids and 
much more are brought to the tables to be grilled and sold to hungry customers. 
There are only men working in the food stands, also, it is mainly men buying food. 
Except for all the men working in the food market, there are still men selling 
souvenirs and there are people working in the three small kiosks. In total, there are 
more than 300 people working in one way or another. 
 
Around 6 p.m. many of the boys leave the park – it seems like they have to be in time 
for something. At the same time, other people swarm into the park that gets more 
and more crowded. There are many women sitting on blankets in the southern part 
of the park. Some are here without their families, they sit in a group together and are 
all completely dressed in black and covered so that you only see the eyes or the face. 
Between 8:00 and 9:00 p.m. the number of visitors reaches its peak and there are 
around 1000 people in the park of whom around one third are women. The park is 
crowded now. Women with children are picnicking in the southern part of the park 
and men are selling and buying food. Small electric bulbs and fire from the food 
stands are giving light to the area around the food market, but the women’s zone is 
covered in darkness. There are now around 50 tourists who mingle around the food 
stands and buy food, which are exotic for them. People mix and talk. Around the 
table where spicy tea is sold there is a lively discussion about terrorism in the world 
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and later gossiping about people in Zanzibar. In the western part of the park, young 
couples are meeting secretly among the bushes. 
 
After 9:00 p.m., there is a steady stream of especially women and children leaving the 
park. There are still around 800 people in the park, but the number is decreasing as 
times passes. Around 11:00 p.m. the food stands are about to close, the Masai men 
are packing up their things to leave and there are not many people left in the park. 
Around midnight, it is only the men working in the food market left. They chat, eat 
and mingle before it is time to go to bed. 
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In the graph above, it can be seen that 
Forodhani is a well-used park. In the 
graph girls are included in the category 
women and boys in the category men. 
Tourists are not included but there are 
around 60 in total over the day of which 
50 comes for the food market in the 
evenings. The amount of women among 
the tourists is about the same as the 
amount of men. The people using 
Forodhani are mainly those who work there, selling different items. In the evenings, 
when the food-market opens, the number of non-working visitors increase and the 
total amount of people therefore rise drastically and peak around eight o’clock. The 
people going to Forodhani are in general adults but there are also children, mostly 



boys, going for a swim. The girls going to Forodhani are mainly coming with their 
families in the evenings.  
 
All through the day there are much more men than women in Forodhani. The 
difference is striking but many people have the opposite idea. Hafidh, a man working 
at a tourist bureau in Stone Town, was asked about differences in how women and 
men meet and utilize the public places in general and particularly Forodhani. He said 
that: 
 

There are much more women everywhere. There are more women than 
men living in Zanzibar so the percentage of females are much higher 
everywhere you go. (Hafidh, 2003-11-27) 

 
During daytime, the majority of the women in Forodhani are the ones selling kangas. 
They are clearly separated from the men working in the park (except for some of the 
taxi drivers that sometimes sit down and talk with them). An even more obvious 
separation is the way women working in the park are looked upon, and how they 
have a subordinated status compared to men. 
 

Women come here to sell things [kangas] and some see that as prostitution. 
It’s a problem. People sometimes think we are prostituted. (Unyengwa, 
2003-11-20) 

Styles of Movement  
Women and men are not only dissimilar accepted and uses Forodhani to different 
extents. They do also move different in the park. A man enters the park and stay for a 
while, strolls around a bit aimlessly, stops to talk with a friend and sits down to watch 
the sea while a woman enters the park with a clear purpose. She walks quickly to buy 
a soda or whatever she needs, and then she leaves. Even more representative might 
be how women just pass the park quickly in the southern outskirt since there is no 
walkway next to they street. 

     Women   Men 

Summing up 
Forodhani is a large and well-used park in Stone Town. Even though many people 
have the opposite idea, the majority of people using the park are men. The park is 
many peoples’ favourite place in town and it is used in numerous different ways, such 
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as for contemplation, relaxation, business, playing, eating, working and so on. The 
maintenance of the park is however bad and much need to be done. 
 

To reach gender equality within Stone 
Town, a good way could be to enhance 
women’s use and access to Forodhani. 
Since this is such an important place in 
town, where everyone goes sometimes, 
degendering of the park could, in the 
long run, lead to degendering of other 
public places in Stone Town. Since 
Forodhani is already used by women, 
although to a relatively small extent, 
increasing women’s use here might be 

easier than in other places. One way of doing this could be to arrange meetings 
especially for women, which could be read more about in the chapter ‘Suggestions’. 
 
When it comes to the appearance of Forodhani, much have to be done to create the 
pleasant park people seem to miss. A first step could be the realization of the rescue 
program. 
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Jaws Corner 
In the middle of Stone Town, where five alleys come together, lays a small square 
named Jaws Corner. This is were men meet to talk about daily life, politics and 
football, to watch TV, have their coffee, play bao game or domino, to buy fruits, 
vegetables, nuts or bread. Many people love Jaws Corner at the same time as some 
avoid it. It is one of the few public places in town that has been renovated. Compared 
to most of the streets and squares in Stone Town, this is a clean place. The men that 
use the square are careful with maintenance and if someone throws rubbish on the 
streets, he or she would most likely get a reproof. 
 
 
 

TV

Board game

People 
selling bread 

‘Nut-man’ 

‘Fruit-and-
veggie-man’ 

The ‘coffee-man’ 

 
 

 
 
 
 
A schematic map of Jaws Corner and some of its features. 
 
One of the most distinct characteristics of Jaws Corner is that it is a place for the 
opposition party, Civil United Front (CUF). CUF is written all over the walls and it is 
mainly people sympathizing with the party that uses this space. This, together with 
the fact that there are almost only Muslim men (in different ages) using the square, 
could bee seen as a great disadvantage of this place. The place is so to say public, but 
only for men, and men that are sharing the same political ideologies and religious 
belief. On the other hand, the greatest advantage with this place is the extensive use 
of it. The place is used from around 5 a.m. until 2-3 a.m. 
 
Many of Stone Town’s public places are highly weather dependent because of lack of 
proper shelter. This is not the case at Jaws Corner. There are roofs above the barazas 
around the square and these protects from sun as well as from rain. Since the square 
is so small, the sunbeams more or less cannot find their way down in-between the 
surrounding buildings, but at the same time the wind does not find this place as it 
does with other places. This makes Jaws Corner a quite warm but still one of the 
most comfortable places in town. 
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A Typical Day at Jaws Corner 
Just before six o’clock the sun is starting to spread its light into the narrow streets of 
Stone Town. Two men are sitting at Jaws Corner waiting for coffee to be served. 
Another man with a happy face is preparing it and a nice smell of fresh brewed coffee 
is spreading out over the square. The town is still asleep but some men are wakening 
up and walk their way through the alleys to have their first cup of coffee at Jaws 
Corner. After a while, three women and one man, arrives to the square for selling 
bread. They sit down where they have always been sitting. Not in the middle of the 
square, but in the outside on a baraza where they do not take up too much space. 
They do not talk, just nod reminiscent to each other. 
 
More men arrive to the square and around seven o’clock the benches near the 
‘coffee-man’ are full. Most of the men are in their forties but every once in a while a 
younger man drop by to have his coffee. A lot of children are passing by on their way 
to school and one boy stops for getting a penny for lunch from his dad that is 
drinking coffee and chatting with the other men. It is still morning but around eight 
the place is a bit louder. Now, there are 27 men and a loud discussion is going on 
(“No! Borja is lousy compared to Raúl!”). Around nine the three ‘bread-women’ 
leaves, and after a while the man as well. Later another bread-selling man arrives on a 
bike together with a young boy. 
 
A group of Christians pass the place on their way to the church nearby. They are 
mostly in couples but also women just walking together. Some of them cover their 
hair like the Muslim women even though they are Christians. 
 
A woman comes and sits down among all men to drink coffee! She looks quite old 
and like she does not care that she is the only woman here among all these men. Why 
would she? She is coming here every once in a while to have her coffee. She is one of 
the few women that dare. 
 
Later, a man arrives and starts to unpack nuts to sell on a small table. Another man is 
unpacking fruits and vegetables to sell. In one corner, the TV-game hall has open and 
the shouting young men together with the high volume from the games make the 
place a bit messy. The calm and relaxed mood from the early morning hours is gone. 
 
By noon two men sit down to play bao, one of the typical board games played in 
Zanzibar, on one of the barazas. Two others are watching them. A woman stops to 
buy some fruits from the ‘fruit-and-veggie-man’. The ‘coffee-man’ is still around but 
he does not serve any coffee now. A lot of Vespas and bikes are passing by and the 
air is getting harder to breath because of all the exhausts. Now and then some tourists 
passes by, take some pictures and rushes on. 
 
The day passes by and people are coming and going. At five o’clock the amount of 
people reaches its peak and there are about 50 men around. Many of them are 
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gathered under the palm tree, by the domino game that has now been brought out. 
The ‘coffee-man’ sells coffee. Later on, one man is also bringing out a TV and the 
place turn into a living room. A Champions League game is showed and the area in 
front of the TV fills up with shouting football supporters. Sometimes some men 
leaves for praying but are soon back for more football or coffee. The sun has now set 
and the ‘coffee-man’ as well as the ‘fruit-and-veggie-man’ has left. A large light bulb 
together with the TV lightens up the square. An old man comes to sell coconuts and 
people are slurping the fresh milk. 
 
Time passes and the streets around Jaws Corner are now dark and deserted but one 
could still here the shouting men from the square. It is around eleven and the TV-
game hall is closed and most of the boys and younger men has left the square and 
walked their way back home to bed. The 30 men that are still here at the square are 
watching TV and playing domino. Some are also into a political discussion and one 
man get upset for a while but he soon calm down and watch TV instead. The amount 
of men here is declining and the square is getting sleepier. However, at midnight there 
are still 25 men around and almost all of them are watching TV or playing domino. 
Another day in Stone Town has passed by but Jaws Corner will still be awake for a 
couple of hours for those who prefer to be awake when everybody else’s sleep, for 
those who prefer the nice and cool night. 
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For being such a small place, Jaws 
Corner is really well used, from early in 
the morning until late night which can be 
seen in the graph above. In the graph 
girls are included in the category women 
and boys in the category men. People 
just passing by are not included, as are 
not tourists (these are also mainly 
passing by). Because of its central site, 
there are however always many people 
passing by of whom the majority are 
men. Jaws Corner is not a place for women. During a whole day, the only women 
visiting the place are the ones selling bread and sometimes one or two that stop by 
for a cup off coffee. Additionally, women are passing the place and occasionally stop 
for buying fruits or vegetables. Sometimes they also bring a thermos to fill up with 
coffee. As in the rest of the Stone Town, there are more people at Jaws Corner 
during the evening with a peak around 9 p.m. 

Summing up 
Jaws Corner is an extremely well used place, all through the day, in Stone Town. 
However, almost the only ones using it are men. They come here to drink coffee, to 
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play board games, to watch football, to discuss politics and so on. The place is well 
organized and clean. Even if the streets around the square are often filled with 
garbage, Jaws Corner is always clean. 
 
In many of Stone Towns open spaces, the lack of shadow is a big problem but this is 
not the case at Jaws Corner. There is always a place in the shadow where a man can 
sit down. 
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Hurumzi Maskan 
Stone Town is famous for its narrow alleys. Following one of these alleys just 
southeast of Forodhani, it is possible to end up in Hurumzi Maskan, a small open 
space on the side of Hurumzi Street. One of the most common ways that creates 
open spaces in Stone Town is the collapsing of a badly maintained building, as 
written before in this chapter. This is the case at Hurumzi Maskan. The ruins of the 
old building can still be seen at one of the sides of Hurumzi Maskan. On the other 
side, were the place has been cleaned up, there is nowadays a flagpole from which the 
ruling party’s flag is flying, but also a lot of activities going on. The place is thus what 
Mwalim calls an “informal meeting place” (2004-01-06). The building collapsed 
before today’s ‘Plan for the Historic Stone Town’ was approved and then someone 
started to build. CCM, the ruling party, did however, according to Mwalim, not like 
the idea and convinced the government not to allow any building on the place (2004-
01-06). Additionally, the Stone Town Conservation and Development Authority 
(STCDA) wants the place to remind open and they have some ideas for improvement 
together with Skeens, an American real estate proprietor who lives in Stone Town 
(Mwalim, 2004-01-06). This means that STCDA and Skeens might clean up Hurumzi 
Maskan, but first they have to wait for the legal rights and funds need to be raised 
(Mwalim, 2004-01-06). 
 
During the morning hours, Hurumzi Maskan is a quite sleepy place, mainly because it 
is so sunny and warm. This could be seen as one of the main disadvantage with the 
place. However, during the afternoons the places almost feels like the 
neighbourhood’s living room. Men play board game and children run around all over 
the place and play. Sometimes, in late afternoon, music is played and the kids are 
dancing around. In the evenings there is also a small food-stand selling food. 

A Typical Day at Hurumzi Maskan 
Before the sun rises, the streets around Hurumzi Maskan are covered in darkness – 
no streetlights guide people’s way through the narrow streets. However, people 
getting ready for a new day can be heard through open windows facing the lanes. 
Alarm clocks are ringing, someone is snoring and a man is brushing his teeth on the 
street. At Hurumzi Maskan, five men are sleeping next to the kiosk. 
 
Just before 7:00 a.m. one man start stretching his arms and legs, rises and walks away. 
Still, four men are sound asleep. Not many people are moving in the streets around 
Hurumzi Maskan and the place itself is sleepy. As times goes by, one more man 
awakes. He tidies up after himself, puts away his bedclothes and sits down next to the 
kiosk. He seems a bit wrestles and tries to wake up one of his friends who only 
mutter and continues sleeping. After a while he strolls away while his three friends 
continue sleeping. 



 
Around 8:00 a.m. there are only two men sleeping and one is hanging out next to the 
kiosk. A woman comes walking and stop for a while in the shadow in the eastern part 
of the square. Most of the place is however bathing in sunlight, it is hot and there is 
no breeze. As times goes, the sleepyheads are waking up and around 9:00 a.m. there 
are four men lolling in the shadow of the kiosk. A man and a woman open up the 
small kangas both where they hang out and work in the shadow. Two young boys and 
a girl show up and sneak around the kiosk. The woman selling kangas soon walks 
away again, one of the men by the kiosk gets up and takes a stroll and one more boy 
comes and joins the game around the kiosk. The man’s stroll does not take a long 
while and soon he is back in the shadow of the kiosk. 
 
Around noon another man joins in the shadow and a couple of boys come running, 
grab the flagpole and jump and swing around it. Their feet are bare and dusty, their 
clothes are worn but their eyes are shining of happiness. Soon they get tired of the 
wild game in the sun and join the others in the shadow by the kiosk. 
 

Children come and go to the place, and 
generally, there are more boys than girls. 
Around 1 p.m. a group of children, three 
girls and three boys, are playing with 
marbles while the same men as usual are 
lolling outside the kiosk. After a while a 
woman comes out from her house, starts 
grinding coffee in a mortar, some of the 

 66  



 67  

children run their way while the sun 
continues to burn from a blue sky. 
 
When the clock turns 3 p.m., there are 
thirteen people on the square. Two men 
are still hanging out in the shadow by 
the kiosk while four have started to play 
a board game. One woman and one 
man are working in the kangas both and 
five boys are playing football with a ball 
made out of plastic bags. Two other 
men soon join the board game as 
spectators and the mood is calm but 
hearty. 
 
As times goes, more people show up at 
the place. Men flock around the kiosk 
and the board game, boys play tag all 
over the place and girls are walking 
around. Around 6 p.m. the number of 
people reaches its peak and there are 28 
people on the place. 13 of these are men 
of whom the majority are playing or 
watching the board game. One woman 
is still working in the kangas both while 
two are sitting in the southeastern part 
of the place. The rest are children 
running around playing wild games. 
 
Around 7 p.m. a food stand is open up 
in the southeastern part and especially 
children go there to eat. Music is played 
from a shop and children go dancing on 
the square. The atmosphere is jolly and 
it seems like this is the neighbourhood’s 
meeting place – or living room. The later 
it is, the fewer people are left on the 
square. The music stops playing around 
10 p.m. and children go home to sleep. 
Around 11 p.m. the first men go to bed 
next to the kiosk but others continue to 
play board game until midnight. 
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The use of Hurumzi Maskan, and how it varies during the day, is clearly visible in the 
graph above. As can be seen, there are people at the place already very early – these 
are some men sleeping at the place. Otherwise the first people show up around nine 
o’clock in the morning. As the day cools off, more people gather at the place. Late in 
the evening some people go to sleep at the place and the place is thus used 24 hours a 
day. 
 
Hurumzi Maskan is highly weather dependent – too much rain or sun means that 
there are almost no people since there are no roof to seek shelter under. On the other 
hand, the day of the weak does not affect the use of the place – it is the people’s 
living room no matter what day it happens to be. 
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Hurumzi Maskan is a great rendezvous and playground for the neighbourhood’s 
children. As can be seen in the graph above, children do in general arrive around nine 
to the place. Being such a small and well-defined area, there are always quite many 
children playing around, at least for being an open space in Stone Town. Around 6 
p.m. there is, in general, a peak in the amount of children. It should however be 

noticed that this is 
mainly a peak of 
boys, while the peak 
of girls occur around 
7 p.m. As in 
Forodhani, the boys 
seem to leave around 
6 p.m., which might 
be because of prayer 
time. It can also be 
seen in the graph that 
the amount of boys 
and girls are quite 
even, but in general 
there are a little more 
boys than girls. 
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The final graph 
from Hurumzi 
Maskan shows the 
average amount of 
adults using the 
place. Hurumzi 
Maskan is actually 
used 24 hours a 
day since some 
men are always 
sleeping there 
during nighttimes. 
These men spend 
most of their day 
at the place, and 
they are also 
accompanied by other, especially young, men. They meet, chat, play board game and 
sometimes they do also play with the children. Women are also using Hurumzi 
Maskan, but not in the same extent as men do. During daytime, women are mostly 
just passing by and in the evenings they use the place just for a couple of hours. Being 
an open space in Stone Town it is however quite mixed, even though it is clearly 
visible in the graph that there are always more men than women. All adults coming to 
Hurumzi Maskan are young; most of them are under the age of 30. 
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Summing up 
Hurumzi Maskan is a small and well-
defined open space in Stone Town. 
Whether it is public or not, has not 
been definitely decided since there is an 
argue going on about who has the legal 
right to the place. Right now, the place 
is used as a public place which seems to 
be good for the public city life of Stone 
Town. Even if the place is not really 
mixed and integrated, this is the least 
sex segregated place we found during 
our stay in Stone Town.  
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Hurumzi Maskan is also one of the few 
places were girls can be seen in wild 
games. It is thus a good playground for 
children (boys and girls) and a meeting 
place for especially young adults. The 
place seems to function as the 
neighbourhood’s living room and we 
think this could be the beginning of a 
degendered meeting place for the 
citizens of Stone Town. Even if women 
are not using the place in a high extent, 
women seemed to be welcomed and 
accepted. Therefore women’s use of 
this place could easily be enhanced 
which would improve partly the 
women’s access to public places and 
partly their participation in politics 
since many political discussions are 
actually taking place in public. 
 
When it comes to the appearance of 
Hurumzi Maskan, the place could be 
upgraded with very simple means. We 
therefore suggest that: 

- The ruin should be tidied up, 
but not completely taken away 
since it is a good playground. It 
should however be made safe 
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so that no accidents with building material falling down can happen. 
- Proper lighting should be put in place, which facilitates the evening’s 

gatherings and especially the board game. 
- Some simple benches and tables should be put at the place. 
- A public toilet would be good since especially boy children are today peeing 

towards the ruin. 
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ANALYSIS 
In these days, many Western academics active in the field of planning theory talk 
about a paradigm shift in the planning profession. Whether Western theories can be 
applied or not in an African country like the United Republic of Tanzania can be 
debated. However, today’s ideas in planning theory about just cities, cultural 
difference, diversity and so forth are not only valid but of great interest for a city like 
Stone Town where inequity and division of space are present. Furthermore, the 
dominant culture in Stone Town, Islam, affects the use of public places and the 
gendering of the town. In this chapter Western theories about planning theory, public 
space and gendering of space but also theories about Islam will therefore be analysed 
– everything in relation to the field study in Zanzibar Stone Town. 
 
In the Zanzibarian society women, as a group, are clearly subordinated to men as a 
group and have fewer opportunities and less access to the public sphere in Stone 
Town. This is not unique for Zanzibar, but can be seen on many places in different 
cultures why much of this thesis could be applied on other societies as well. It could 
be argued that telling sufficiently enough times that women are subordinated to men 
might make this a fact. However, the intention of this thesis is not to conserve 
today’s power relations where men are superior to women. Instead, this thesis aims at 
examining the access and use of public spaces from a gender perspective in Stone 
Town, to start a discussion among Zanzibarian planners and relevant NGOs about 
gender perspectives and planning and to give some suggestions for degendering of 
public spaces in Stone Town. This thesis thus intends to open up eyes and show 
reality. 
 
Today, Stone Town’s street life is praised for its liveliness, its richness and its 
multicultural appearance. However, half the population of Stone Town can be pitied 
– the half that have almost no access to public places – that is, the women. While 
both men and white, non-Muslim women, are welcomed in the public sphere, 
Zanzibarian women have almost no access at all. Even if we, as white non-Muslim 
women, were a bit alienated and seen as strangers that would soon go back to our 
country, men were curious on our study and we had many interesting discussions 
about women’s role in the Zanzibarian society. Since several men talked about 
women’s subordinated role as an obstacle, something that is negative for the society 
as a whole, a different future is possible. Already today, there are ideas about equality 
between the sexes flourishing under the surface among people. If these people could 
meet, maybe empowerment of women could be possible. A non-gendered society 
cannot be created over a night, but the Zanzibarian society could take a first step 
already today. 
 
Degendering the Zanzibarian society is not a simple task. It can even be questioned 
whether spatial planners can do anything at all on the issue. Social constructions 
about gender have been weaved into the culture during many years. You are not 
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born, but rather becomes a woman as Beauvoir stated already in 1949. McDowell 
states that gender describes socially constructed characteristics and Beall writes that 
the roles given to women and men are created by social norms and traditions – 
something that is clearly visible in the Zanzibarian society where women must dress 
in one way, men in another, women have almost no access to public places while men 
have, women cannot practice sport while men can and so forth. It could be asked 
where a change for equal access could start and by whom? If a woman cannot enter 
the public sphere without the fear of, as Mernissi writes, inciting men to commit 
adultery and thus get harassed, how can women be encouraged to capture public 
space? And if it is really true, if men have no holds barred, how can men be allowed 
to stay in public places!? If women, as Mernissi writes and as we observed in Stone 
Town, have no right of being in the streets – they are always trespassing and are by 
definition enemies – how can women be encouraged to act as foes? Moreover, how 
should men be persuaded to give up some of the space they possess today to share it 
with women that Larsen writes they regard as unable to control their feelings, less 
rational and less self-controlled than themselves? Who can start to break tacit spatial 
rules? Is it even possible without a more radical change of culturally and socially 
constructed rules and norms about how women should act and how men should act? 
Spatial planners alone cannot degender Stone Town, but through degendering the 
planning process and enhancing women’s access to public places, planners can be a 
part of a larger process.  
 
A change towards a more equal society must handle the socially constructed ideas 
about what is considered female/male behaviour. Mernissi writes that many Muslim 
men are afraid of their family and sexual patterns being transformed into Western 
patterns and Castells writes that the constitution of contemporary Islamic identity 
could be seen as a reaction against unreachable modernisation. However, the 
Zanzibarian society does not have to be transformed into a Western society to attain 
equity between the sexes. On the other hand, it is possible to have both democracy 
and Islam in a country since there is not only one way of interpreting the Koran. 
Ahmed and Mernissi’s interpretations are very different from the Zanzibarian 
conventional interpretation: Mernissi writes that Muslim men have no right of not 
giving women in Muslim states full enjoyment of human rights and Ahmed writes 
that the oppression against women has developed as pragmatic regulations for society 
but there is another ethical vision put forward by the Koran. This is why Muslim 
women, Ahmed writes, often insist that Islam is not sexist – the sacred texts put 
forward a message of equity while the culture does not. This could be seen in 
Zanzibar where most of the women interviewed for this thesis talked about equity 
between the sexes. Concurrently, they were clear about that they can not move 
around in town in the same manner as men can. How is it that Islam, once an open 
and developing religion, today has become rigid in many places? One reason is the 
fundamentalist development Castells describes, a development that works on 
traditional materials to form a new, godly, communal world as an alternative to 
today’s exclusionary global order. It can thus be seen as a protest against the Western 
domination in the global development. In Stone Town, Western foreigners own a 
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majority of the hotels and restaurants. While these people become rich, the Muslim 
populace are stuck in poverty. An alternative development, or an alternative world 
order, could give people all over the world about the same possibilities, assets, access 
to education and so forth. A development where half the population (the women) are 
shut out can however not be seen a fair alternative. Instead, equality must be possible 
and Mernissi even argues that democracy and human rights for all are actually part of 
the Muslim tradition.  
 
Spain writes that a variety of cultural, religious and ideological reasons have been used 
throughout the history to justify gender segregation. In Zanzibar, many of the 
gendered spatial rules are rather cultural than religious since many rules have 
developed from old traditions rather than from Islam. This is a common situation 
and Ahmed writes that modes of thought of early Muslim societies have played a 
central role in defining women’s place in today’s Muslim societies. Different kinds of 
boundaries also support each other. The power of the dominant group lies in the fact 
that they can control constructions of reality so that the subordinated groups accept 
the social order. In Zanzibar this can be seen through that there is only one accepted 
way of interpreting the Koran even though there are other interpretations (often 
made by women instead of by men) that promotes equality instead of oppression. It 
can also be seen through the fact that even if there is no physical hinder for women 
to use public spaces in Stone Town, they do not even try to take possession of them. 
This is a common phenomenon and Habraken writes that all that is needed is 
someone who manages spatial control – boundaries are seen despite the absence of 
walls or property stakes. Spain writes that some women might believe in the 
legitimacy of their lower status for example due to religious creeds and others because 
they have little or no choice. In Stone Town the alternative to accepting today’s 
power relations is to a large extent to be outcast. Breaking some rules does also put 
you in jail. A relevant question is if being outcast is really a choice? This is what 
Habraken calls territorial control – it is the ability to exclude, to shut the door, to 
selectively admit only who and what we desire. This territorial control is in Stone 
Town possessed by Muslim men. However, Spain writes that it should not be 
forgotten that some women are struggling against existing discriminating systems. 
This could be seen in Stone Town where some women try to bend the dressing rules 
through wearing almost transparent or glittery buibuis, high heel shoes, fancy 
handbags and so forth. Islamic dressing codes are one of the most discussed topics in 
West when it comes to Islam and gender. Only a few countries do actually have 
explicit rules about how you should dress. In Zanzibar, it is instead the heavy social 
pressures on women that make them wear some kind of veil – some do only wear a 
headscarf while most wear a buibui or more colourful kangas. Whether you believe you 
have to wear a veil or not depend on how you interpret the Koran, but as have been 
said before, in Zanzibar there is one conventional interpretation. The veil can also be 
looked upon in another way. It can increase the mobility of women. When wearing 
the veil you signal modesty and adherence to the Islamic moral and sexual code. 
Secor has noticed that women in Istanbul feel that the veil protects them from 
harassment, and we made the same discovery in Stone Town. This could be 
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compared with what Spain writes about Western women. When women in West 
started to attend the same schools and learned the same curricula as men, spatial 
barriers were broken. When women in Stone Town wear the veil, they do also break 
some spatial barriers. Secor did however also notice that in Istanbul women 
sometimes felt uncomfortable wearing the veil and that it could even restrain their 
mobility. In Zanzibar nobody told that they felt that the veil decreased their mobility, 
only the opposite. However, some women expressed that a buibui can be very hot and 
we saw gals playing a wild game where they had to hitch up their skirts and tie their 
veils like a turban around their heads! When a man came walking they did however 
adjust their dress. The issue about the veil is thus much more complex than it might 
look like. It is not only a piece of cloth. It is a dress that is often too warm, but 
protects from getting harassments. It is a dress that women cannot run or jump in, 
but increases their mobility through giving them access to places they would not have 
the right of entry otherwise. It is a dress that reduces women’s possibilities to express 
themselves, but it makes them look virtuous.  
 
Massey writes that one of the most obvious aspects of gendered space and identity 
has in the West been the distinction between public and private. This division is 
clearly visible also in Stone Town where private places are seen as female and public 
as male. Massey writes that in West the attempt to confine women to the domestic 
sphere was both a specifically spatial control and a social control of identity. The 
same goes for Zanzibar where women are supposed to do the laundry, look after the 
children and so forth in the private sphere while men both meet friends in public and 
work. Women in public do not necessarily, as Leslie writes, lose their femininity and 
become masculine in public places, but they become dangerous and uncontrollable, 
which reminds of Mernissi’s discussion where she writes that women in public are 
considered provocative and offensive. In Stone Town, women working in public 
places are sometimes even seen as prostituted. 
 
When functioning well, Western theoreticians argue that public places contribute to 
cities’ liveliness and constitute important forums for social interaction. Stone Town is 
known for its teeming street life, but women are locked out from these important 
forums. Young writes that the group diversity of a city is most often apparent in 
public places – here people can interact, mingle or simply witness, but in Stone Town 
this is not the fact. Muslim men are the dominant group in all public places and 
women can hardly be seen. Men can break some tacit rules and still be accepted in 
public places. Drug addicted men, drunken men and men wearing shorts in can be 
seen in public places. Furthermore, Rastafarians can be seen even if they often adjust 
to a more Muslim style of dress when they are in public places. Even if these men are 
not really accepted, they can still use public places and interact with other men why 
the most oppressed group is women of all different kinds. The legacy of freedom 
Korosec-Serfaty writes is typical for public places can thus not really be seen in 
Zanzibar - women are deprived of this freedom. What is often seen as the very idea 
of public places, the interactions of strangers, can thus not occur in Zanzibar, at least 
not for half of the population. This happens when, as Korosec-Serfaty writes, public 
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sociability is in poor esteem. Zanzibarians active in the field of planning do however 
often defend this by either telling that it is something that should be left to the culture 
or through talking about open instead of public places. In this way one could argue that 
both women and men use open spaces since women spend much time in inner yards. 
 
Here the planners come back into the picture again and it could be asked once again 
if planners can do anything at all for degendering the Zanzibarian society. Perry 
writes that when we think of planning we should think of is as part of the production 
and reproduction of the social relations of power. Planners can thus do something 
through recognising aspects of power. In Stone Town it is clearly visible that men, as 
a group, have much more power than women as a group. People active in the field of 
planning do however not seem to be aware of neither power relations nor the ways 
gender relations are constructed. Flyvbjerg writes that a first step to move beyond 
today’s weaknesses in planning can be to understand power. Additionally, planners 
could develop ideas of what Young calls an ideal of city life as a vision of social 
relations allowing group differences. Young criticises both the ideal of community 
and liberal individualism – the first is maybe not agreed upon in Zanzibar where the 
community of Islam is important, but the second is likely to be agreed upon. In Stone 
Town there are also other religious movements than Islam why group difference is 
accepted to some degree. This acceptance should therefore be possible to enlarge and 
make it possible for women of different kinds to join the public sphere. What Young 
writes about is the inclusion of the other. In Stone Town, this means to include 
women. A change in the planning process cannot solve all the problems of power 
relations and the way gender is constructed in Stone Town, but it could be a small 
step in a larger process. As Perry writes, planning is a facsimile of power and an act of 
exclusion that could, if critically practiced, instead include the other. 
 
This analysis has hopefully made it clear that Stone Town is divided by gender. Half 
of the population is locked out from its praised teeming city life and rich culture. In 
the next chapter some concrete suggestions of what planners and others in Stone 
Town can do for degendering the Zanzibarian society and increase women’s access to 
public places in Stone Town will be presented. 
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DISCUSSION WITH SUGGESTIONS 
So, why are public spaces in Stone Town gendered and why does nothing seem to 
happen to increase women’s access to the public sphere? What are the obstacles? In 
this chapter the main problems and obstacles for degendering public spaces in Stone 
Town are presented. After that follows some suggestions to overcome these barriers. 
 
Tacit spatial rules 

- Expectations of a person are in Stone Town, as in many societies, decided by 
sex. The Stone Town is clearly sex segregated and contains tacit rules. In 
town, the association of women with the domestic sphere and men with the 
public is, as in the Western world, very much apparent. Furthermore, the 
many tacit and gendered spatial rules are affected by local culture. 

Religion and culture 
- The culture in Stone Town does very much control, as well as affect, people 

and their behaviour. Moreover, the roles given to women and men in the 
town are rather cultural than religious since many of them have developed 
from old traditions rather than from Islam. Religious, cultural and ideological 
reasons have, throughout the history, been used to justify gender segregation. 

Lack of awareness of public places as important social arenas 
- In Stone Town, public spaces seem to attract attention among planners 

particularly because of their openness and their contribution to the greenery 
in town. What is missing, compared to the discussion among Western 
theoreticians, is public places importance as social and political meeting 
places. By not seeing the public spaces as social arenas, planners do not see 
how the excluding of women in these places does not only keep them out 
from the places, but also from important political and social arenas. 

No gender awareness 
- Nowadays there seem to be no discussion about power relations and gender 

among Zanzibarian planners. Moreover, there are no intentions to create 
forums of interaction for different groups of people, women as well as men. 
There is no advocacy planning where women’s voices are taken into account. 

Men as well as women oppresses women 
- As Spain writes, the powerful cannot maintain their positions without 

cooperation with the less powerful. In Stone Town we found that women 
more often than men, deny the oppression that they are sometimes exposed 
to. Furthermore, women were sometimes the ones oppressing each other. 

Weak planning authority 
- There are many problems with planning in Stone Town. One of the main 

obstacles is that the authorities are, partly because they do not have enough 
resources, not functioning as they should. Moreover, money that could have 
increased their capacity is instead going to different NGOs and the STCDA 
is under funded and has very limited operational funds. This has weakened 
the authority and created a vicious circle. 
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As written in the analysis, planners alone cannot enhance women’s access to the 
public sphere in Stone Town. Hence, planning is not the only area in which one must 
work to enhance gender awareness. However, we believe that planners can make a 
difference, although it might be a small one. Planners might initiate a process that 
presupposes parallel action.The third aim in this thesis was to give proposals for 
degendering of public spaces in Stone Town. Therefore, some suggestions for 
overcoming the obstacles described above, the sex segregation and to degender Stone 
Town, will be presented in the following sections. 

Planning Institutions 
As written above, the planning institutions themselves hinder non-gendered public 
places in Stone Town. Through considering women as satisfied with their access to 
public places, merely because they have not expressed the opposite, STCDA 
oppresses women. Flyvbjerg writes that power defines what is reckon as rationality 
and knowledge and thereby what is seen as reality. We agree with Flyvbjerg and 
believe that the reason to why women have not told STCDA about their 
dissatisfaction with their access to public places is because there is no forum where 
they could. Furthermore, the culture and power relations in Stone Town create a 
reality where many live with the misinterpretation that there exist many more women 
than men. Additionally, men who are the dominant group exclude women from 
public places and women accept this social order. There is thus a socially and 
culturally constructed reality where men are the dominant group and women are 
excluded from public places. 
 
Planners are part of above described construction of gender and place. Therefore, 
planners could be a part of the degendering of Stone Town through: 
 

1. Not accepting oppression as a cultural phenomenon 
2. Encouraging public participation in the planning process 
3. Seeing public places as important social and political arenas 
4. Letting women, as well as men, have the possibility to practice in STCDA 
5. Starting a trainee program especially for recently graduated female planners 
6. Employing female planners. 
7. Creating a sport ground for women 

 
The objective in this chapter is not to elaborate these suggestions in such detail that 
they can be used as plans for implementation. Rather the ambition is to discuss some 
important concerns when addressing the suggestions proposed. These discussions 
can be found below. 

Oppression as a Cultural Phenomenon 
Muhajir told that the spatial division of women and men in Stone Town should be 
left to the culture. Furthermore, Mwalim notified that a planner would be questioned 
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if trying to enhance women’s use of public spaces. However, as Ahmed, we argue that 
the subordination of women and the special rules of conduct for women should 
rather be seen as old traditions that can change and develop than Islamic. 
Additionally, Mernissi writes that there are no reasons for not granting women full 
enjoyment of human rights in Muslim states. Therefore, we argue that an authority as 
STCDA must take its responsibility and be gender aware. This could, for example, be 
done through the following suggestions. 

Public Participation 
Today, there are intentions within planning authorities in Zanzibar to have public 
participation in the planning process. However, an obstacle is STCDA’s, which is the 
responsible authority, limited resources both concerning funds and skilled staff. 
 
As long as women, and others, have no forum where they can tell about their 
opinions about Stone Town, their access to public places and so forth, today’s power 
relations will be kept instead of remedied. Therefore, it would be very good if 
STCDA could invite and advocate women to take part in the planning process since 
they are not used to speak for themselves, to make their voice heard and to attend 
public meetings. Thereafter, STCDA could invite different subcultural communities 
to take part in the process – for example different women’s groups, Rastafarians, 
Christians, Hindus, youngsters, elderly people and so forth, but also the dominant 
group – Muslim men. 
 
In addition, planners have to be aware of their languages since that is, as Healey 
writes, a form of exercising power. If planners use a language that cannot be 
understood by all, they keep power relations through excluding people from realizing 
what is actually going on. 

Public Places as Important Social and Political Arenas 
Today, planners in Zanzibar mainly see the functions that public places perform but 
they do not think of them as important social arenas. Nonetheless, we experienced 
public places in Stone Town as vital social and political meeting places. One reason to 
why public places are not acknowledged as political meeting places could be the fear 
of political riots. Freedom of assembly does not exist to full extent in Zanzibar why 
obstructing political meetings can be a way of keeping the ruling party in power. 
Another reason could be the confusion of ownership of open spaces. The places can 
fulfil a function, but it might be risky to change this function or develop it as a social 
arena since the owner(s) might have different opinions. However, our suggestion is 
that STCDA starts and leads a discussion in the Zanzibarian society about public 
places as social arenas and how these places are gendered. This discussion could also 
be lead by NGOs such as the Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage Society. 
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Practice and Work in STCDA 
The majority of planners around the world are men. In Zanzibar, there are no female 
planners working. In the absence of socially constructed gender differences this 
would not matter, because there would be no socially constructed differences 
between men and women and their access to public places. Today, these men are 
planning for other men, they are doing very little for enhancing women’s use of 
public places and are by that keeping today’s power relations where men are the 
dominant group and women the subordinated. Mwalim told that the reason in 
Zanzibar is that technical subjects have for a long time been considered as male. To 
reach gender balance, women must therefore be encouraged to study planning, 
architecture and other related subjects. To see that technical studies can lead to 
interesting jobs STCDA could let women, as well as men, have the possibility to 
practice in STCDA while studying but also before, to enhance their interest in 
planning studies. Furthermore, a trainee program for especially recently graduated 
female planners could be started. An obstacle is of course STCDA’s restricted 
budget, but maybe this could be done in cooperation with the recently started Sida 
project. Additionally, STCDA must in the future employ female planners. 

Sport Ground for Women 
In Stone Town, we saw more overweight women than men. In the long run this 
could be a serious public health problem. Therefore, a sport ground for women could 
contribute to a positive health development, at the same time as it could create an 
important forum for women, a place where women could meet. Maybe, when they 
notice that they are not alone in their situation, they will rejoin and act which could 
lead on to women playing football in the public football fields, women taking place in 
public and so forth. We therefore suggest that women are given access to the part of 
the old fort that is not (yet) transformed into a tourist attraction so that they can use 
it as a sport ground and meeting place. Women earlier used one part of the old fort 
for sporting activities, so this development should not be very difficult. 

Donors 
Today, there is a vicious circle in Zanzibar where STCDA is not functioning well. 
Therefore, foreign aid is directed to NGOs, which stagnates STCDA why less foreign 
aid is given to the authority and more to the NGOs and so forth. Additionally, the 
foreign aid programme we have knowledge about, the ongoing Sida project, is not 
gender aware. However, foreign aid is not a topic this thesis digs very deep into. 
Anyhow, we understand that today’s situation is not sustainable. Therefore, we 
suggest that: 
 

1. Foreign aid programmes about planning and conservation must develop in 
cooperation with STCDA 

2. Foreign aid are given to NGOs to increase public participation in the 
planning process 

3. Gender awareness should be a standard of foreign aid programmes 
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Below some important concerns regarding the suggestions are presented. 

Foreign Aid Programmes in Cooperation with STCDA 
The vicious circle described above implies that the role of STCDA is weakened. In 
addition, planning institutions in Zanzibar do not have complete right of self-
determination since the donors set the agenda. STCDA is partly dependent on 
irregular foreign aid that makes it difficult to make long-term and independent plans. 
This is not sustainable. Instead STCDA must be allowed to develop into a well-
functioning authority that owns the issues about planning and conservation in Stone 
Town. Therefore, foreign aid programmes about planning and conservation must be 
developed in cooperation with STCDA. 

Foreign Aid to NGOs 
Strengthening STCDA, which is mentioned above, does not mean that no foreign aid 
or other funding should be given to NGOs. On the other hand, NGOs can 
contribute to public participation in the planning process. We therefore suggest that 
foreign aid and other funding continue to be directed to NGOs, especially for 
strengthening the civil society and their participation in the planning process. 

Gender Awareness 
As written earlier, there are no female planners in Zanzibar. Additionally, there is 
almost no gender awareness within STCDA. Therefore, we argue that foreign donors 
should take gender awareness into consideration when giving aid. A very specific 
thing that could be done by a donor, since STCDA itself does not have the financial 
resources, could be to devote grants for studying planning, architecture and other 
related subjects especially for women. 

NGOs 
In Stone Town, public places are considered male and private places female. NGOs 
could work with this social and cultural construction of gender and place through: 
 

1. Taking the lead in a public discussion about gendered public places 
2. Creating forums for interaction 
3. Arranging meetings where different interpretations of the Koran can be 

discussed 
4. Organising meetings especially for women in public places 
5. Arranging guided city tours for local women 

 
Below these suggestions are elaborated and focused on issues of concern. 
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Take the Lead – Public Discussion about Gendered Public Places 
Above, it has been suggested that STCDA should start and lead a discussion in the 
Zanzibarian society about public places as social arenas and how these places are 
gendered. However, this is a very important discussion that needs broad public 
support and involvement. Therefore, we suggest that not only STCDA leads this 
discussion, but also several NGOs active in different fields. It could be NGOs active 
in the planning and conservation field, but also women’s NGOs, Islamic 
organisations and so forth. In this way, the discussion could be given many 
dimensions and many different people could be involved. There should thus be an 
awareness raising and maybe public places could then develop in the way people ask 
for. 

Forums for Interaction 
NGOs could be important in the process of creating forums for interaction. These 
forums could be in public places or not, the idea is that people can come together and 
interact. The forums could be a place where women, and men, could meet as equals.  
 
Furthermore, NGOs could arrange Koran meetings, especially for women, where 
different interpretations of the Koran are discussed. For example, the way that 
Ahmed and Mernissi interpret the Koran is completely different from the current 
understanding in Zanzibar. By this, women could be strengthen and understand that 
they have the same human rights as men. 
 
Additionally, NGOs could arrange meetings for especially women in public places. In 
this way, the understanding that women belong to the domestic sphere could maybe 
change. An obstacle is the socially and culturally constructions of gender that do not 
allow women to use public places in the same extent as men. However, with subjects 
that are directly aimed at women they might be allowed to participate in the meetings 
– women do already today meet (not in public though) to perform exorcism, cook 
and so forth. 
 
NGOs could also arrange guided city tours for local women in Stone Town. Many 
women are not familiar with all public places in Stone Town and are seen as very 
strange if they walk aimlessly in town, but in a group they might be accepted.  
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FINAL WORDS 
The main aim of this master’s thesis was to study the access and use of public spaces 
from a gender perspective, with Zanzibar Stone Town as a case study. In Stone 
Town, as in most other places, women do not have the same access to the public 
sphere as men have. As has been shown both theoretically and empirically, this can 
be explained by constructed concepts of gender and place. Women and men are seen 
as different and what is accepted for one of the sexes does not have to be customary 
for the other. 
 
This thesis did also intend to start a discussion about gender perspectives and 
planning among Zanzibarian planners and relevant NGOs. Solely our appearance in 
Stone Town, our questions and thoughts to ordinary citizens and people active in the 
planning field and our presentation of what knowledge we had reached before leaving 
started a discussion in Zanzibar. Additionally, this thesis will be sent to planners and 
NGOs in Stone Town and elsewhere. Many of the thoughts and ideas presented were 
new for the people working in planning institutions or NGOs in Stone Town. 
However, many appreciated the ideas and we were told not to be afraid or too shy to 
tell about the cultural limits of the women in Zanzibar. Many were curious on this 
thesis and people we have been in contact with look forward to read the report. We 
do therefore regard also this aim as fulfilled. 
 
The third and last aim with this thesis was to give some suggestions for degendering 
public spaces in Stone Town. This was the most difficult aim to fulfil, and we cannot 
say that we succeed to one hundred percent. Of course we did come up with 
suggestions for degendering public spaces, but we did also realise that influencing the 
planning process is only a small step in a larger process. We do however hope that we 
did put one piece in a larger jigsaw through this minor field study. Degendering 
public places in Stone Town involves many different themes, people, institutions and 
so forth. One might get overwhelmed and think it is an impossible task to solve. We 
do however believe that degendering public places is possible. We are dead certain 
that it is possible to enhance women’s use and access to public places in Stone Town 
already today. 

When we come back to Zanzibar 
We look forward to come back to Stone Town, to meet our friends and to take part 
of the teeming street life. We look forward to have coffee with all the men we got to 
know at Jaws Corner, but also with the women that we hope now take part of the 
public sphere. We cannot wait to join gals going in for sports or to discuss with 
women in public. At Hurumzi Maskan we hope to see as many girls as boys. We 
would like to see not only men playing board game, but also women. Forodhani will 
be really packed with people – women and men, girls and boys – that hang out in the 
nice breeze. Girls who want to cool off will join boys swimming in the sea. When we 
come back to Stone Town, we hope to see not only women, but also men, doing the 
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laundry and cooking the food. We hope to see not only men, but also women, selling 
food in Forodhani. We hope to see women walking aimlessly in Stone Town, just 
because they want to take a stroll. The streets will be even more crowded and we will 
have to jump out of the way from women on Vespas and bicycles. When we come 
back to Stone Town, we hope to see women in qualified jobs, and we hope that 
women in public places will not be seen as prostitutes. When we come back to 
Zanzibar we hope to see women and men together in public places – meeting each 
other with reverence and respect. When we come back to Zanzibar… 
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GLOSSARY 
Baraza Stone bench attached to the wall of a house, typical for Zanzibar 
Buibui East African black veil, worn by Muslim women 
Bao Traditional East African board game 
Daladala Minibus, or rather a pick-up, that works as public transport 
Galabiyya Long, often white, shirts, worn by Muslim men 
Hijab  Veil worn by Muslim women 
Kanga Colourful pieces of fabric worn by African women 
Kufi Small hats, worn by Muslim men 
Papasis Annoying men that might harass and try to sell things (such as trips to 

Prison Island and spice tours) to tourists on the streets, in Stone 
Town. The word literally means ticks. 

Shari'ah Muslim law 
Sura Chapter in the Koran 
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APPENDIX 

Interview Guide 
Experience/Behaviour Questions 
If we followed you through a typical day, what would we see you doing? 

- On what places do you spend a typical day? 
- What do you do in those different places? 

 
If we followed you on a Sunday, what would we see you doing? 

- On what places do you spend a typical Sunday? 
- What do you do in those different places? 

 
Do you have a favourite area/place in the Stone Town? 

- Where? 
- What do you do when you are in your favourite area/place? 
- When you walk in this area, what do you see? 
- Could you describe to us what we would see if we walked through your 

favourite area? 
 
Is there any area in the town that you don’t like or try to avoid? 

- Where? 
 
Do you have both male and female friends? 

- Could you describe what you usually do when you meet your friends? 
- When and where do you meet them? 

 
Could you describe what you usually do when you meet your family? 

- When and where? 
 
Could you describe how you mainly get around in town? (by foot, bike, Vespa, public 
transport, taxi, own car etc.) 
 
If you have any children, what do the girls/boys do when they are back from school? 
 
If you have any brother or sister, what does your brother/sister do when he/she is 
back from school? 
 
Opinion/Belief Questions 
What do you think about the Stone Town? 

- What are the advantages with the town? 
- Disadvantages? 
- What would you like to see happen with the town? 
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What do you think of the public/open spaces (squares, streets, gardens etc.) in the 
town? 

- What would you like to see happen with these spaces? 
- Do you think there is a difference between how men and women (girls and 

boys) meet and utilize the town? 
- Would you like it to be different in any perspective? 
- How? 

 
If you are married, do you think that you and your husband/wife utilize the town in 
the same way? 
 
What is your opinion on equity between the sexes, do you think that you have the 
same possibilities in life as if you were a man/woman? 
 
Feeling Questions 
How do you feel in different places of the town? 

- Is it anywhere you are afraid of being? 
- Do you feel especially confident in any places? 

 
Sensory Questions 
When you walk through the Stone Town, what do you see? 
 
Background/Demographic Questions 
Female/Male? 
 
How old are you? 
 
Do you practice any religion? 

- How does that affect your daily life? 
 
Where do you live? 
 
Do you have a work? 

- What type of work is it? 
- Where is your workplace? 
- How do you get there from your home? 
- Do you sometimes take a detour when you walk to your workplace or back 

home, why? 
 
Do you have any kind of education? 

- If yes, what kind of education? 
- If no, did you ever have a choice to go school/university? 
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Do you go to school? 
- Where is your school? 
- How do you get there from your home? 

 
To Females 
 
Do you always/sometimes wear the buibui? 

- When and where do you wear the buibui? 
- When and where do you not wear the buibui? 
- Is it any difference to move around in town with or without the buibui? 
- Have you always wearied the buibui, or has it changed anything over the latest 

years? If yes, -how and when did the change take place? 
 
These were all our questions. Do you want to give us your name or a pseudonym that 
we could use in our report, or do you want to be anonymous? 
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