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As is the case of many African destinations, the development of tourism in the Tanzanian 
archipelago of Zanzibar has been accompanied by a vehement discourse against foreign 
visitors. They have been accused of importing and imposing their way of life, ultimately 
leading to the loss of local cultural values (Sumich, 2002; Larsen, 2000). In Unguja, the 
archipelago’s most touristic island,1 this discourse has come from political and religious 
authorities as well as tourism promoters who invested in the “cultural tourism” niche, 
with the latter having an interest in promoting the image of an authentic “spice island.” 
Tourism is thus held responsible for the gradual disappearance of what locally represented 
the fundamental value of Swahili culture, which was partly fashioned by Islam.2 Many 
Zanzibari observers have deplored the fact that young generations frequent discos and 
beach parties, and no longer observe local norms for modest dress. These discourses 
reflect the moral struggle between competing definitions of the legitimate way to carry 
one’s body and govern one’s emotions, especially in the public sphere. On the one hand, 
the Muslim bodily ethos, as it was historically constructed in Swahili societies, values a 
certain reserve in the uses of the body. Acting with heshima (honor, respect) especially 
involves covering certain parts of one’s body—for instance the head for women—as well 
as speaking softly, not becoming angry, and governing one’s emotions (Beckmann, 2015; 
Fair, 2001). Since the arrival of mass tourism in Zanzibar, this ethos has come up against 
the “vacationer’s habitus,” which, on the contrary, is expressed through the relaxing of 
bodily conduct and the loosening of dress codes.3  

In fact, the discourse excoriating the harmful nature of the foreign presence in 
Zanzibar is neither new nor specifically connected to tourism. For earlier generations, the 
deviant behavior of youth was alternately attributed to colonization (Pouwels, 1987) or 
the pernicious influence of Western and Asian films, which were accused of glamorizing 
lifestyles contrary to local values (Burgess, 2002; Fair, 2009). However, with the 
development of mass tourism, these disapproving discourses appear to have more 
specifically taken aim at the behavior of foreign women, and more specifically young 
white women who are the emblematic figures of tourism in Zanzibar. The dress, bodily, 
and sexual conduct of these women are at the heart of mordant moral criticism of tourism. 
David Parkin has recounted how during the 1990s, some religious leaders accused white 
women of not following Islamic precepts for modest dress, thereby threatening the piety 
of Zanzibari women by setting a poor example (Parkin, 1995). On leaflets Parkin 
examined, which were posted in front of the entrance to tourist sites, were drawn side by 
side a white woman and a Zanzibari woman. Above the former, dressed in a short skirt 



and a tight top, one could read the sentence “she is a whore and an infidel who dresses 
badly” written in Kiswahili. More recently, the government of Zanzibar published an 
article on the Zanzibar Aids Commission website asserting that “indecent clothing” worn 
by local women imitating tourists was responsible for the spread of HIV/AIDS on the 
island.4 Here, too, the photo illustrating the article shows two scantily clad white women 
alongside two Zanzibari women dressed in traditional kanga. More than the clothing, it 
is the sexual activity of white women that has drawn the most virulent attacks. The press, 
as well as many of the Zanzibaris I met, accuse white women of perverting local youth 
through increased sexual encounters, and even by practicing sexual tourism.5 In the field 
I was struck by the number of sometimes extravagant stories regarding the unreasonable 
sexual needs and habits of white women. On the contrary, drug abuse, alcohol 
consumption, and female prostitution—other scourges attributed to tourism, but more 
associated with white men—were discussed much less, and hardly sparked the same 
indignation.  

The anxiety expressed in Zanzibar about the predatory sexuality of white women 
calls for an analysis of the social transformations to which their presence has 
corresponded since the advent of mass tourism in the archipelago. In what follows, I show 
how the intimate relationships between white women and Zanzibari men have brought 
into tension and sometimes redefined the practices and norms of the local sexual 
economy. I first look at how the arrival of white women has expanded sexual 
opportunities for young Zanzibaris, especially among the most disadvantaged, locally 
referred to as beach boys6. I then demonstrate that the massive presence of these women 
has disrupted the sexual segregation while publicizing overt sexuality in the public space. 
Finally, I examine how intimate practices with white women have challenged, and at time 
reshaped beach boys’ masculinity in Zanzibar. 
This article is based on a study conducted since 2015 in Unguja on intimate relations 
between white women (expatriates, occasional residents, and tourists) and local 
populations (Zanzibaris, migrants from Tanzania or other countries on the continent). I 
conducted sixty in-depth interviews on both sides with individuals who had had one-night 
stands, holiday romances, and long-distance affairs, as well as others who married or 
started a family in Zanzibar (and more rarely in Europe or the United States). I also made 
ethnographical observations in a number of the island’s touristic areas, namely the seaside 
resorts of Nungwi and Kendwa (in the northwest) and Jambiani (on the east coast), as 
well as the capital Stone Town. I spent time on beaches, excursion sites, clubs, and private 
parties with tourists, expatriates, and workers in the tourism sector. This article is based 
primarily on materials collected from those men who are referred to in Zanzibar as beach 
boys. This commonly used term designates young men between the ages of 18 and 35, 
often from modest origins and with little schooling, who roam Zanzibar’s beaches in 
search of tourists to whom they offer a range of goods and services at prices that are often 
far below those of hotels and tour operators. Some offer excursions or nautical activities, 
others fresh goods such as coconuts or fruit juice, yet others sunglasses, tee-shirts, and 
handicrafts. Upon request, beach boys can also procure drugs (essentially marijuana and 
cocaine), or put male vacationers in contact with prostitutes.  

These young men regularly seek to establish intimate relations with female 
vacationers in hopes of being treated to a few drinks or a telephone, and for the most 
fortunate obtaining “a white ticket to Babylon”7 or becoming the associate of a tourism 
company created in the country with a Western partner (Author, 2017b). As I have shown 
elsewhere, intimate encounters between beach boys and female tourists are part of a 



continuum which includes one-night stand, holiday romance, but also marriage, long-
distance conjugality, migration of the Zanzibari man to the West, and sometimes even 
migration of the Western partner to Zanzibar (Author, 2017a). Similar to what has been 
observed in other African tourist destinations, intimate relations between vacationing 
women and local men in Zanzibar is regularly accompanied by money or gifts given to 
the men (Chege, 2014; McCombes, 2012, Salomon, 2009). During their romantic affairs 
with women on holiday, young Zanzibari men generally acquire economic and material 
goods: a meal at a restaurant, the cover charge for a party, a telephone card, clothing, pack 
of cigarettes, and even local currency the vacationer leaves her lover upon departing. If 
the relationship becomes more committed, the economic transactions usually become 
more substantial. Women would buy a car to their lover, build them a house, pay for their 
tuition fees or give them money to start a business. Although they can be significant, all 
these economic transactions are never made explicit as consideration for a sexual service, 
and are often carried out with the utmost discretion so as not to publicly challenge the 
dominant norm of the male breadwinner – a point to which we shall return in more detail 
below. 

It is worth noting that the involvement of Zanzibari men and women in the 
development of intimate relations with tourists is highly unequal. While the new sexual 
and conjugal opportunities offered by tourism have attracted Zanzibari men, women have 
generally remained at a distance. In fact, Zanzibari women have few opportunities to 
interact with tourists. Due to the domestic constraints that burden them as well as their 
reluctance to frequent sexually mixed locations, there are far fewer women than men 
working in the tourism sector. When they do work, they are most often employed as cooks 
or maids, and have less direct contact with tourists (Gössling and Schulz, 2005). As a 
result, it is chiefly men, with the leisure to frequent touristic sites, who have increased 
intimate encounters with vacationers.  

 
 

FEMALE TOURISTS AS UNPRECEDENTED SEXUAL OPPORTUNITIES 
 
While Africa only hosts approximately 5% of the world’s tourists, far behind Europe or 
Asia, the continent nevertheless saw sustained growth in the number of visitors during 
the twentieth century (UNWTO, 2016). The forecasts of the World Tourism Organization 
even indicate that the continent should see tourist visits double by 2030 (UNWTO, 2014). 
This enthusiasm for Zanzibar is in keeping with the general dynamic of tourism growth 
in Africa. The number of visitors more than doubled in just over ten years, rising from 
125,000 in 2005 to over 300,000 in 2014. Zanzibar’s tourism success is due to its 
geographic situation and distinctive history, which appeal to different desires for travel. 
Like other tropical islands in the Indian Ocean, Zanzibar has long white-sand beaches 
lined with coconut trees, along with turquoise water. The gentle climate also contributes 
to these representations of island life, making Zanzibar a leading destination for tropical 
seaside tourism. The natural qualities of Unguja are also joined by the prestige of its 
cultural heritage, which combines the memory of slavery, the Eastern influence of the 
Sultanate of Oman, and the spice trade. The cosmopolitan history of Zanzibar and the 
urban originality of its capital of Stone Town have helped drive cultural tourism, which 
has also been energized by the recent development of arts festivals highlighting its 
heritage (Bissel, 2012; Kasfir, 2004). 



Zanzibar’s current success was nevertheless far from easy, for unlike other 
destinations in Sub-Saharan Africa that turned to tourism before independence (Dulucq, 
2009), the Tanzanian archipelago long remained closed to foreign visitors. Until the 
1980s, Zanzibar’s socialist government limited foreign investment and trade, and 
severely controlled the mobility of people, capital, and goods (Keshodkar, 2013). During 
the 1960s, foreign visitors could not stay on the island for more than three days, and their 
movement was closely monitored. Officers from the Tanzania Friendship Tourist Bureau 
met with visitors at their point of arrival in Zanzibar, briefed them on local customs, gave 
them documents indicating the appropriate dress for moving about the island, and 
threatened them with deportation if they wore shorts or engaged in transgressive behavior 
with respect to local cultural and religious norms. Women were given kanga (cotton 
loincloth) to cover their heads, as was the custom on the archipelago, which is estimated 
to still be 95% Muslim today. These practices of control over tourists entirely disappeared 
during the 1980s. The reforms imposed by the IMF led to the liberalization of the 
economy and an end to socialist policies. Foreign investment increased, sparking a sudden 
expansion in tourist infrastructure, as well as the mass arrival of international visitors who 
were now free in their movement (Keshodkar, 2013). 

Today Unguja is a destination that is particularly appealing to European tourists, 
who represent two-thirds of international arrivals. Italians are the largest contingent (40% 
of the total volume of tourists), followed by Germans, the French, the British, and 
Scandinavians. Women have a distinctive role in this touristic flow, for unlike what has 
been observed for continental Tanzania, they outnumber men among visitors to the 
archipelago (52% to 48%), a gap that increases notably among younger tourists, with 
women representing up to 62% of visitors among the 20-24 age group (OCGS, 2014). 
These numbers confirm ethnographic assessments made during trips to Unguja, namely 
the massive presence of young white women at beaches and tourist sites. While Zanzibar 
is often marketed as a destination for “honeymooners,” tourists travelling as couples are 
less common than young women travelling alone or with friends. Image 1 eloquently 
reflects this observation [Image 1]. I took this photograph in December 2016 at a trendy 
hotel in the village of Kendwa, in northwest Unguja. I was at hotel reception when a 
group of fifteen Norwegian women between the ages of 18 and 20 arrived. A few minutes 
later I saw them in their swimsuits on the beach, lounging on hotel deck chairs facing the 
ocean. Almost immediately, the beach boys’ ballet began, each of them trying to attract 
the attention of the young women and engage in a conversation with them. 

During the many discussions I had with the Zanzibari men who frequent tourist 
places, they willingly expressed their interest for white women—an interest often 
accompanied by a disparaging discourse toward Zanzibari women. One night, as I was 
dining at a restaurant with my host Baraka8 and two of his friends—all three thirty-
something Zanzibaris who had been in a couple with Scandinavian women—we talked 
about their romantic and married life: 
 

Baraka: It’s true that I like white women, I like skinny women. The other day, at a 
funeral, my cousins [women] came to me and asked me when I was going to get 
married. They told me that they could introduce me to some of their girlfriends. But 
I told them “No, I don’t like locals!” Because even when they are educated, they 
don’t see far. The only thing that matters to them is having lots of kids, driving a car 
and having a nice house. They don’t think about traveling. That’s what I like about 
white women, your mentality, your open-mindedness. 

 



On another occasion Sherif, a 35-year-old taxi driver, confided: 
 

Sherif: With the local women, it's all lies. They lie all the time! Yeah, they can have 
five guys at the same time, so, you know... all lies. The locals are the worst! You go 
to work, they put another guy in the house. And then the local women, they don't 
stay long. You know, I have many friends [Zanzibaris] in Europe. They have been 
with their white woman for a long time. They told me: “No blacks, no sisters, it's 
better to have a white woman.” 
Anthropologist: What about you? Have you ever had an affair with a white woman? 
Sherif: I think everyone has had a tourist girlfriend. This is Zanzibar here! Zanzibar 
is the island for tourists. So if someone tells you “I've never had a tourist girlfriend,” 
that's a lie! He's lying! 
 

Iraj, a 32-year-old Zanzibari, also willingly told me he had dropped local women in favor 
of white women: “By the way, all of my friends have dated white women.” However, 
these avowals should not be understood as signs of an effective decline in relations with 
local women. A number of young men I personally know actually had simultaneous 
relations with both white and Zanzibari women. These discourses should instead be seen 
as signs of normalization of the intimate relations between Zanzibari men and Western 
women, which is to say a diversification of the sexual and conjugal opportunities 
presented by the inflow of young female vacationers.  

While attraction to white women is connected in the discourse of Zanzibari men 
to highly varying criticisms of local women (their appearance, lack of curiosity, 
superficiality, compulsive lying, and infidelity), it is important to compare this preference 
with the opportunities provided for young local men by the development of sexual and 
conjugal relations with Western women. The arrival of white women has provided men 
with a number of advantages, which are not solely limited to the moral and physical 
qualities they recognize in them. For Mosi, a 46-year-old Zanzibari, who in his youth was 
accustomed to having intimate relations with vacationers, and who humorously described 
himself as “Zanzibar’s oldest beach boy,” the arrival of white women offered young men 
opportunities for sexual relations freed from the logistical and moral difficulties involved 
in sexuality with local women: 
 

Anthropologist: There was a lot of Zanzibari women, why would you choose white 
women? 
Mosi: There's one thing you need to understand about Zanzibar culture. Here in Zanzibar, 
there's no free sex. There's no free love. For example, in Zanzibar, when you meet a 
[local] woman you like, the outcome is marriage entirely and directly. You have to follow 
the woman, to find out where she lives. And the house you saw her enter in is the house 
you will tell your parents: “I saw a girl in this house, I want her to be my wife.” And the 
parents will go and propose, sometimes without the girl knowing who her future husband 
is. So, in those cases, having sex with her is not on the agenda! Especially for Muslims 
in Zanzibar. 
Anthropologist: But is that true? You really don't date girls before you marry them? I'm 
sure you find ways... 
Mosi: Yes, sometimes you stay with her for a while before you marry her. It's like your 
fiancée, you go for a drink once in a while... 
Anthropologist: But no sex? 
Mosi: No sex. Even though things are changing nowadays. But when I was young, a guy 
like me and other guys in my situation [from poor backgrounds] we could never have had 



a local woman, because of our culture, our rules. So, the only people we had a chance to 
live with were the tourists who came. 
 

Mosi’s account is a reminder that while the arrival of white women meant new sexual 
partners for young Zanzibari men, it has also provided access to sexuality that is more 
free compared to the highly controlled sexuality of local women (Beckmann, 2015), 
which requires dates to take place hidden from family view (especially from the young 
woman’s family). Young lovers, who generally live with their families, thus have to find 
other places to meet, and maintain their relation in secret as well as they can. Conversely, 
sexuality with white women presents few logistical difficulties, as female vacationers 
often welcome their lovers in the rooms they have rented for their stay.  
 

THE SUDDEN APPEARANCE OF SEXUALITY IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE 
 
These new intimate relations with white women are not confined to hotel rooms, but are 
on the contrary displayed in the public sphere, disrupting both sexual segregation in the 
Zanzibari space and the heretofore obligatory norms of discretion in expressing intimacy 
between men and women (Larsen, 2000). 

Young Zanzibari women are rare in Stone Town, with the notable exception of 
the areas surrounding the market. They are always covered by a kanga or a baibui, a long 
black garment (also called an abaya) that Muslim women commonly wear in Zanzibar 
on top of their clothes when they move about the city. According to Kjersti Larsen (2015), 
the baibui protects women’s respectability, making them sexually inaccessible when they 
move about in public. Aside from their trips to school or work, the domestic space 
represents their primary place of sociability (Kingsford, 2015). On the contrary, the public 
sphere is highly frequented by the men who work, play football, or meet to discuss there 
(Loimeier, 2009). Yet with the development of tourism, vacationing women are now 
highly present in the street and at the beach, which until recently were occupied by men. 
They often conserve the summer dress codes of the West when they move about town, 
with their heads, shoulders, and legs uncovered. At the beach they almost systematically 
wear a bikini, whereas local women swim with their kanga, and men often in shorts or a 
tee-shirt. 

By disrupting sexual segregation, the arrival of white women has led to new 
mixed-sex sociability in the public sphere. The streets of Stone Town and the beaches of 
Zanzibar are not solely places where Zanzibari men must now coexist with tourist women, 
they have become favored sites for interactions between them. The beach and street have 
become privileged sites for flirting and sociability for newly-formed couples, leading to 
the sudden appearance of sexuality in the public sphere. Yet unlike most local couples, 
those consisting of a Western woman and a Zanzibari man do not exercise great discretion 
regarding their intimate relation. It is common to see them kissing in public, holding 
hands, touching one another, or dancing suggestively when parties are organized on the 
beach. Whether implicit (flirting) or more explicit (touching, kissing), sexuality has taken 
on unprecedented visibility in spaces previously free of displays of intimacy between the 
sexes. While sexuality is not in and of itself taboo in the Muslim religion as it is practiced 
in Zanzibar, the expression of sexual desire is ordinarily reserved for the private sphere 
(Stiles and Thompson, 2015). In fact, Zanzibaris make a clear distinction between what 
can be done and said in public (hadharani), and what can be known and acknowledged 
in private (ndani) (Larsen, 2015). This is why eroticism, although regularly articulated in 



the public sphere, is always expressed in euphemistic or metaphorical forms, through 
poetry and taarab (a typical Zanzibar musical style), the sayings that appear on kanga 
(Beck, 2005), or through the mediation of spirits (Thompson, 2017). The norms of 
modesty and decency that govern interactions in the public sphere thus impose great 
discretion on the expression of intimate relations, sexual intimacy in particular. A couple 
that publicly displays its bond of intimacy (for example by holding hands or kissing in 
the street)—even when married—risks attracting opprobrium for themselves and their 
close relations (Decker, 2015). However, all of the tourists I interviewed said that they 
personally witnessed or experienced overt erotic games in the street and at the beach 
during their vacation. Observation of these spaces revealed that beach boys see white 
women as potential sexual partners. When they are alone, these women are quickly and 
systematically approached by one or more young men, who make more or less insistent 
attempts at engaging in flirtatious relations [Image 2].  

Tourists do not simply play a passive role in these romantic games. The young 
women who travel to Zanzibar are quite willing to have intimate relations with local men. 
Engagement in the sexual act is accelerated for many of them by the distance that the 
tourist experience allows with respect to their ordinary network of sociability in their 
country of origin, thereby ensuring secret sexual encounters. A number of young women 
revealed that they had sexual relations “the first night” with “strangers,” or with multiple 
sexual partners during their week on vacation. In addition to the lessening of self-control 
brought about by the touristic experience, these young women insist on the specific 
context of Zanzibar, which is simultaneously festive and romantic, and promotes quickly 
engaging in the sexual act.9 Dance parties organized on the beach are privileged places 
where Zanzibaris and Westerners flirt with one another and publicly display their sexual 
desires. 

In addition to the physical manifestation of sexual desire, sexuality has spread to 
the Zanzibari public sphere through rumors regarding the lust of white women. As 
demonstrated by the following stories, white women are regularly described as being 
exhibitionist and having an immoderate sexual appetite: 
 

One night I had a discussion with Omür, a young Turkish woman on a mission for a few 
months with an NGO in Zanzibar. She related the remarks of Abdalla, a Zanzibari man 
she knows who is the boyfriend of a white woman. 
Omür: He won’t stop complaining! He says she wants to make love nonstop. The other 
night they went to the beach, just behind the Tatu [a bar in Stone Town], and they made 
love. He didn’t want to but she really insisted on doing it at the beach. And the next 
morning she wanted to do it again! She woke him up and pestered him to make love again. 
On another occasion, the manager of a travel agency in a hotel in Nungwi shared his 
exasperation during a discussion with me:  
Karim: It’s disgusting here. It’s the kingdom of sex. It’s good for your study to see this, 
because I think it’s the worst. Worse than Tunisia, worse than Thailand, it’s the worst out 
of everywhere I’ve worked! 
Then, seeing one of the hotel’s female clients walking by in the distance, he added:  
You see her. Just yesterday, after coming back from a party, she told her husband: 
“Honey, I’m not tired, I’m going for a little walk on the beach and then I’ll meet you.” 
So she went there, just behind those rocks, off with a beach boy! She came back all happy 
five minutes later. There you have it, and it’s like that all the time, you can imagine how 
disgusting it is. 

 



Such stories, which circulate widely among young Zanzibaris and spread rumors 
regarding the depravation of morals in Zanzibar, represent another medium through 
which sexuality, which is supposed to remain private, is now present in the public sphere. 
In the remainder of this text, I examine how sexuality with white women has challenged 
beach boys’ masculinity.   
  
THE REVERSAL OF EXCHANGES BETWEEN THE SEXES AS AN ATTACK 

ON MASCULINITY?  
 
As mentioned above, most of the time, intimate relationships between female tourists and 
beach boys involve money or gifts given to the men by the women. While these 
transactions are rarely explicit compensation for sexual service, the beach boys who 
engage in these relations might be singled out for disapproval, with their promiscuity with 
white women being considered prostitution. One analysis of this stigmatization has been 
the harm caused to masculinity by economic transactions from women toward men. 
According to this interpretation, these young men bear the mark of emasculation and 
feminization, for their practices are based on a reversal of the traditional direction of 
exchange between the sexes.  

Before discussing this interpretation through the prism of Zanzibar, it is important 
to come back to the terms in which masculinity has been analyzed in Africa. Most 
researchers agree that there is no single way to be a man. Various models of masculinity 
can be performed and defined according to the interactional context. Moreover, masculine 
normativities are contingent upon other social relations –notably class, race or generation 
(Morrell and Ouzgane, 2005; Lindsay and Miescher, 2003). However, a great deal of 
research on sexuality and conjugality in Africa has shown that sexual potency and 
economic power are two essential components of hegemonic masculinity (Smith, 2017; 
Broqua and Doquet, 2013; Biaya, 2001). The dominant norms for masculinity require 
men to be high sexual performers, with performance being measured by the number of 
conquests and duration of sexual relations. Depending on the age and status of 
individuals, these social expectations take different forms: multiple premarital partners, 
marriage, extra-marital relations, and polygamy. However, these norms for sexual power 
are highly connected to men’s economic resources. It is socially expected from men that 
they comply with the “breadwinner model” and pay their intimate partner, not just in 
marital contexts, but in premarital and extra-marital ones as well. Married men must thus 
provide for the needs of their wife (or wives)—and more generally of their household—
while lovers must compensate their partner(s) with money or gifts. These economic and 
material transactions connected to intimate relations are common in both Zanzibar and 
elsewhere in Sub-Saharan Africa (Fortier, 2004; Cole, 2004; Hunter, 2002; Poulin, 2007). 
They are both the expression of the man’s affective engagement toward his wife, 
girlfriend, or female lover, as well as proof of his economic power and masculinity. 

However, much research has shown that since the 1980s, the policies of structural 
adjustment experienced by the continent have contributed to the pauperization of a large 
portion of youth. For men in particular, the jump in unemployment and growing 
insecurity of living conditions have widely impeded their ability to fulfill social 
expectations in matters of masculinity.10 In many countries, the financial difficulties 
faced by men have led to a rising age of marriage (since they do not have the means to 
pay the brideprice or the expenses generated by marriage). These difficulties have an 
overall impact on the sexual opportunities of men, who see their ability to have sexual 



relations compromised because of their inability to directly provide money or gifts for a 
girlfriend.  

The development of heterosexual intimate relations paid for by female tourists can 
therefore be seen as a reversal of the traditional order of exchanges between the sexes. It 
has been analyzed as an emasculation and feminization of the young African men who 
engage in these practices.11 George Meiu (2017), who has studied intimate relations in 
Kenya between young Samburu men and vacationing Western women, points out that the 
term “beach boy,” which is used to refer to the young men who go to Mombasa to sell 
their charms to foreign women, functions as a dual stigma. First, calling a young Samburu 
man a “boy” amounts to a denial of his social maturity as a member of the “Morans” 
(“warriors”) age class. Second, the term “beach boy”—which is the equivalent of “fag”—
is a fundamental challenge to the sexual potency of the person in question. By becoming 
the object rather than the subject of an intimate transaction (the recipient and not the giver 
of money or gifts), beach boys symbolically assume the dominated role of women in the 
structure of gender relations. Meiu also takes note of the feminization to which beach 
boys are subject when he relates the remarks that young Samburu women make regarding 
them, who mockingly refer to young men married to Western women not according to 
the Swahili custom—which calls for the active and male form of the verb “to marry” 
(anaoa, he is marrying)—but rather the passive form that is only used when the subject 
is a woman (anaolewa, he is being married). 

Quite surprisingly, in the case of Zanzibar, most of the young men I spent time 
with were ostentatiously displaying their beach boy identity and relationships with 
Western women. First, they willingly referred to themselves as beach boys. Some of 
them, somewhat humorously, went as far as wearing clothing that left little doubt about 
their activities. At a party I met a young man wearing a t-shirt stating: “Sleep with me, 
free breakfast.” The image that for a time served as the WhatsApp profile for one of my 
informants is in the same vein, showing a young man proudly wearing a t-shirt with the 
words “beach boy” in large print [Image 3].  

In addition, the beach boys in Zanzibar voluntarily display their intimate relations 
with white women, about which everyone knows that they involve economic transactions 
to their benefit. This displaying of their conquests with women takes many forms, with 
the most common involving bragging about the number of their affairs (successive or 
simultaneous, real or fictional) with white women when discussing with friends, or 
posting photos with their lovers on social networks. For instance, beach boys display their 
successive couples with different women in their profile photos for WhatsApp. Even 
more conspicuously, and as we saw in the previous section, beach boys show themselves 
in public in the company of white women, and give signs of their intimacy by holding 
hands, taking their arm, kissing, dancing suggestively with them, etc. Those who have 
visited the streets of Stone Town and the gardens of Forodhani at sunset, or visited bars 
or beach parties on the east coast, have witnessed such scenes. On a number of occasions, 
I personally felt as though I made my informants look good. This was especially true with 
Ahmed, a shy young man of 18 who lived in the same neighborhood of Stone Town as I 
did. He made a habit of greeting me from afar by discreetly waving his hand or slightly 
nodding his head. During one of my trips to Zanzibar, Ahmed had his first intimate 
relation with a white woman. One day shortly after her departure, as I was walking down 
the street where he was seated at a baraza (a stone bench that traditionally surrounds 
homes in Zanzibar) with his friends, I was surprised to see him walking toward me with 
a resolute gait. As his behavior was quite unusual, to say the least, I first thought he had 



a message for me, but he simply walked up and said hello. After shaking my hand and 
taking me by the arm, he walked with me a few steps, before taking his leave and rejoining 
his friends. 

Rather than a weakening of masculinity (emasculation or feminization), I argue 
here that the beach boys’ relationships with white women should be analyzed as a 
reshaping of masculinity. If the toppling of the gendered order for economic transactions 
weakens the position of young men in the gendered hierarchy, the publicity and 
recognition of their intense sexual activity conversely represents proof of masculinity. In 
other words, one way of circumventing the stigmatization involved in intimate relations 
with economically more powerful women consists of (over)emphasizing another 
component of masculinity: the appropriation of women’s bodies through sexualized 
interactions and sexual conquest through competition with other men in displaying these 
interactions to their peers. As the work of Corinne Fortier (2004, 2018) in Mauritania and 
Daniel Smith (2017) in Nigeria has clearly shown, seducing women chiefly serves as a 
way for men to reaffirm their masculinity by comparing themselves with one another.  
 

 
RESHAPING MASCULINITY TROUGH SEXUALITY WITH WHITE WOMEN 

 
A few days after meeting with Ahmed, I shared my surprise with Iraj regarding the young 
man’s behavior. Iraj, who also lives in the neighborhood and knows Ahmed well, 
answered: 
 

Iraj : Some young people who are growing up, I see them on the street now. They want 
to show that they have a white woman too. ‘Cause all the brothers have white girls. I walk 
around with Anna [his Danish girlfriend], others have older brothers who live abroad. So, 
their minds become different, like ours. All the brothers who have done this [who have 
had relationships with white women] have made a success of their lives. So, they think, 
yeah, that's life! I see them on the street, like, “I want a white woman too!” 
Anthropologist: So that's it, Ahmed has become a man now… 
Iraj: Ahmed is the kind of kid who wants to show off now that he has a white woman too. 
And now that she's gone, he still wants to explore. I can see that. He's like, “Yeah, I can 
get girls hu!” 

 
Iraj’s words suggest that a young Zanzibari man can not only “want” a white woman, he 
can also want to show her, to show that he had her. Contrary to what an overly radical 
vision of emasculation may suggest, proving one’s masculinity does not solely reside in 
proving one’s economic power by respecting the traditional direction of exchange 
between the sexes. It can also be based on the ability to prove their strictly sexual power. 
Physical promiscuity with white women can, under certain conditions, represent an 
opportunity to perform masculinity.  
 However, in order for this game of masculinity to be worthwhile (able to ward off 
the specter of stigmatization that can strike beach boys at any time), it must be played out 
exclusively within a sanctuarized space of competition, one that includes those who 
recognize the virile merit of sexual conquest (peers and even female tourists), but 
excludes those who may have a morally disparaging view of the young men’s behavior 
(their elders and Zanzibari women). Some of these are public spaces that have been 
“touristified” (beaches and downtown Stone Town in particular). Following a logic of 
patrimonialization specific to touristic development, these spaces are open to a foreign 



public, but gradually exclude the local populations that had occupied them previously. 
This game of masculinity is also present in the virtual spaces of the Internet and social 
media. Like tourist spaces, Facebook and WhatsApp accounts serve as spaces where 
beach boys publicize their intimate relations with white women, all while retaining partial 
control over access. The photos they post are visible to a select public essentially 
consisting of other young men. Like the young Mozambicans studied by Julie Soleil 
Archambault (2017), the use of new information and communication technologies by 
Zanzibar’s beach boys demonstrates their ability to juggle visibility and invisibility. It is 
within these sanctuarized physical and virtual spaces that beach boys can publicize their 
sexual conquests with white women, all while reaffirming their masculinity.  

In addition to being publicized, increased relations with white women can also 
help develop an erotic expertise that can be used on Zanzibari women. As Christian Groes 
(2009) has shown for young Mozambicans, the strictly sexual abilities of young men 
(their ability to sexually satisfy their partner) are seen as proof of their capacity to be a 
man. For young penniless men, who cannot express their authority over women via “the 
breadwinner model,” demonstrating their sexual capacity is an alternative way of proving 
their masculinity. In Zanzibar, white women are seen as privileged partners from whom 
one can acquire these skills. For example, Iraj openly explained to me that his love affairs 
with white women clearly taught him about sex: “I learn new things every day!”; 
“Foreplay? We didn’t know about it before!” Eros, a 27-year-old Zanzibari beach boy 
confirmed this erotic and educational aspect of relations with white women: 

 
“I enjoy very much with white women. ‘Cause I don't like it when we go to bed and just 
go straight to action. You have to take the time to do this, and this, and this [foreplay]. 
That's how it's good. But our girls here [Zanzibari] don't know that. That's why when I'm 
with white women, I feel good.” 

 
If the game of masculinity is skillfully played, relations with white women can 

provide young men such as Iraj, Eros, Mosi, Sherif, and Baraka with the dual advantage 
of both economic and sexual capital. The accumulation of this capital provides these 
young men with the means to achieve fulfillment through locally legitimate forms of male 
accomplishment. The economic bonuses and sexual skills acquired through intimate 
relations with white women can also be reinvested in the local sexual and conjugal 
economy by offering gifts to a girlfriend, paying the brideprice, supporting one’s wife, 
and demonstrating one’s know-how in sexual matters.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Image 4 is a photograph posted on WhatsApp by Eros [Image 4], which can be seen by 
subscribers to whom the young man granted access. The photograph was posted during 
Ramadan. Eros is at Nungwi beach, where he works, and is wearing a kofia, the traditional 
headgear that he reserves for religious use. Outside of religious celebrations, Eros prefers 
to wear a hat instead. Behind the man’s smiling face are the outlines of three Western 
female tourists wearing bikinis. Without being able to establish that this staging was 
intentional, the contrast is immediately striking between the two symbols: the bodily 
asceticism called for by Ramadan (represented by the young man wearing the kofia), and 
the hedonism called for by tourism (represented by the partially nude young women). It 
is this contrast that has been singled out by many critics of tourism, who see it as a sign 



of the local culture’s collapse. Many observers I interviewed were perplexed regarding 
this subject: why, in a country where local women are expected to cover their head and 
body in accordance with Islamic precepts, is nothing being done to prompt female tourists 
to be more modest? Why do the government of Zanzibar and civil society not more 
frequently condemn the behavior of vacationing women in practice? A common response 
emphasizes Zanzibar’s economic dependence on tourism. The archipelago’s GDP is 
dependent on the foreign currency generated by tourism, with regulation of touristic 
practices representing a loss of income for the local economy. The elements presented in 
this article offer a more complex interpretation. I have highlighted the growing economic 
difficulties faced by local young men, who are struggling to attain the traditional means 
for affirming masculinity. In a context in which acquiring a man’s dominant position—
ordinarily through the status of husband (of one or more women) and father, which is to 
say a sexually active individual—is delayed, the arrival of female tourists from the West 
represented a boon. For these youths lacking security, tourists are particularly accessible 
sexual partners, thereby representing a way to display one’s sexual potency while 
avoiding the economic obstacle. However, having more and more sexual relationships is 
not enough, they must be made visible to other local men, peers in particular, but hidden 
from local women and one’s elders. Beach boys find the means to solve this paradoxical 
injunction in “touristified” public spaces where Western women are widely present, as 
well as on social media. By posting his photograph on social networks, Eros eloquently 
showed that young Zanzibaris can assert their Muslim faith, their participation in the 
transnational sexual economy linked to tourism, and their conformity to norms of 
masculinity.  

Anthropologists have pointed out that major economic, social or political 
transformations tend to alter gender power relations and affect the way masculinities are 
experienced and imagined (Piscitelli and Simoni, 2015). In the wake of mass tourism and 
the economic crisis that strikes Zanzibari youth particularly hard, the beach boys, with 
few education, money and future prospects invest sexuality to assert their masculinity. 
More precisely, sexual relations with white women allow them to recompose the balance 
between the two traditional axes in the construction of male identity, namely economic 
power and sexual performance. While the economic power of Zanzibari men has suffered 
from capitalist globalization, sexual potency has become a key aspect of reshaping 
masculinity. In this regard, intimate relations with white women represent an opportunity 
for young men to perform a masculinity based chiefly on sexual potency, competition 
between men for access to women’s bodies, and sexual expertise. 

The examination of the processes by which the development of tourism in 
Zanzibar reshaped masculinity also highlights how complex logics of class, gender, and 
race underlie male empowerment. It helps to move beyond the now classic debate in 
anthropology of “sex tourism” which basically opposes two positions. On the one hand, 
several researchers argue that these relationships should be considered “female sex 
tourism” (Sanchez Taylor, 2001, 2006; Kempadoo, 2001). On the other hand, other 
researchers prefer to analyze them as “romance tourism” (Pruitt and Lafont, 1995; 
Jeffreys, 2010). There is a consensus between both sides that the “sexscapes” created by 
tourism in Southern countries are grounded in economic and racialized inequalities 
(Brennan, 2004). However, researchers who defend the “female sex tourism” position 
argue that, as with men, the class and racial privileges of female tourists structure their 
sexual encounters with local people. Within this analytical framework, they state that 
women are motivated by racist stereotypes of hypersexualized black men rooted in 



colonial imaginaries that lead them to objectify, fetishize and exploit black bodies12. On 
the contrary, proponents of the “romance tourism” approach stress that women are 
dominated in the sex class hierarchy and thus do not engage in the same types of 
exploitation that men tourists do. They insist that women engage in intimate relationships 
with local men within a heterosexual regime marked by male dominance and gender 
inequalities that has great consequences on the dynamics of these relationships, as well 
as on their outcomes. They show that women’s sexual involvement is often associated 
with an emotional attachment to their partner. Additionally, as I have demonstrated in 
earlier work, contrary to the short-term relationships that characterizes intimacy between 
men tourists and local women, women tourists are often seeking long-term companionate 
relationships rather than mere sexual intercourse, and are likely to invest both their 
economic and cultural capital to the benefit of their partner’s social success, eventually 
leading to male empowerment (Author, 2017b). 

The ethnographic material presented in this paper invite to broaden the debate in 
new directions. I believe there is a need to pay more attention to the simultaneous 
presence in tourist places of two racially polarized yet equally powerful figures of 
sexuality that are, on the one hand, the hypersexualized black man, and on the other hand 
the hypersexualized white woman – an observation that has been largely overlooked so 
far by research on “sex tourism”. While research on the colonial period has stressed that 
white women were denied sexual agency as they were erected as guardians of the Western 
civilization and public morality in the colonies, and considered potential victims of the 
“black peril” (Stoler, 1989; McCulloch, 2000; Pape, 1990), today’s anxiety surrounding 
interracial sexual encounters on the contrary presents white women’s sexuality as 
agentive, yet predatory. This calls for further analysis of how women’s sexuality has 
served various political purposes over time, and still continues to be used as a tool to 
rework gender, class and race power relations.  
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Image 1: Group of fifteen young Norwegian women at Kendwa Beach in northwest 
Zanzibar (Despres, 2016) 



 
Image 2: Beach boy approaching tourists on Paje Beach (east coast of Zanzibar) 
(Despres, 2019) 
 

 
Image 3: WhatsApp profile photo of a Zanzibari beach boy (Anonymous, 2016) 



 
Image 4: WhatsApp profile photo posted during Ramadan by Eros (Anonymous, 2016) 
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1 Zanzibar is made up of three primary islands: Unguja, Pemba, and Mafia. Most investments in tourism 
were made in Unguja, which is the island people often refer to when speaking of the “island” of Zanzibar. 
2 What is today referred to as the Swahili population was formed by commercial contacts between coastal 
populations in East Africa (from southern Somalia to northern Mozambique, including nearby islands) and 
Arab merchants from the tenth century onward, along with the marriages that united these populations. This 
coastal population shares both a language, Kiswahili, and a religion, Islam (Le Guennec-Coppens, 2002; 
Sheriff, 2010). 
3 Following Norbert Elias, some authors have shown that the “de-routinization” that characterizes the 
tourism experience involves a relaxation of daily constraints, thereby influencing the bodily and emotional 
behavior of tourists (Coëffé et al. 2016; Selänniemi, 2003). For a sociohistory of bodily practices during 
the summer (in a Western context), see also Granger 2017. 
4 Zanzibar Aids Commission: “Wanawake watakiwa kuvaa nguo zenye heshima” (“Women are asked to 
dress respectfully”) <http://www.zac.or.tz/news/swahili-news/2-wanawake-watakiwa-kuvaa-nguo-zenye-
heshima>, accessed on February 19, 2018. 
5 See for example, “Zanzibar: Where women come to buy sex,” published on May 8, 2016 on Mzalendo.net 
< https://www.mzalendo.net/makala/zanzibar-women-come-buy-sex.html>, accessed on April 15, 2019. 
6 In this article I focus on the case of beach boys, a group of young men characterized by a low level of 
education and income. However, the social transformations analyzed in this text have also had an impact 
on other more privileged male groups (students, young professionals, cultural elites), albeit in a less crucial 
way. 
7 The metaphor refers to the possibility of migrating toward the North, often by marrying a tourist. Cited 
by Nyanzi 2005. 
8 All names (including pseudonyms) have been modified to maintain the anonymity of those interviewed.  
9 It is revealing that in the discourses of Western women regarding their fantasies, the setting occupies a 
central role. In particular, making love on the beach in a romantic setting is a recurring fantasy (Kimmel 
and Plante, 2005). 
10 For Kenya and Tanzania see Silberschmidt 2005, for Madagascar see Cole 2005, for South Africa see 
Hunter 2005, for Mali see Grange Omokaro 2014, for Mozambique see Groes-Green 2009, and for Niger 
see Masquelier 2005. 
11 Paulla Ebron (1997), who has worked on the Gambia, even believes that transactions between beach boys 
and tourists, insofar as they materialize unequal power relations between Northern and Southern countries, 
embody the emasculation of the entire country. 
12 On the social and historical construction of Black men’s hypersexuality, see hooks, 2004; McClintock, 
1995. 

                                                


