
Cultural Awareness 

 

When visiting our friends in Tanzania, we want to be respectful of their culture.  For your 

awareness, the following summary describes some issues. 

Manners 

In Tanzanian society, politeness, modesty and nonaggressive behavior are expected.  It is very 

unusual to witness an argument or highly emotional exchange in Tanzania.  Public displays of 

affection, such as hugs and kisses, are impolite as are demonstrations of strong emotions such as 

anger or sadness.  Tanzanians are usually known for their warmth and friendliness.  When shaking 

hands, they hold the hand much longer than in U.S.  Women, however, usually have a limp 

handshake and look downward, which implies the nonaggressive personality expected of women.  

A proper way of addressing a new acquaintance is to use titles or last (sur) name.  It is considered 

impolite to call persons by their first name until you know them more personally. 

Conversation 

In Tanzania, it is polite to inquire about the person’s health and family, but only in general terms.  

They are not comfortable talking about pregnancy matters or a girl/boy friend relationship.  Often a 

Tanzanian will respond positively with a “yes” to a request even though they may not understand or 

intend to follow through.  Tanzanians will agree so as not to disappoint.  As a guest it is important 

to accept their hospitality because “it is the way of blessing their home and family.” 

Meals 

In Tanzania, hands are washed before the meal, often with hands held over a bowl into which 

water is poured by the host and wiped with a common towel or air dried.  In Tanzania, the women 

of the family will serve and usually won’t sit with the guests.    Common foods in Tanzania are 

boiled beans (like pork and beans) and peas, white rice, sautéed cabbage with carrots and onions, 

meat stews, boiled eggs, boiled potatoes, French fried potatoes (chips) and fried chicken and pork.  

Perhaps the most staple food for our Tanzanian friends is Ugali – a cooked white corn porridge that 

is formed into small balls and dipped into a stew.  They grow and love cashews, peanuts, bananas 

and other fruit.  A visitor will find cooked foods and peeled fresh fruits and vegetables safe to eat. 

They drink hot tea, coffee, soda (soft drinks), water and juice.  They do not serve ice in their 

beverages.  Alcoholic beverages are not usually served.  The local “brew” may be high in alcoholic 

content and the method of preparation makes it questionable for consumption. 

Religion 

Christian Tanzanians are very devout and worship openly and frequently.  Prayer is central to their 

every day.  Music and dance enhances their worship life. 

Dress 

Modesty is a value in Tanzania, except in the larger cities or on a university campus.  Women wear 

only skirts and dresses, not slacks or shorts.  Low cut or sleeveless tops are abrasive to the 

Tanzanian culture.  It is wise to wear dresses/skirts, which hang below the knee.  As visitors, 

women show respect by dressing accordingly.  Our Tanzanian women wear little or no makeup 

and very seldom nail polish.  They enjoy jewelry, but rarely wear any.  Men wear typical western 

type clothing (casual shirts, nice pants) but not shorts.  They might wear shirt and tie for formal or 



special gatherings.  It is important to dress modestly to discourage misunderstanding of a 

nonverbal message. 

Gender roles 

Women in Tanzania usually are much more subservient than in America.  Tanzania is a male 

dominated society.   A number of women have been appointed to government positions; women in 

business are becoming more common.  Family issues often involve the extended family and 

sometimes others from their tribe (ethnic group).  The involvement of women in resolving family 

disputes is usually discouraged, at least publicly. 

Male/Female interaction 

Tanzanians do not “date” as Americans do.  Tanzanian girls are usually not seen alone with a boy.  

If a girl shows any interest or attention to a boy, it may indicate to the boy an interest in a more 

intimate relationship even before marriage.  American girls tend to be comfortable “flirting” with the 

opposite sex with no intention of any further commitment.  This behavior is confusing for Tanzanian 

boys/men.  Even the way an American girl dresses (low cut tops, low hung slacks, displaying 

tattoos and piercings) sends a message that is hard for a Tanzanian boy to understand.   

Time 

Arriving on time or starting on time is not a valued concept for Tanzanians.  Usually, they do not 

wear watches.  As visitors, we need to respect their time and patiently wait. 

Personal hygiene 

Generally speaking, Tanzanians are more relaxed about personal hygiene than Americans.  The 

opportunity for personal bathing and clothes washing is not readily available.  The same clothes 

are often worn several days.  Deodorant is not commonly used, due to expense and custom. 

 

For additional information, see Africans and Americans, Embracing Cultural Differences, by Joseph 

L. Mbele; Africonexion, Northfield, Minnesota, 2005. 
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