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introduCtion

For generations, going to the movies was the most popular form of lei-
sure in cities across tanzania. on Sundays in particular, thousands of peo-
ple filled the streets from late afternoon until well past midnight, coming 
and going from seeing the week’s hot new release. Films from every corner 
of the globe were shown during the week, but on Sundays, it was always 
indian films that stole the show, serving as the focus of these large public 
gatherings in city centers across the land. in the final hours before a screen-
ing, the scene outside the ticket windows could became crazy, as crowds 
of patrons jostled in desperate attempts to secure the last remaining seats. 
the meek and gentle often hired agile youth to fight to the front of the 
line on their behalf, and many later reminisced about the strategies these 
young men employed to score tickets in the face of such crowds: slinking 
along walls, crawling between legs, or forming human pyramids capable 
of catapulting companions to the front. in Zanzibar and dar es Salaam, 
two towns with particularly avid fans, demand was so intense that a vibrant 
black market in cinema tickets burgeoned. at its peak, dar es Salaam’s 
population sustained nine different cinemas with a Sunday capacity for 
nearly sixteen thousand fans, yet inevitably, some were turned away. From 
the early 1950s through the 1980s, black market tickets for films starring 
popular actors easily sold for two to three times the ticket window price in 
the final hours before the show. to avoid the unfortunate fates of those who 
waited until the last minute to secure a ticket, most people booked their 
seats well in advance. in towns across the country, many individuals and 
families even had reserved seats at a favorite theater, which they occupied 
each Sunday, week in and week out, for years on end. Going to the movies 
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2 was a central preoccupation for millions and a significant way in which 
people enjoyed and gave meaning to their lives.
 Films became the cornerstone of urban conversations as friends, 
neighbors, and complete strangers debated the meaning and artistic style 
of what they had seen on screen. on a continent where literacy was al-
ways the preserve of an elite few, films provided a narrative spark that lit 
debates that quickly engulfed a town. audiences were never passive. their 
active engagement with on-screen texts began inside the theater itself, 
where youth in the front rows frequently talked back to characters, sang 
and danced along with lovers in the film, and delivered punches and 
karate kicks to villains on the screen. older members of the audience were 
typically far more reserved, saving their energy for the animated analysis 
that erupted during intermission and continued to escalate after the show 
let out. the skills of various actors and actresses were rated, the social 
worth and deeper meaning of their characters debated. For days, weeks, 
and sometimes months after a premier, people talked about the message of 
a film and its implications for their own lives. Generational tensions, the 
meanings of modernity, class exploitation, political corruption, dance and 
fashion styles, and the nature of romantic love were just a few of the topics 
films raised that people avidly analyzed and discussed. as Birgit meyer has 
poignantly argued, films become hits because they give form to socially 
pervasive thoughts, dreams, and nightmares. movies, she asserts, “make 
things public”—visible, visceral, material, and thus available for tangible 
public debate.1 on street corners and shop stoops in tanzania and in living 
rooms and workplaces, people engaged both global media and each other 
as they sifted and sorted, weighed and deciphered, and determined what 
they did and did not like about the places, the people, and the styles they 
encountered on the screen. Whether you went to the movies or not, said 
many, there was no escaping these discussions. For much of the twentieth 
century, films were the talk of the town in tanzania.
 From the early 1900s, when the display of moving pictures first be-
came a regular feature of urban nightlife in Zanzibar, local businessmen 
struggled hard to meet audience demand. not only were they often pressed 
to accommodate more fans than their venues could hold, they also had 
to work hard to build dynamic regional and transnational networks of 
film supply to secure and maintain the enthusiasm of local audiences. a 
steady crowd could never be taken for granted; it had to be consciously and 
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continuously fashioned. the men who pioneered and built the cinema 
industry were typically avid film fans themselves as well as knowledgeable 
entrepreneurs. they kept abreast of the latest global developments in the 
art, craft, and industry of film and exhibition, and they committed them-
selves to providing products and services that resonated with local aesthetic 
demands. the east africans who ran exhibition and distribution had to 
keep their fingers on both the local and the global cinematic pulses simul-
taneously. Building on precolonial trade links spanning the indian and at-
lantic worlds, Zanzibari entrepreneurs in the twentieth century developed 
networks of global film supply reaching to india, egypt, europe, Japan, 
Hong kong, and the United States. as a result of their efforts, tanzanians 
enjoyed access to a far more diverse range of global media products than 
most audiences anywhere else in the world.2 although indian films were 
perennial favorites, each generation had different genres and national film 
styles that caught its fancy. during the colonial era—particularly along the 
coast—egyptian musicals were nearly as popular as their indian counter-
parts. elvis, kung fu, and blaxploitation films were favorites of the young, 
postcolonial generation. cowboys, from the american alan ladd in the 
1940s and 1950s to the italian Giuliano Gemma in the 1960s and 1970s, 
consistently drew a sizable young, male crowd. Globilization may have 
emerged in the late twentieth century as a new buzzword in academia, 
but the transnational movement of goods, ideas, and technologies has long 
been part of east africans’ mental and material worlds. and in the case of 
celluloid, it was tanzanians who were driving and directing these flows.
 this book interweaves the local, national, and transnational. Some 
chapters offer close-ups illustrating the richly textured experiences of spe-
cific audiences and how they reworked particular films to give them mean-
ing in individual and communal lives. other chapters take a broader view, 
exploring how audience experiences varied across sociological categories, 
space, and time. and then there are the panoramic views that situate tan-
zania within the context of twentieth-century transnational media flows and 
global cosmopolitan connections. often, these local, regional, and global 
entanglements are brought together in a single chapter to highlight their 
interconnections. in other instances, such relationships are best revealed 
through paired chapters, one of which is more ethnographic or temporally 
and spatially focused, whereas the other tracks change over time. audiences 
and entrepreneurs are the central characters in the story. throughout, 
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4 cinematic leisure and the political economy are viewed as two sides of the 
same coin; business and pleasure are intertwined. the changing social, 
cultural, and political context of exhibition and moviegoing is examined 
from the early colonial period through the socialist and neoliberal eras, 
demonstrating the importance of historical and political-economic context 
for understanding cultural consumption, leisure practices, and the rela-
tionship between media and audiences.
 Films and moviegoing are the central focus of this book, but the big-
ger picture reveals much about key issues that have long been at the core of 
africanist historiography. Gender and generational tensions and transitions 
figure prominently, as do states and the politics of development. the social 
construction of masculinities and the values and characteristics of a “good 
man” are examined in various contexts and across time. cities and citizen-
ship are also central. one prominent argument is that cinemas were major 
nodes of urban social and cultural life, places where urban citizenship was 
physically and discursively grounded. theaters brought together young 
and old; rich and poor; male and female; muslim, christian, Hindu, and 
Parsi; and african, asian, arab, and the occasional european. after the 
show, they took their interpretations of the film onto the streets, where they 
engaged others in animated debates about the movie and its relevance (or 
lack thereof) to local lives and society. the most popular films provided 
viewers with material they could blend, bend, and refashion to speak to 
their own dreams and desires. the cinema was a space of encounters—a 
borderland if you will—where tanzanians engaged with media cultures 
from across the globe and a diverse range of people from their own towns.

Cinema, Cities, and CoLoniaLism

By the late 1950s, tanzania had more cinemas than any country in eastern 
and southern africa—with the notable exception of South africa—and one 
of the richest african and asian moviegoing cultures on the continent. at 
the end of the colonial era, tanzania boasted nearly forty theaters, the rough 
equivalent of all the theaters in French West africa combined.3 Uganda had 
only twelve theaters, the rhodesias (today’s Zimbabwe and Zambia) eleven, 
and malawi a mere four.4 every major tanzanian town had at least one the-
ater, and many towns had several. kenya was a far richer colony, but it had 
only half as many theaters. What accounts for this disparity?
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 the relative degree of urbanization is one important factor that helps 
explain such variations. Zanzibar—the epicenter from which cinema 
spread throughout the region at the turn of the twentieth century—had the 
most urbanized population in sub-Saharan africa, with more than 50,000 
people living permanently in town long before the British empire claimed 
the isles.5 the first records we have of cinema attendance indicate that by 
the mid-1920s, some 2,700 people were going to the cinema in Zanzibar 
each week, and in the neighboring isle of Pemba, a somewhat smaller but 
no less impressive 1,500 patrons took in a show weekly.6 according to his-
torian James Burns, in neighboring kenya and nearby Zimbabwe going 
to urban cinemas was largely unheard of among africans at the time.7 in 
kenya, less than 8 percent of the population was urban at independence, 
which partly explains why many kenyans only began going to the cinema 
in the 1960s (and many actually never went at all). By the 1960s, one-third 
of Zanzibar’s population was living in the capital city; by contrast, only 
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6 2 percent of all Ugandans were living in kampala.8 moviegoing was an 
urban phenomenon.
 africans’ historical relationship to the city was an equally important 
factor impacting who went to the show and how often. tanzanian towns 
with permanent cinemas in the 1920s—including fairly small ones such as 
chake-chake, tanga, and Ujiji—existed well before european arrival on 
the continent: they had permanent populations who considered the town 
home; many residents who earned their living independent of european 
employers; and long historical traditions of large-scale, urban, public en-
tertainment at night. When entrepreneurs began offering itinerant shows 
featuring moving pictures in these towns, crowds welcomed the new arriv-
als with the enthusiasm they historically extended to dhows pulling into 
port or caravans marching into a market square.9 traders brought not only 
goods but also news, stories, music, dance, and other cultural styles from 
across the region and indeed the world. Urban residents of these trade-
based towns had long been engaged connoisseurs of the cosmopolitan. 
moving pictures were a novel form of cultural product in the first decades 
of the twentieth century, but urban residents appropriated them and made 
them their own just as earlier generations had done with islam, the kanga, 
(cloth) or the msondo and unyago drums. after World War ii, the number 
of cinemas in mainland tanzania grew exponentially, as up-country entre-
preneurs diversified their holdings and invested their capital assets to put 
their towns on the cinematic cultural map. the fact that cinemas sprang up 
all across the country illustrates the immense value tanzanians placed on 
enjoyment of this cultural form. local exhibitors delighted in their ability 
to bring global media products to local doorsteps and also in their capacity 
to bring their community together and their town to life at night.
 all across the continent, people appreciated celluloid spectacle and 
drama, but the nature of colonialism, capitalism, and urban civic life was 
not always conducive to the growth of a vibrant moviegoing culture. the lit-
erature on screenings offered by colonial film units and mining compounds 
demonstrates that film and collective viewing were widely appreciated all 
across the continent.10 But as odile Goerg’s 2015 book on commercial cin-
ema in colonial French West africa reveals, audience size varied greatly 
from town to town.11 it was not that africans in dakar, Bamako, or cape 
town did not appreciate this form of leisure as much as their counterparts in 
tanga or Ujiji; the issue was having the opportunity to take in a show.
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 Settler colonies had stringent policies restricting africans’ access to 
town. Urban housing was limited, and pass laws and police harassment 
constrained africans’ freedom of movement at night. many towns were 
also largely colonial creations. the kenyan towns of nairobi and kisumu, 
for instance, were established by europeans and relied on a largely mi-
grant labor force. Structurally and administratively, africans were made 
to feel as though they did not belong. in nairobi, they needed a special, 
government-issued permit before they could buy a ticket to a show. a pa-
tronizing list of rules and expectations—detailing a dress code and mode 
of comportment while in a theater—handed out with the special pass also 
hampered africans’ desire to go to a film.12 in the 1950s, as moviegoing 
blossomed in tanzania, kenya was largely under lockdown due to mau 
mau. one can only imagine that in the tense political climate of the 
emergency—with more than fifty thousand kenyans arrested in a single 
week in nairobi during operation anvil—few were venturing downtown 
to see what was playing at the cinema. in Zambia and the Belgian congo 
too, africans were prohibited from entering commercial, indoor theaters 
until just a few years before independence.13 in many cities across the con-
tinent, mining compounds, colonial social centers, and church facilities 
served as the primary venues for africans’ engagements with film.
 tanganyika’s status as a league of nations mandated territory and 
Zanzibar’s status as a Protectorate, rather than as formal colonies, gave af-
ricans in these areas a few more protections than those living in kenya, 
Zimbabwe, and the congo, but colonialism was never benign. across the 
continent, official colonial opinion was that unless they were required for 
menial labor africans belonged in the countryside. most authorities were 
convinced that urban africans were idle or lazy or, worse still, criminally 
inclined.14 tanzanian officials were no exception. efforts to “protect” the 
sanctity and security of the cities were constant. africans had to struggle 
to make their housing legal, and common strategies for earning an inde-
pendent living in town—such as selling food on the street, raising a few 
goats or chickens, hawking fish door to door, or selling beer and sex—were 
criminalized. offenders were not only arrested or fined but also frequently 
returned to “where they belonged.” according to andrew Burton, the 
capital city of dar es Salaam was regularly hit by allegedly curative purges 
to cleanse the city of so-called undesirables.15 But despite official efforts, 
dar es Salaam’s population grew, from approximately twenty-five thousand 
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8 when the British took control from the Germans after World War i to nearly 
one hundred thirty thousand at the end of colonial rule.16 colonial au-
thorities had the power to criminalize african urban lives and livelihoods, 
but clearly, they could not control them.
 in dar es Salaam, tanzanians also fought for africans’ rights to go to 
the movies. James Brennan and andrew Burton have written masterfully 
of dar es Salaam as viewed and imagined by colonial officials and urban 
planners, where urban space was neatly divided into exclusive racial zones. 
the city center—where the cinemas were located—was officially outside 
the “‘african zone,” and any african found there by police after dark was 
subject to arrest.17 But thousands of africans went to the cinemas in dar 
es Salaam nonetheless, pursuing their pleasures as they desired and giving 
little heed to administrative imaginary lines. cinema patrons and owners 
protested against colonial efforts to keep africans away from the show, and 
within a few years of the British takeover of the territory, they had won cer-
tain concessions pertaining to africans’ rights to the city (see chapters 1 and 
5). By the 1930s, one of the few “legitimate” excuses africans could offer to 
escape arrest when caught in the city center after dark was that they were 
coming from the cinema or escorting a friend home after a show.18 in other 
towns, however, african attendance was more constrained. one of the key 
arguments developed in Reel Pleasures is that cities have their own histories 
and cultures. examining regional variations in cinema attendance allows 
us to see how and why tanzanians’ experiences in cities differed, as well as 
how their relationships with urban space changed over time.
 the nature of cinematic capitalism in tanzania also enhanced afri-
cans’ access to the show. all the theaters in the nation were owned by local 
businessmen. these entrepreneurs invested substantial sums of money 
building and outfitting their theaters; to make the venture profitable, they 
needed to sell as many tickets as possible, and many patently rejected 
administrative calls to restrict african attendance. equally important, ex-
hibitors lived in the communities where their cinemas operated. they 
established theaters as a sign of their investment in building social com-
munity and bringing people together through a shared appreciation of the 
arts. Providing attractive and enjoyable entertainment for their communi-
ties was a source of great pride. excluding people because of race or class 
would have undermined these principles, as well as their bottom lines. 
at theaters run by industry pioneers, africans comprised the majority of 
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the audiences from the earliest days.19 in tanzania, cinemas were inde-
pendent enterprises, free of the constraints imposed by large exhibition 
and distribution chains. this too altered their relationship to people in 
the neighborhood. it was local customers, not distant corporate managers, 
who determined if a theater would succeed or fail.
 elsewhere, the industry differed. in dakar and accra, the first cinemas 
were owned by europeans, and they used both exclusive pricing and lo-
cation to deter all but the most “civilized” from taking in a film.20 only 
when ownership and location diversified did audiences diversify as well. 
in the settler colonies of South africa, the rhodesias, and kenya, white 
capital dominated the industry, and segregation of facilities and audiences 
was the norm. By the 1920s, South africa had more cinemas than the rest 
of the continent’s countries combined, but it took another thirty years be-
fore people of color had regular access to theaters in many towns. the 
South african exhibition and distribution industries were dominated by a 
white-owned monopoly, and according to david Gainer and Vashna Jagar-
nath, even when independent theater owners wanted to offer screenings for 
mixed or nonwhite audiences they were hampered by the monopoly’s con-
trol of films, not to mention the enforcement of apartheid.21 Small-town 
theater owners had only limited control over the nature of their own shows.
 mobility was central to many africans’ conceptions of modernity and 
citizenship. With the end of colonial rule, traversing earlier social, physi-
cal, and economic boundaries became a source of newfound delight. Ur-
banites took great pleasure in walking through previously exclusive parts of 
town and spending late nights downtown. in tanzania, urban populations 
also soared after independence, and going to the movies became one of the 
premier national pastimes (see chapters 4, 6, and 7).

FiLm, sPaCe, and CoLLeCtive PubLiCs

this book builds on a long and rich tradition of african urban social, cul-
tural, and leisure history that emphasizes the vitality and creativity of average 
men and women and their power to fashion their own lives. Generations 
of scholars have demonstrated how landless men, disgruntled wives, asser-
tive teens, and even dutiful daughters traveled to towns across the conti-
nent in pursuit of particular goals and opportunities and how, despite the 
odds, they built not only personal homes and individual families but also 
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today’s scholars take as an unspoken premise the fact that africans shaped 
the physical and social structures of the urban environment. State officials 
may have deemed african housing or leisure activities illegal, but rarely did 
they succeed in keeping people from building, drinking, dancing, selling, 
playing music, or raising their children in town. this study adds to this 
vibrant tradition of scholarship by examining how cinemas—as a particular 
form of urban space—figured in these negotiations between authorities, 
entrepreneurs, and urban residents over the shape that tanzanian cities 
would take. it also demonstrates how individuals and groups utilized cine-
matic space to create social and intellectual communities and bring joy to 
their individual and collective days and nights.
 Going to the movies provided people with far more than a legal pretext 
for walking the streets after dark; it gave them a reason to inhabit areas beyond 
their immediate neighborhoods and a means of establishing both a physical 
and an emotional bond with the city at large. Walking through the streets on 
their way to a show with friends, family, and lovers transformed their relation-
ships with urban space, binding people and place together with affective ties. 
as they laughed with friends on the way to the movies, wiped tears from their 
eyes outside the theater after the show, or filled alleyways with the sounds of 
filmic love songs, moviegoers transformed abstract urban spaces into places 
imbued with sensual, aesthetic, and emotional attachments.22 theaters—
and the urban streets in which they were enmeshed—became invested with 
tangible, deeply personal meaning. these residual affective bonds between 
people and place remained long after a fleeting show had passed. in the in-
terviews i conducted for this book, recollections of nights at a favorite theater 
brought tears of joy and longing to many people’s eyes. others smiled deeply 
and said, “that’s where i spent some of the happiest, most meaningful days 
of my life.” cinema halls were not lifeless chunks of brick and mortar; they 
resonated with soul and spirit. they were places that gave individual lives 
meaning, spaces that gave a town emotional life.
 cinemas were considered by many to be the anchor of the community, 
and in fact, entire neighborhoods were frequently known by the cinemas in 
their midst. Urban landmarks, rather than street names and addresses, served 
to orient one around town. north and south, east and west meant very little 
to most; far more meaningful directionals in the capital city of dar es Sa-
laam were the avalon, the empire, the odeon, the amana, and the new 
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chox. these were points on urban mental maps that resonated; these were 
spots that everyone knew.23 in mwanza, dodoma, and mbeya too, a visitor 
could ask anyone he or she met and be pointed to a family member’s house 
or a business in the vicinity of the liberty, the Paradise, or the enterprise. 
these were not banal, soulless spaces surrounded by acres of empty park-
ing lots left lifeless after customers walked out the door. these were build-
ings in the heart of urban neighborhoods, deeply integrated with adjacent 
homes, schools, mosques, markets, and ports. disparate urban spaces and 
people were linked together through the city’s cinematic beating heart.
 across generations, cinemas were central to community formation. it 
was there, more than at any other place in the city, that a diverse array of 
a city’s population came into contact. Going to the movies together in no 
way erased class, gender, race, or religious differences; indeed, at the movies 
many were forced to acknowledge the immense diversity among people in 
their town. But through the process of enjoying the same leisure activity 
and then talking about the same films at work, in the shops, and on the 
streets, urbanites created “in-commonness,” doing something much bolder 
than ignoring or eliding difference, creating something shared despite it.24 
at the movies, older, established urban residents met on a weekly basis and 
many new urban immigrants were introduced to people who could help 
them find housing, work, and scarce materials of all sorts (see chapters 2, 
5, and 7). these networks then extended into the larger physical and social 
landscape of the town, as those who gathered at the cinema returned to 
their respective neighborhoods and shared their new insights, friends, and 
connections with others who were sociologically more like themselves.
 Boundaries of gender were also negotiated in the interest of attending 
the movies. in colonial urban africa, public recreation was largely gen-
dered male; cinemas were sometimes an exception to this general rule. 
Where cinemas were located, women’s historical relationships with urban 
space, as well as local cultural and religious norms, were decisive factors 
affecting female attendance at shows—and not just in africa but across the 
globe.25 these issues are explored in detail in chapters 3, 5, and 7, with 
particular attention paid to how cinemas and cities were perceived across 
the country as well as how women’s attendance changed over time and 
varied according to the types of films screened. typically, however, Sunday 
shows were family affairs in tanzania. everyone, everywhere, regardless of 
gender or age, attended these shows. Sunday screenings often gave women 
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theater owners went a step further and responded to women’s clamoring 
for additional public leisure opportunities by offering gender-segregated, 
ladies-only (zanana) shows. there was nothing inherently immoral about 
moviegoing or watching films; it was the possibility of encounters with ran-
dom men that threatened a woman’s respectability. the ladies-only shows 
provided women with the opportunity to enter the public realm without 
jeopardizing their reputations. these all-female matinees, attended by 
hundreds each week, were a blessing to women who otherwise found few 
patriarchally sanctioned opportunities to cavort downtown. in Zanzibar, 
women from the royal family joined with hundreds of less prominent citi-
zens to watch indian and egyptian films. Such outings were the highlight 
of the week. Whether women lived in purdah or not, ladies’ shows gave 
them a chance to dress up, stroll through town, and make public space 
their own (see chapters 3 and 5). thus, even being in purdah did not pre-
vent women and girls from participating in the film-inspired debates that 
engulfed households, kitchens, and shops.
 cinematic content came to life in the city, further enlarging the net-
works of people brought and bound together through their engagement 
with film. one could spot other fans of a favorite star at the market or on 
the street if they rolled up their pants just like raj kapoor did in Awara (ka-
poor, 1951) and Shree 420 (kapoor, 1955); donned a hat like dev anand’s 
in Guide (anand, 1965); or coifed their hair like elvis, Geeta Bali, or Pam 
Grier. in the 1960s, two men who were utter strangers might meet at a shop 
because they were both in hot pursuit of limited, underground supplies of 
James Bond underwear with “007” emblazoned on the elastic band. later, 
when they met again at a football match or on the city bus, they might nod 
and acknowledge that they had more in common than the obvious. men 
who dared to sport “Pecos pants” (wide bell-bottoms) when such transgres-
sions often resulted in public assaults by members of the Youth league 
or Green Guards or even a stint in jail signaled, as they walked down the 
street, not only their love of Guliano Gemma and italian westerns but also 
their membership in a larger group of youth at odds with the socialist state’s 
efforts to control the most mundane aspects of life (see chapters 5 and 7).26 
across generations, fans adopted looks, stances, and language from the 
movies, but as they did so, the audience they had in mind for their perfor-
mative engagement was always local. adopting the latest in cosmopolitan 
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fashion demonstrated their knowledge of global trends and at the same 
time conveyed their desire to set their own city’s style.
 Films were also physically inscribed on urban space. Jaws corner is 
certainly one of the more enduring examples. Jaws corner is a well-known 
baraza, or neighborhood spot where men meet, drink coffee, play board 
games, socialize, and debate local and world events. this corner, where 
six major streets intersect in the narrow, winding way of Zanzibar’s famed 
old town, had long been a major meeting spot. in the 1970s, the area was 
renamed by a group of young men after they watched the blockbuster hit 
Jaws (Spielberg, 1975).27 the following day, they painted the first shark on 
a wall and christened the area Jaws corner. Forty-some years later, this 
area is still referred to by that name, and the symbol of Jaws is still regularly 
repainted on the walls of the buildings to mark the territory.

Figure i.1 Jaws corner. Photo by Sabri Fair, december 2014
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ucts are interpreted, inscribed, and given meaning at the local level. like 
audiences across the globe, these young men in Zanzibar were thrilled, 
scared, and fascinated by Jaws, one of the first movies to successfully em-
ploy mechanical stunts. the film became a global cult classic, filling the-
aters on return runs not just in the United States but also in South africa, 
australia, and tanzania.28 When Jaws made a two-day repeat run at the 
majestic in Zanzibar in 1978, it filled the theater with a midweek crowd of 
more than twenty-five hundred fans, marking it as one of the most popu-
lar Hollywood films ever screened in the isles.29 Some of the young men 
who established Jaws corner were fishermen; others swam regularly at the 
nearby waterfront. they teased and terrified each other, screaming “JaWS!” 
or humming the infamous tune that foreshadowed the shark’s attack while 
they worked and played in the water.30 they engaged each other as well 
as anyone who stopped for coffee or a board game at this busy corner in 
debates inspired by the film. Was Jaws real or fake? could a shark really 
chomp a boat in half? How did those fishermen in the village of nungwi, 
known for catching the sharks regularly sold in the market, manage? What 
mistakes did the old fisherman in the film make that resulted in his defeat? 
did Zanzibari fishermen have better strategies for outsmarting the fish?
 But these young men who painted Jaws on the walls of their baraza 
and pestered everyone with their incessant questions about how to defeat 
a shark also had some big local fish in mind. according to people i inter-
viewed, Jaws was a fitting metaphor for political life in the isles. like many 
in Zanzibar in the 1970s, the lead character in the film was a fisherman 
who had to use his wits to stay alive and remain a step ahead of his ad-
versary. He had to be constantly prepared for an unexpected assault and 
continually rethinking strategies and new ways to maneuver. although this 
character was killed in the end, he provided the knowledge and inspired 
tenacity that allowed his younger compatriots to defeat the shark.
 many residents and shopkeepers in the neighborhood of Jaws corner 
were targeted in the pogroms that wracked the isles after the 1964 Zanzibar 
revolution, and relations between actors of the state and neighborhood 
residents have been tense ever since. the trauma suffered by families, 
friends, and neighbors in the 1960s was kept from healing by regular as-
saults, both petty and grand—a situation that has persisted to the present 
day. the founding members of Jaws corner were politicized by the initial 
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attacks on their community, and many have been harassed, arrested, and 
imprisoned over the years. Jaws corner eventually became synonymous 
with vocal opposition to the ruling political party. in the topography of 
urban place-names, it became a landmark, an emblem of a collective re-
solve to kill the monster who attacked the defenseless. in the 1990s, during 
the early years of multiparty politics, Jaws corner was one of the first pub-
lic spaces associated with the opposition civic United Front (cUF), and 
often, there were more posters for cUF in the vicinity of Jaws corner than 
there were in the rest of the city combined. For decades, then, Jaws has 
served as a local metaphor for the relentless, bone-crushing power of the 
state. But like Quint, the rugged fisherman and less-than-noble hero of the 
film, those who inhabit Jaws corner refuse to concede to naked, terrorizing 
power. they have resolved to defeat the beast or die trying.

CaPitaLism, soCiaLism, and raCism

examining the role of tanzanian entrepreneurs in building, running, and 
sustaining the cinema industry provides a necessary counter to broad-based 
stereotypes of africa as a continent in need of external aid to foster eco-
nomic development. in this book, we see instead men who recognized 
an opportunity and ran with it. they provided a service their townspeo-
ple clamored for and earned a respectable living in the process. like the 
wealth of literature on the african “informal economies” that burgeoned in 
the 1970s and 1980s, this study highlights how local businesspeople mobi-
lized vast local, regional, and transnational networks to meet local demand. 
By illustrating how africans have continued to provide for their own most 
important daily needs—from housing materials to food, clothing, trans-
portation, and leisure—this literature recognizes and gives credit to the 
plethora of small-scale entrepreneurs who have built the continent.31 His-
torians have given renewed attention to studies of business, and literatures 
on the “varieties of capitalism” have burgeoned, but to date, these varieties 
include few people of color and even fewer from the african continent. 
Historical studies of business and capital in africa are necessary to illustrate 
how economic change has occurred over time, how cultural matrixes im-
pacted business practices, and how individual and communal values struc-
tured the accumulation of profit. neither capitalism nor socialism is a fixed 
system; both change over time and vary across cultures. and no economic 
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16 system exists without the individuals who bring it to life. this examination 
of the cinema industry in tanzania over the course of the twentieth century 
allows us to see the concrete ways individuals in specific places and times 
influenced the forms that capitalism and socialism took, illuminating varia-
tions, inconsistencies, and contradictions that force us to rethink the norms 
presumed by economic isms.
 the men who built the exhibition and distribution industries in 
tanzania during the first half of the twentieth century were businessmen, 
of course, but also showmen and civic boosters. Profit was important for 
them, but equally significant was the desire to enhance the splendors of 
urban life and show their friends and neighbors a good time. as chapters 1, 
2, and 8 elaborate, returns on investment in a cinema were slow to material-
ize at best, but the personal satisfaction gained by sharing a passion for film 
and turning others into fans was immense. the admiration entrepreneurs 
earned by building beautiful, prized cultural institutions was also priceless. 
colonial officials gave little attention to enhancing the aesthetic qualities 
of urban africa, but the entrepreneurs who built theaters created archi-
tectural forms that were not just functional but also attractive, innovative, 
and inspiring. cinematic capitalists wed their desire to earn money with 
an equally powerful desire to endow their community with an effervescent 
social, cultural, and built environment.
 a related component of tanzania’s cinematic capitalism involved 
building social ties and feelings of reciprocity between entrepreneurs and 
people in the community at large. in many parts of africa, there were gen-
eralized expectations that economic power came with communal obli-
gations. Precolonial chiefs accumulated wealth through taxes and labor, 
but if they wanted to be seen as legitimate political officeholders, they 
needed to redistribute some of the wealth they amassed; this was often ac-
complished through periodic feasts or alms to the destitute. this ethos was 
carried into the twentieth century and applied to capitalists. a “good busi-
nessman”—and certainly not all were good—shared his wealth via ritual 
gifts or endowments to public institutions. in his pioneering work on east 
african philanthropy, robert Gregory notes that many of the first libraries, 
gardens, hospitals, and sports grounds to welcome members of all races in 
colonial east africa were financed by gifts from successful businessmen 
and their families.32 cinematic entrepreneurs gave to their communities 
by building places where people came together to find pleasure. they also 
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gave to individuals—and particularly children and youth—by letting them 
into the shows for free. cinema seats were a commodity to be sold, but the 
passions and ethics that guided many entrepreneurs pushed them to share 
rather than to hoard. Selling a seat was certainly the most preferable option, 
but an exhibitor made no money by letting a seat go empty—yet he earned 
social capital as a good man if he gave it to someone with pleading eyes 
and empty pockets. in the words of Bill nasson, who was well ahead of his 
time in writing about the significance of local theaters to community life 
in african towns, this was “penny capitalism with a chubby face,” where 
cinema owners represented family-owned businesses deeply integrated into 
the social fabric of urban neighborhoods.33

 Situating the business history of exhibition and distribution in tan-
zania within a larger context highlights that there was nothing inherently 
generous about the cinema industry at large; the varieties of capitalism 
that permeated the business varied immensely across the globe, the conti-
nent, and even within tanzania over time. in the United States, exhibition, 

Figure i.2 Sultana cinema in Zanzibar, c. 1953. Photo by ranchhod t. oza, 
courtesy of capital art Studio, Zanzibar

Property of Capital Art Studio, 

Zanzibar

Not for sale or reproduction
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18 distribution, and production became a vertically integrated industry domi-
nated by a small oligarchy of players in the 1910s and 1920s. indeed, five large 
monopoly producer-distributor-exhibition chains controlled 75 percent of 
box office receipts in the nation by 1930.34 in Britain, the industry was not 
quite so integrated, but three major exhibition circuits (Gaumont, aBc, 
and odeon) controlled the rights for the first-run releases of all the major 
studios.35 in australia and South africa, vertical integration of distribution 
and exhibition also held sway. in South africa, the industry came under the 
monopoly control of isador William Schlesinger, an american-born Jew-
ish immigrant who relocated to Johannesburg in 1894. Schlesinger made 
a quick fortune in insurance, real estate, and citrus before turning his at-
tention to building an entertainment empire that eventually included film 
production as well as print and broadcast journalism.36 in 1913, Schlesinger 
began buying up South african theaters. He then moved to consolidate the 
seven independent suppliers of film in South africa into one organization 
in which he was the dominant partner.37 He continued the process of cen-
tralizing the industry through the 1940s. according to david Gainer, by the 
time of World War ii Schlesinger controlled the first-run release of nearly 
all the major British and american studios in South africa; in addition, he 
owned the vast majority of the most lucrative theaters in the country and had 
exclusive distribution contracts with all but twenty of the four hundred cin-
emas outside the major metropolises.38 He also made valiant and repeated 
efforts to monopolize distribution across the entire african continent.
 in South africa, independent theaters and film importers had no 
chance against the economic and political power exercised by Schlesing-
er’s monopoly. He made a sport of forcing men out of business if they 
dared challenge his power to determine what films they screened or the 
terms of their rent.39 according to Gainer, if an exhibitor ever dared to 
show a film provided by an independent importer or did not follow the 
screening schedule set by Schlesinger, he would be “starved” of product 
until he left the business. others were denied films because they dared to 
purchase new projectors from someone other than Schlesinger, who dom-
inated equipment sales in South africa as well.40 even two of the major 
powerhouses from Hollywood—metro-Goldwyn-mayer (mGm) and 20th 
century Fox—fought lengthy, costly, and largely unsuccessful battles to 
break Schlesinger’s monopoly. By the late 1930s, both studios capitulated to 
Schlesinger’s terms, finding it more profitable and easier to work with him 
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than against him. together, “the Big three” came to control 90 percent 
of the South african market, leaving little room for importers of films from 
india, continental europe, or elsewhere.41 the monopoly capitalism and 
vertical integration of the Gilded age was on full display in the cinema 
industry in many corners of the globe.
 But the monopoly model was not the only way to organize the industry. 
denmark, for one, took an aggressive stance against vertical integration, le-
gally banning related practices in 1933.42 there, distributors were explicitly 
prohibited from owning cinemas. in india too, individual proprietorships 
held sway. in neither case did the lack of consolidation hinder the develop-
ment of robust film production and exhibition industries. actually, india 
has always rivaled, if not exceeded, Hollywood in terms of the number of 
films produced. By the mid-1920s, indians were producing 100 films a year, 
a figure that grew to 300 per annum by the 1950s and peaked at more than 
900 a year by 1985.43 the number of exhibitors, distributors, and producers 
in india was similarly large. By the late 1940s, there were more than 600 
producers actively making films. in the 1990s, the number of producers 
was beyond count. as film distribution consolidated in the United States, 
it democratized in india, growing from 11 distributors in the 1920s to more 
than 800 in the 1940s to over 1,000 by the late 1950s.44 exhibition has also 
been historically characterized by independently owned enterprises. in the 
1950s, there was just a single vertically integrated production-distribution- 
exhibition company in india, but it controlled less than 1 percent of the 
nearly 4,300 permanent cinemas in the nation.45

 Given the large number of distributors and independent exhibitors in 
india, the profits derived from ticket sales were much more widely shared 
there than in countries where the industry was monopolized by a few key 
players. the diversity of distributors in india also afforded greater power to 
exhibitors, giving them more room to negotiate for better films and film-
rental terms.46 in india, exhibitors have historically enjoyed the most stable 
and consistent profits in the industry, whereas in the United States and 
South africa, distributors swallowed the lion’s share of earnings. Block 
booking, a system whereby exhibitors were required to take a large number 
of low-quality films for the privilege of securing each hit they wanted, was a 
standard practice in the United States until outlawed in 1948, and it was a 
common element in Hollywood and South african international contracts 
for much longer than that.47 exhibitors worked essentially as the servants of 
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20 big distributors rather than as autonomous entrepreneurs. today in india, 
denmark, the netherlands, and a host of other countries, independent 
theaters screening films from a range of producers and various national cin-
emas remain an important part of local and national cultural economies. 
clearly, political and economic policies shape not only industrial forms 
and the accumulation of capital but also leisure and cultural options.
 the exhibition and distribution industries in tanzania occupied an 
intermediary zone between the indian and american models and changed 
somewhat dramatically over time as new political regimes, guided by dif-
ferent economic goals, rose to power. during the colonial era, both the 
exhibition and distribution industries were run by independent, local en-
trepreneurs. With but a few exceptions, all the theaters in the nation were 
individually owned and run by local men who lived in the towns where their 
businesses operated. as in india, the state paid little heed to the develop-
ment of these small enterprises. So long as the theater owners abided by fire 
codes and adhered to censorship rules and regulations, the state did little 
to govern, direct, or restrict how the industry developed. the colonial state 
considered most small businesses in tanzania too petty to bother with, and 
cinemas, shops, fishmongers, and carpenters operated largely beyond the of-
ficial gaze. although colonial officials surely noted the large numbers of peo-
ple streaming in and out of the cinemas each day, they somehow could not 
even imagine that it might be worth their while to tax admissions or business 
profits. there was a duty imposed on films as they entered the country, but 
no official attention was ever paid to what these films earned once imported.
 the situation changed radically with independence. rather quickly, 
the cinema industry was brought under state control. movie theaters con-
tinued to be individually operated, but the buildings themselves were na-
tionalized, in 1964 in Zanzibar and 1971 on the mainland. in the 1960s, 
the socialist state became increasingly directive about all aspects of the 
national economy. the 1967 arusha declaration marked the official be-
ginning of the nationalization of key industries, banking, and trade. the 
following year, film distribution was formally nationalized. the impact this 
had on film imports and what was seen by urban audiences was less sig-
nificant than those familiar with socialist film policy in the Soviet Union or 
cuba might imagine, but the profits gleaned by monopolizing distribution 
were enormous (see chapter 8). net profits recorded by the tanzania Film 
company ltd. (tFc) grew from just under 400,000 shillings (tSh) two 
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years after incorporation to nearly 8 million in 1985, a twentyfold increase 
in a fifteen-year period after adjusting for currency devaluations.48 oddly, 
the nature of the industry came closest to the american and South african 
monopoly models of vertical integration under state socialism. Structural 
changes allowing for a concentration of capital were deemed good for so-
cialism. meanwhile, political rhetoric vilified cinematic entrepreneurs as 
bloodsucking, alien capitalists because nearly all the men in the business 
were of South asian descent.
 the racist rhetoric of the postcolonial era paid no heed to the facts that 
not all asians were capitalists and that capitalists came in immense varieties. 
the South asians who immigrated to east africa were diverse in terms of re-
ligion, class, caste, and region of origin. there were also huge variations in 
the relative degrees of economic success they achieved in east africa. Some 
rose to become the captains of industry, but others worked as dhobis (clothes 
washers) whose daily labor earned them little more than their daily bread. 
as richa nagar has pointedly argued, racial stereotypes often erase the class 
diversity found within the South asian communities of east africa.49 Post-
colonial racist rhetoric lumped all asians into the category of dukawalla 
(petty, conniving shopkeepers) or economic saboteurs, completely ignor-
ing the class and personal diversity within the asian community: neither 
all asians nor all shopkeepers were greedy racketeers.50 the literature on 
minorities in east africa tends to emphasize racial antagonisms between 
africans, asians, and arabs. Fueled by the racism of the nationalist era, the 
historiography has sought to explain why east african minorities have been 
stigmatized as “blood enemies,” to quote James Brennan, stereotyped in po-
litical discourse and journalistic accounts from the independence era as 
ruthless exploiters, slave traders, and foreigners who did not belong.51

 there were certainly asians and arabs who exploited africans eco-
nomically or whose actions aided imperial or subimperial conquest. and ex-
trapolating from these cases to entire populations served the political inter-
ests of many early african nationalists. Vilifying minorities, political leaders 
from Zanzibar, tanganyika, Uganda, and to a lesser degree kenya were able 
to craft a common enemy and distract attention from other concerns. this 
discourse fueled racial antagonisms, hatred, and assaults. in Zanzibar, in ad-
dition to the thousands of arabs who were murdered, the asian population 
of the isles dropped from 18,000 to 3,500 due to persistent assaults in the first 
decade after independence.52 many initially joined family and friends on 
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22 the mainland, but after the acquisition of Buildings act of 1971 nationalized 
property, tens of thousands once again felt compelled to move on.
 the personal and collective impact of racism directed at tanzanian 
asians was enormous, but it is also only part of the picture regarding asian 
experiences in tanzania. equally important were the personal bonds and 
social networks that allowed immigrants to transform foreign soil into 
home. By and large, cinema owners were not, to use Gijsbert oonk’s term, 
settled strangers—people who lived within african communities but not 
among them and who remained, even after generations, somehow “other.” 
cinema owners and managers were individually named and personally 
known by nearly everyone in their communities. they were recognized 
for their individual foibles, quirks, passions, and acts of kindness. as critical 
members of their local social community, they were deeply integrated, not 
segregated, and perhaps this helps explain why the vast majority of cinema 
owners remained in tanzania long after their buildings were nationalized 
and most of the asian population had left the country. like those who 
fled between the 1960s and the 1980s, these men endured immense per-
sonal and communal trauma. they watched as homes and businesses were 
seized, daughters and sisters were raped and forcibly married, fathers and 
sons were imprisoned, and most of their family and communal members 
went into exile. But for reasons that even they have difficulty explaining, 
they could not leave. this was home.
 i refer to the men who built and ran the cinema industry as they con-
sidered themselves: Zanzibaris and tanzanians. this is not to deny their 
status as minorities descended from immigrants but to emphasize how they 
worked to build institutions where anyone who wanted it had access to a 
seat and to foster communities where people mobilized not only around 
difference but also around what they had in common. the literature on 
asian and arab immigrants and minorities in east africa is paltry, given the 
size of these communities and the fact that they have lived in the region 
for some two hundred years.53 it is also surprising how dominated the lit-
erature is by images of othering minority populations. our failure to fully 
examine the diversity of immigrant experiences in africa, combined with 
the preponderance of studies emphasizing conflict, has granted normativ-
ity to the racism of nationalist rhetoric. Reel Pleasures elucidates how South 
asian immigrants and their children developed not only businesses but also 
social and cultural institutions that built bridges rather than divides.
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 Socialism, like capitalism, is both an ideology and an economic sys-
tem that exists only because human beings animate it and bring it to life. 
Socialists, like capitalists, also come in many different colors and stripes. 
the political economy of the cinema industry changed enormously after 
independence, but different actors within relevant state bureaucracies and 
ruling parties had varying interests that were often at odds. these complex-
ities and contradictions are explored in chapter 6 in the context of the state-
owned drive-in theater and in chapter 8 where struggles between industry 
bureaucrats and others are highlighted. the state was no monolith, nor 
was the party all-powerful. Socialism had different meanings and measures, 
and individuals invoked the term with particular outcomes in mind. race 
also had little bearing on political predilections. there were asians and 
arabs who were staunch socialists and marxists and many africans in the 
postcolonial governments who were neither. Being a self-described marxist 
also did not necessarily mean that one disavowed cinematic pleasure or 
even Hollywood: a leading comrade in the tanzanian defense Force was 
known by his self-chosen nickname, tony curtis, and Hafidh Suleiman, a 
hard-line member of the revolutionary council in Zanzibar, adopted the 
nom de guerre Sancho after a villain he idolized in italian westerns.54

 the study of moviegoing allows us to hear variety in the voices of 
postcolonial socialists and see the complicated and divergent ways in which 
rhetoric and reality intertwined. if some of the narratives presented here 
seem contradictory, that is because they were. the world is messy, and 
history no less so. You will not find the straight lines and neatly mapped 
socialist world depicted in James Scott’s Seeing Like a State here.55 exam-
ining postcolonial cinema policy is more like looking through a kaleido-
scope. every time you turn the lens, you see a different image, distinct but 
entangled in some difficult-to-discern way with the images before and after. 
Socialists did not all agree.

CinematiC modernity and moviegoing:  

gLobaL twentieth-Century Phenomenon

this book focuses on the issues and practices that made the business and 
pleasures of moviegoing in tanzania distinctive, but it is vital to recog-
nize that in many ways the tanzanian experience was also part of a much 
larger global phenomenon. all too often, africa is ignored or marginalized 
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“global shadows,” as if africa were tangential, rather than central, to the 
unfolding of truly global experiences.56 this exploration of the cinema in-
dustry in tanzania destabilizes historiographies of underdevelopment and 
depictions of africa and africans as always scrambling to catch up to the 
rest of the world. instead, we see that tanzanians’ experiences were ac-
tually commensurate with global trends in technological appropriation, 
the rise of commercial public leisure, and engagement with transnational 
media flows. From enraptured nights enveloped in the cocoon of a picture 
palace in the early twentieth century to midcentury evenings in the family 
car at the drive-in to late-century retreats to the couch to watch a video or 
dVd on the family television, tanzanians’ film watching was in step with 
both the aesthetic and the technological standards of the time.
 Films and stars that took other regions of the globe by storm were 
equally popular with tanzanian crowds. charlie chaplin and laurel and 
Hardy delighted silent-movie audiences everywhere. in the 1950s, the su-
perb acting and impeccable production values of raj kapoor’s films en-
sured sell-out crowds not just in india and tanzania but also in russia 
and turkey.57 By the 1960s, elvis Presley was the hottest thing around, and 
youth from mexico city to melbourne, memphis, and moshi flocked to 
the theaters to see his latest moves on screen, which they then emulated on 
hometown dance floors.58 a decade later, Bruce lee was the world’s lead-
ing screen icon among young moviegoers, including those in east africa. 
in the 1980s, the disco craze took the world by storm. But from tanzania 
to dubai, Singapore, and Hong kong, it was the dance moves of india’s 
mithun chakraborty, who starred in Disco Dancer (Shubash, 1982)—not 
those of John travolta or the Village People—that inspired. as Brian lar-
kin has persuasively argued, twentieth-century media cultures were trans-
national phenomena with multiple, shifting metropoles.59 We can only 
understand transnational media by appreciating africans’ roles in making 
them truly global.
 the mechanical technology of moving-picture display was nearly 
identical across the world, yet how this technology was negotiated as a so-
cial practice was incredibly diverse. technology is always imbedded both in 
space and in society. to say that moviegoing was a global twentieth-century 
phenomenon is not to say that it was the same everywhere. James Burns’s 
recent book on cinema across the British empire brilliantly reveals some of 
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the key similarities and profound differences in the cinematic experience 
during the early twentieth century.60 likewise, lakshmi Shrinivas’s House 
Full and Sudha rajagopalan’s Indian Films in Soviet Cinemas profoundly 
destabilize Western moviegoing habits as the norm. a host of factors af-
fected the social practices of exhibition and moviegoing. i situate the 
tanzanian experience within this global context.
 at the turn of the twentieth century, moving-picture technology was 
a revolutionary invention. it mesmerized audiences the world over. inven-
tors in the United States, Germany, and France were all experimenting 
with different ways of displaying moving pictures in the 1890s, but the lu-
mière brothers, auguste and louis, are generally credited as giving birth 
to “cinema” with their first public display of moving pictures on a screen 
in Paris, in 1895. Unencumbered by patents and pushed by demand, the 
new technology quickly enveloped the globe, as regional artisans and in-
ventors built on and combined various initial designs.61 Photography itself 

Figure i.3 dar es Salaam cinema ads. Sunday News, may 8, 1966
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26 was fairly new, having been refined only in the late 1870s, and many who 
went to see moving pictures at the turn of the century had actually never 
even seen a still photograph. the ability to seemingly capture people on 
film was deemed magic; watching people and objects move on a screen 
was spellbinding. When editors of the East African Standard ran a two-part 
article explaining what a moving picture was and how it worked for their 
english-speaking, literate audience in 1911 and 1912, the obvious assump-
tion was that few of their British readers had yet experienced this novelty 
themselves. though itinerant shows were by then somewhat common in 
caravan towns and ports in tanzania, isolated British settlers living on rural 
farms in kenya could only imagine what such a spectacle was like. the 
technological mysteries of moving pictures remained unfathomable to 
many, even for those who had seen films. in 1917, the swadeshi “father of in-
dian cinema,” dhundiraj Govind Phalke, made a short documentary, en-
titled How Films Are Prepared, to educate the public. He included footage 
from some of his earlier features as well as shots illustrating the physical and 
technical processes involved in making these films. in the early decades of 
the twentieth century, europeans, africans, and asians all marveled at this 
new technology with equal delight.62

 Quickly, however, moviegoing grew from an utter novelty to a mass 
form of leisure and one of the most popular “cheap amusements” found in 
burgeoning cities across the world. during the first decades of the twen-
tieth century, urban populations exploded, and mass entertainment was 
born. initially, the mass in mass media did not refer to a message pegged to 
the lowest common denominator; it referred to the huge publics that gath-
ered to see a show. nickelodeons—so named in the United States because 
of the nominal fee required to go inside—spread like wildfire in american 
cities in the first decade of the 1900s as millions of new urban immigrants 
flocked to the show.63 a similar phenomenon could be found in china, 
Japan, thailand, iran, egypt, turkey, tunisia, lebanon, Singapore, Ja-
maica, and india.64 By the time of World War i, overflowing nightly shows 
were just as common in Zanzibar and dar es Salaam. the fact that the 
first films were silent and thus intelligible no matter where they were shown 
aided the spread of moving pictures. the standardization of film technology 
and projection equipment furthered the ease with which films circulated: it 
made no difference, technically speaking, whether the films imported into 
Zanzibar were produced in india, France, Japan, or Britain. the cheap 
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cost of entrance—typically just a few pennies—made it possible for the 
working poor in cities from calcutta to chake-chake and chicago to in-
dulge in an evening’s delights at the moving pictures.
 the thrills and spectacles offered by this new visual medium were not 
its only draw; equally enticing was the ability to vicariously travel to exotic 
places and explore new surroundings, to access news and information, and 
to learn about people and customs different from one’s own. again, readers 
must appreciate the limited availability of other forms of mass media at that 
time. Prior to the 1920s, radio broadcasting was extremely limited even in 
europe, and many people in the world did not gain access to wireless trans-
mission or affordable receivers until well after World War ii. newspapers 
and magazines were relatively inexpensive sources of news and informa-
tion, but most of the world’s population was not literate, making access to 
print media irrelevant to most. american journalists frequently referred to 
movies as “the workingman’s college” and lamented that more people got 
their knowledge of the world beyond their doorsteps from film rather than 
newspapers.65 in tanzania too, the desire to learn about new people and 
places and see how others lived was one of the common reasons respon-
dents cited when asked why they went to the show. an old Swahili maxim 
said, “travel to learn/open your mind.” Film offered a slice of the traveler’s 
vision to those who never left home.
 movie houses also offered patrons access to modern splendors and de-
lights. inaugurated in europe in the 1910s, picture palaces swept the globe 
in the 1920s as the industry sought to cultivate a “higher-class” audience 
and distance itself from the urban working classes who comprised the ma-
jority of viewers during its first two decades.66 Picture palaces evoked glam-
our and opulence, encouraging patrons to identify with the dream world 
on the screen.67 i grew up hearing stories from my great-aunt and great- 
uncle about their adventures dressing in their finest clothes and taking the 
streetcar downtown to the tivoli theater or the chicago, while courting 
in the 1930s. For them, these were rare adventures, and their reminiscences 
focused on the exotic: the opulent theaters with their gilded ornamentation 
and antique statuary, as well as the extravagant use of electrical lighting—
three thousand bulbs in the marquee that spelled Chicago and the largest 
chandelier in the world in the theater lobby—all of which was a world 
away from their working-class tenement and single-bulb daily life. Going 
to the movies allowed them not only to see films but also to physically and 
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a short time.
 east africa’s first picture palace, the royal, opened in Zanzibar in 
1921, the same year that the tivoli and the chicago debuted. (See fig. 1.2.) 
Following global aesthetic standards, Zanzibar’s picture palace encouraged 
patrons of every class to enter a space where they too were royal. accord-
ing to mwalim idd Farhan, a teacher and musician from Zanzibar who 
attended the theater in his youth, “the way you were treated at the cinema 
made you feel proud, like you were someone. Just being in the building 
made you feel like a Sultan.,” He added, “at home we had no electricity, 
or even a chair. the cinema was lit up both inside and out, and the chairs 
were upholstered, something unknown to us Swahili back in those days.”68 
the american movie moguls a. J. Balaban and Sam katz, who operated 
the tivoli, the chicago, and one of the first national chains in the United 
States, would have been proud of the theatergoing experience in Zanzibar. 
in the 1920s, they were among the first in the United States to inaugurate 
an elaborate corporate policy of treating moviegoing patrons as kings and 
queens, which was part of their effort to attract wealthy and middle-class 
audiences to the picture show.69 mwalim idd recalled that “at the cinema 
everyone was treated like royalty. You had an usher, like a servant, who po-
litely guided you to your seat. He called you sir or madam, and made cer-
tain you were comfortable. nowhere else were you treated so grand.” the 
fact that the royal also boasted box seats for the sultan of Zanzibar’s large 
extended family and the British resident’s entourage further enhanced the 
feeling of moviegoers like mwalim idd that there, if nowhere else, they 
were experiencing the same indulgence as the wealthy and powerful.
 Prior to World War ii, movie theaters were among the rare public 
venues where working-class and wealthy patrons encountered each other 
and enjoyed the same entertainments as relative equals. Few places in the 
world were as democratic in this regard as the United States, where pa-
trons all paid the same price for a ticket and sat wherever they chose—so 
long as they were white.70 in Britain, india, and tanzania, theaters—like 
ships, trains, and other public amenities—were divided not by race but by 
class. the elite typically occupied the balcony, if there was one, and paid 
substantially more for a ticket. “Second-class” patrons occupied the rear of 
the main floor, and the poor sat closest to the screen. Such seating arrange-
ments allowed middle-class and elite patrons to maintain their sense of 
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propriety, while simultaneously giving the poor and working-class patrons 
the satisfaction of knowing that they were traveling the same journey and 
arriving at the same destination, for a fraction of the cost. despite—or per-
haps because of—divisions by class within the theaters, cinemas were one 
of the few public places that brought patrons from residentially restricted 
neighborhoods and clearly distinct class backgrounds into the same space. 
Whether the cinema was in Bombay, india, in Bukoba, tanzania, or in 
Bristol, england, it was while waiting in the queue for a ticket, milling in 
the lobby, or buying concessions that many encountered the most diverse 
cross section of people from the town where they lived.71 exposure to the 
novel and foreign—on screen, in the city, and within the crowd—was part 
of the thrill of any adventure at the cinema during these early years of mass 
commercial leisure.
 Film viewing was a collective form of entertainment, and the collec-
tive sense of engagement was enhanced by the fact that it seemed nearly 
everyone was watching—and then talking about—the same film. opening 
day frenzies generate a lot of buzz the world over. But in this regard, the 
tanzanian experience diverged from the global standard in several import-
ant ways. First, tanzanian audiences took their obsession with being part 
of the opening day crowd to the extreme. no one with the means to attend 
would ever agree to be turned away on opening day. long-standing coastal 
social conventions of wanting to claim attendance at the biggest and most 
elaborate public gatherings—be they weddings, dance competitions, or 
football contests—parlayed into public excitement for filmgoing. moving- 
picture technology was incorporated into a long-established cultural milieu 
that placed immense social value on being able to say that you were part of 
the largest social gathering around. local exhibitors and distributors played 
with and into these desires; most films were screened for only one day or 
maybe two. thus, if you wanted to see a new film, you needed to see it the 
day of its premier—otherwise, you would likely miss it entirely. People paid 
close attention to the coming attractions; if a film by an applauded director 
or featuring a popular star was announced, news quickly traveled through 
the town. if rumors spread that tickets for the most prized seats were selling 
on the black market, everyone rushed to the ticket windows to book while 
they could, rather than risk being left out of the party.
 tanzanian exhibitors and distributors had to innovate on more stan-
dard industrial practices in order to meet the demands of these large and 
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ings at numerous theaters were made possible by the simultaneous release 
of hundreds of prints of a new film. But in east africa, importers and dis-
tributors could rarely afford to buy more than one print. african ingenuity, 
agility, and ability to make the most of a limited situation saved the day. 
depending on anticipated demand, tanzanian distributors and exhibitors 
would agree to release a new film in two to four of the largest theaters in a 
given town simultaneously. By staggering start times by twenty minutes and 
employing “reelers”—agile men with well-tuned bicycles who sped reels of 
film from one venue to the next—multiple theaters could run a premier 
using a single print. at the time, films were wound on a series of small reels, 
each of which contained roughly twelve minutes of run time for a given 
production. indian films, which were the only ones ever “reeled,” typically 
consisted of nine to twelve reels. as each reel finished at the first theater, 
it was quickly rewound and handed over to a reeler, who hopped on his 
bicycle, raced through town, and delivered it to the second theater in line. 
the second theater would then send its first reel to the third cinema in the 
line, after starting the second reel that had just arrived by bicycle from the 
first cinema. all nine to twelve reels of a film would be sped around town in 
this way.72 moving-picture technology may have been somewhat standard-
ized across the globe, but it required the ingenious application of indige-
nous tools to overcome local constraints when operating in tanzania.
 in most respects, however, tanzanian exhibition practices were com-
mensurate with global standards of technological sophistication and mo-
dernity. local exhibitors brought talkies, cinemaScope projection, spring-
loaded seats, air-conditioning, and stereophonic sound to their theaters as 
soon as they were able to do so, often within months of an innovation’s 
debut in new York or london. the latest global architectural trends were 
also featured at movie theaters in east african towns. cinematic entre-
preneurs consciously built dynamic regional and transnational networks to 
keep abreast of the world’s latest developments in the art, craft, and industry 
of film and exhibition, and they were committed to giving local audiences 
access to the best product they could possibly deliver.
 the glamour and sophistication exuded by the film industry accentu-
ated east african entrepreneurs’ innate predilections for using their busi-
nesses to project not just films but modernity, elegance, and style as well. 
modernity was a prominent discursive and developmental category of the 
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twentieth century, as important in tanzania as anywhere in the world. But 
how the modern was defined, measured, valued, and imagined was open 
to considerable debate. drawing on a rich africanist scholarship exploring 
the contested nature of modernity, successive chapters in this book illus-
trate how differently positioned historical actors conceived of the modern; 
how they imagined and gave form to their place within it; and how, to cite 
lynn thomas, they used the term to make political claims for inclusion or 
articulate visions of “new—often better—ways of being.”73

sourCes and methods

my first waged job, when i was thirteen years old, was working as a ticket 
and concession stand girl at a small local theater. Years of working at this 
theater clued me in to the fact that a lot more goes on at the show than 
watching films. this was where uptown girls met downtown boys and re-
lationships crossed the tracks, often behind parents’ backs. Bold young 
couples sneaked upstairs to the baby cry room—a soundproofed enclosure 
with seats and a large glass window looking out on the screen—to make 

Figure i.4 Plaza cinema, moshi, c. 1947. From the personal collection of  
chunilal kala Savani
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32 out. teens too young to purchase alcohol found willing buyers among the 
slightly older men who hung out at the adjacent hot dog stand. those with 
cars, tricked-out bicycles, and hot stereos to sell positioned themselves on 
the streets outside the theater to take full advantage of the crowd. adults 
probably socialized and made deals too, but none of us teens paid much 
attention to them. the owner taught me how to sell a single ticket over and 
over again, but it was only while doing this research that i came to appre-
ciate how critical such acts of subterfuge were to the economic survival of 
american small exhibitors. the mysteries of projection were also first re-
vealed to me there, although our projectionist was gruff and rather creepy 
and deemed us girls unworthy of learning the trade. But the older girl who 
filled in for the owner each monday, his sole day off, more than made up 
for the creepy projectionist. She spiked the orange fountain drink with gin 
for employees and let us dance in the lobby after the patrons were gone. 
She also took me to my first rock concert, Bruce Springsteen’s, and later 
helped me learn how to drive. my job at the theater later spurred me to ask 
tanzanian cinema employees not only about the movies they screened but 
also about the characters they worked with and the people in the neighbor-
hood they got to know from working at the show.
 data gathered from beyond the traditional archive form the bedrock 
on which this book is built. interviews turned my attention from the films 
people went to see to what going to the movies meant and how people made 
use of films in their own lives. kiswahili terms such as mshabiki (fan, fanatic), 
mpenzi (lover), or mteja (addict) were often used by people to describe their 
relationship both to particular genres of film and to the filmgoing experi-
ence in general. a surprising number of tanzanians went to the movies at 
least once a week, and many self-described fans went two times a week or 
more. i also sponsored an essay contest by distributing flyers, in english on 
one side and kiswahili on the other, outside schools, businesses, and bus 
stops. respondents were able to write on one of eight different prompts. 
my fantasy was that this exercise would inspire young people to talk to their 
elders about the past, but in neoliberal tanzania literate youth scoffed at 
the paltry prize money i offered. older people, however, responded enthu-
siastically, providing detailed descriptions of nights at the drive-in, fashions 
borrowed from films, and the place of moviegoing in their lives.
 Places are containers of memory; as annette kuhn has beautifully 
shown, memories have topography.74 Walking down memory lane might 
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be a cliché, kuhn argues, but getting people to take such steps is in-
credibly useful to the oral historian, providing a pathway into the past. in 
her own study of moviegoing in 1930s Britain, kuhn found that encourag-
ing respondents in their seventies and eighties to speak of walking to the 
cinema had the effect of transporting them back to their early years. in the 
process, films became situated in a larger network of physical, social, and 
emotional experiences. Setting the scene in this way gave events and facts a 
context, without which there would have been no purpose for recall. in the 
United States, nursing homes have recently started making extensive use of 
music from years gone by to revive the memories of patients plagued with 
dementia. the sound stirs regions of the brain that trigger physical, mental, 
and emotional ties to more vibrant times in elders’ lives. my own research 
revealed that memories of the cinema and moviegoing were surprisingly 
vivid for many tanzanians, which i suspect is because such memories ac-
tivate and draw on so many different parts of the brain. thinking back to 
significant films triggered visual, aural, sensual, emotional, and physical 
recollections for many respondents. thus, memories of the drive-in made 
more than one person salivate because the drive-in was intimately con-
nected with a favorite food that was consumed only there. others began 
to sing or dance while recalling a particular egyptian or indian film. and 
several cried and many laughed in remembering the antics of a partner, 
sibling, or age-mate with whom they went to see films. memories of 
moviegoing were often powerful because they were not just about a film 
but also about the emotional relationships that were forged—between 
families, peers, and lovers—in the process of going to the show. cinema 
memories went well beyond celluloid. they were infused with sensuality 
and affect; they were poignant, sentimental, and nostalgic.
 nostalgia loomed large in these recollections of nights at the show. 
this nostalgia was informed by specific longings and cultural desires, needs 
that “the future can no longer supply.”75 nostalgia for nights at the movies 
combined deep yearnings for a lost time and a distant place, and in these 
recollections, the personal and the political were often intertwined. For 
many of those who were interviewed, childhood, adolescence, or the early 
years of parenthood corresponded with the hopeful years leading up to or 
immediately following national independence. these were years of tri-
umph for many, as well as faith that the future’s promise would be fulfilled. 
nights at the movies were remembered nostalgically in part because they 
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both individual and national life cycles that could never be retrieved. like 
parents who have grown estranged from their adult children, tanzanians 
looked back to the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s and longed for the confidence 
and closeness of those early years. nostalgia for the golden years of 
moviegoing was also filled with longing for large public outings. For elders 
who rarely left the house anymore except to attend funerals, this hunger 
for public sociability and laughter was particularly strong. critics might 
argue that interview data cloud my interpretation precisely because facts 
and feelings are intertwined. But my interest is not just in what happened 
in the past; i also want to know what it meant to live that past—how experi-
ences produced feelings that gave meaning and pleasure to life.
 over the course of three summers and one academic year of field-
work, i conducted over a hundred interviews with exhibitors, distributors, 
employees, black marketers, and men and women who went to the cinema. 
interviews were typically an hour in length, but a few extended over several 
days. many enthusiastic, knowledgeable, or accommodating interlocutors 
were pestered too many times to formally cite. With the help of research 
assistants, i also made an effort to do somewhat random surveys in Zan-
zibar, dar es Salaam, tanga, Bagamoyo, moshi, arusha, morogoro, and 
iringa to get a larger sample of attendance patterns and cinematic tastes, 
including the views of those who never went to the movies at all. the plan 
was to conduct surveys in mwanza, Ujiji, and lindi as well, but life, and 
death, intervened. Some three hundred surveys and interviews were con-
ducted in these towns to ascertain how the cinematic habits of local movie-
goers compared to those of the larger urban population. Sociologists have 
every right to laugh at my “random samples”: i made no effort to survey 
every fifth household, but i did consciously query men and women from 
a range of ages, religious faiths, races, and neighborhoods. in addition, i 
hired research assistants to target populations different from those i was 
interviewing myself. my own random samples involved asking people of 
relevant ages—in the markets, on the streets, on buses, at restaurants, at 
soda stands, at football matches, at concerts, or in any public venue where 
i had the opportunity to engage someone in conversation—about their film 
and moviegoing experiences. this method gave me a way to start a conver-
sation with a stranger while fixing a shoe or waiting for a bus. if a shop was 
open but had few customers, i took the opportunity to query employees. 
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taxi drivers too were frequently canvassed. i also stopped in restaurants, 
bars, and roadside eateries that catered to people of different classes and of-
fered to buy a drink for anyone willing to chat about his or her experiences. 
in several cases, employees took it upon themselves to spread the word with 
members of their cohort, arranging hours of conversations for me over the 
course of several days. if people were avid cinema fans, we made plans for 
more lengthy formal interviews. But even with folks who never went to the 
movies, it was important to understand why. Without these random surveys 
or the help of research assistants, i would have talked only to fans.
 Personal photo collections also provided invaluable insights into how 
films were mediated and made use of in daily lives. Scholars have studied 
fan magazines to understand how and why certain stars appealed to audi-
ences, and they have explored the tactile efforts men and women made 
to replicate the glamour, bravado, and drama of the screen in their own 
lives.76 tanzania had no fan publications, but the stories i was told by peo-
ple as we looked through their photo albums resonated in significant ways 
with what fans elsewhere articulated in print.
 Fans do not merely watch movies; they make tangible links between 
what they see on screen and their own emotional and material realities. 
Some fans collect pictures and memorabilia related to idolized stars, and 
tanzanian youth were as prone to pasting their bedroom walls with images 
of their favorite heroes and heroines as kids anywhere. Fans also translate 
what they see into a cultural activity by sharing their feelings and thoughts 
with like-minded others. in literate cultures with commercial print media, 
this is often made evident by subscribing to fan magazines or joining fan 
clubs. in tanzania, this type of fan engagement was more likely to take 
place on the streets, in kitchens, or in classrooms than in published form. 
People displayed their affinity for various stars by adopting hairstyles, hats, 
clothing, and modes of comportment modeled on a character in a film. 
nearly all the self-identified movie fans who shared their photo albums 
with me had pictures of themselves in dresses, shirts, shoes, or hairstyles 
worn by film heroes or heroines and incorporated into their own fashion 
repertoires. Fan clubs as such did not exist, but this in no way precluded the 
existence of an expressive fan culture.
 much of the written data used in Reel Pleasures was found outside the 
official archive. the sources range from the uncollected holdings of depart-
ments, ministries, offices, and parastatals to private, personal collections 
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state records alone is astounding. For instance, in the national archives in 
dar es Salaam the sum total of material related to the tanzania Film 
company—the parastatal that effectively took over the film distribution 
industry in 1968—was contained in just one file with a few pieces of paper. 
But in the buildings that formerly housed tFc staff, i found not only files 
but also films made by tFc that many, including the company’s filmmak-
ers, presumed were forever lost. the private archives of tFc employees, as 
well as theses written by students at the University of dar es Salaam, were 
far more useful on the topic of postcolonial state film policy and practice 
than the material in the national archives. Similarly, nearly all the records 
of the postcolonial censor board cited in this volume, including wonder-
fully illuminating confidential files revealing internal struggles between 
the party, the tFc, and the censors, were found in a closet in an office 
building that has since been demolished. members of the staff generously 
opened the door and allowed me to spend weeks occupying one of their 
desks. the office of the registrar of companies, part of the ministry of in-
dustries and trade, was a gold mine for information on corporate accounts. 
as Jean allman has argued, to produce innovative new studies of the afri-
can past scholars need to begin aggressively pursuing alternatives to what 
has been conveniently collected, sorted, and cataloged in the national ar-
chives.77 this is all the more true for the postcolonial period, when far less 
was written down and even less was collected and archived.
 this is not to dismiss the importance of data gleaned from colonial 
archives. Without these records, i would have few dates indicating when 
cinemas were established, and without the obsessive compulsion of British 
censors in recording the name and origin of every film that entered the 
country, i would have no idea how many movies were imported or how 
diverse their origins were. Yet as charles ambler asserts in his work on 
moviegoing on the Zambian copperbelt, censor records tell us a lot more 
about european anxieties than about the pleasures africans derived from 
watching films.78 Published newspapers are also invaluable, but like every 
type of source, these too skew our attention in particular ways. according to 
newspaper ads, Hollywood films dominated tanzanian screens, accounting 
for more than 80 percent of what was shown during the colonial era. Based 
on this evidence, it would be easy to conclude that Hollywood shows were 
what most tanzanians went to see. But my three months of fieldwork in 
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Zanzibar, Wete, and tanga, in 2002, shattered this image. none of the in-
terviewees who went to the movies during the 1950s and 1960s could name 
a single american film, and the names of american actors were nearly as 
difficult for people to recall.79 the issue was not failing memories or a lack 
of interest in films: at times, the names of indian films and directors and 
favorite indian stars rolled off the tongues of respondents more readily than 
the names of their own children and grandchildren. the point is that even 
though Hollywood films dominated the press, they were not, by and large, 
what tanzanians chose to see. talking to people about their moviegoing 
experiences and film preferences during that initial exploratory phase of 
research completely transformed this project.
 reading newspapers alone and being largely unfamiliar with indian 
films before i began this study, it would not have occurred to me that indian 
movies were what everyone went to see. From the 1920 through the 1950s, 
these films were often not even advertised, since newspapers were not most 
urbanites’ principle source of information about what was happening in 
town. and rarely did any town but dar es Salaam or Zanzibar make the 
press. Yet as it turns out, in the 1950s and 1960s east africa was the most 
lucrative overseas market for indian films in the world. By 1960, export 
earnings on indian shows screened in east africa totaled some $700,000 
(or $5.4 million in 2016 dollars, after adjusting for inflation).80 in the 1960s, 
india films garnered a mere 5 percent of global screen time, and producers 
typically realized less than 2 percent of their box office earnings in foreign 
markets. this was largely because Hollywood screen contracts kept com-
petitors out of many markets.81 to get Hollywood films, exhibitors generally 
had to agree to forgo all others. not one of the sixteen thousand theaters 
in the United States screened indian films at the time, and the situation in 
europe was little better. in fact, in the 1950s and 1960s indian films earned 
ten times as much in east africa as they did in the United kingdom. au-
diences in east africa were obviously a critical—and lucrative—overseas 
market for indian producers. this region is where Bollywood first really 
went global.
 Private personal and business records are another set of sources i used 
to enhance the image of cinematic history projected by official archives. 
the largest cache of written documents was a vast trove of box office re-
ceipts kept by abdulhussein marashi, owner of the majestic cinema in 
Zanzibar. abdul meticulously preserved the box office receipts presented to 
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from his father, and 1993, when he screened the last 35 mm film. these 
records provide detailed accounts of attendance over time, as well as in-
formation on every film that was screened. they also give information on 
changing tax rates and the relative earnings of the majestic, the state, and 
the distributors. abdul’s was one of the last theaters operating in tanzania 
when i began this project, and many other proprietors said they had burned 
their remaining records just a few years (and in one case just weeks) before 
my arrival. if only someone had dared to follow in Bill nasson’s pioneering 
footsteps back in the 1980s, we could have amassed and preserved countless 
personal memories and business records that are now forever lost.82 asad 
talati, owner of United Film distributors—the largest and most important 
provider of films for tanzanian theaters after independence—was another 
exceptionally generous source of knowledge and documentation. For years, 
he responded to my e-mail queries and provided details on international 
suppliers of films, costs of prints, and relative earnings. He also shared fam-
ily and business archives and photos dating back to the 1930s. a list of films 
distributed during the waning years of commercial 35 mm exhibition, from 
1992 to 2002, and returns and attendance details were also provided by his 
associate in Zanzibar. members of the Savani family in kenya and tanza-
nia also shared business records from their film distribution and exhibition 
companies. Without these individuals’ willingness to share their personal 
archives and knowledge, i would know almost nothing about the economics 
of the industry, and i would not be able to corroborate the rich oral evidence 
on audiences’ cinematic preferences with precise numbers of ticket sales.
 this book joins a very small number of studies examining commercial 
exhibition, distribution, and cinemagoing in africa. now, the tide of neglect 
is beginning to turn, and scholars have started to publish books on what 
was obviously a significant form of leisure on the continent. in 2013, James 
Burns published Cinema and Society in the British Empire, 1895–1940, a 
pathbreaking, comparative study of the growth of cinemas and moviegoing 
cultures across africa, the caribbean, and asia. Burns documents that the 
enthusiasm for commercial film and moviegoing was widespread through-
out the tropics, and he makes us wonder how academics could have ignored 
such a vibrant facet of leisure life for so long. His book also emphasizes that 
we have only begun to scratch the surface in understanding film and audi-
ences, as well as business across the British empire.
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 the myriad ways in which local factors influenced the development 
of commercial cinema are further highlighted in odile Goerg’s Fantômas 
sous les tropiques: Aller au cinéma en Afrique coloniale. Published in 2015, 
this is the first book-length study of commercial cinema and urban audi-
ences in sub-Saharan africa. Goerg makes clear that tanzanians’ affection 
for film was far from exceptional. in western africa too, urban africans 
became avid moviegoing fans early in the twentieth century. the composi-
tion of the audience, the genres of films that were popular, and how people 
appropriated visual images and made use of them in their own lives are top-
ics we have only begun to appreciate. and, as Gareth mcFeely has argued, 
historians have neglected a significant component of african urban lives 
by ignoring the forty thousand people who went to the movies each week 
in accra in the mid-1950s. examining the Ghanaian businessmen who ran 
the theaters, he asserts, also fundamentally transforms our understanding 
of the economy.83

 i am the first to concede that a regionwide study like Goerg’s for east 
africa could quite conceivably destabilize some of the claims i make about 
tanzanians’ unique position in the regional cultural economy. my ini-
tial aim was to do a comparative study of Zanzibar, tanzania, kenya, and 
Uganda, but once i began doing the research with two small children in 
tow, that plan was quickly revised. Until we have detailed studies of Uganda 
and kenya, as well as mauritius, comoros, Sudan, ethiopia, and mozam-
bique, it is impossible to say how the tanzanian experience compares. 
the works of mcFeely and david Gainer, on african moviegoing and the 
cinema industries in Ghana and South africa, respectively, highlight the 
critical importance of detailed country-specific studies. these scholars il-
lustrate the immense variations in business practices and cinematic expe-
riences between the two countries, each of which in turn differed quite 
markedly from tanzania, Senegal, and the congo.84 and as lakshmi Sri-
nivas demonstrates in her recent book, Full House, we urgently need more 
ethnographically rich and varied studies of moviegoing to destabilize both 
the textual approaches that have dominated examinations of film and tra-
ditional reception studies. Reel Pleasures offers just a glimpse at what will 
eventually become a more complex, colorful, and nuanced picture of mov-
iegoing in africa through the contributions of others.
 there are few advantages to taking as long to write a book as i took 
in finishing this volume. But one of the good things that has come from 
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the internet—has developed, allowing readers to access nearly all of the 
films mentioned. Whereas i spent extensive amounts of time and money in 
the first decade of the 2000s hunting down copies of indian classics, italian 
westerns, Hong kong action films, and German soft porn, today you can go 
to Youtube and watch everything from the remaining reels of the first in-
dian feature film, Raja Harishchandra (Phalke, 1913), to the tanzania Film 
company’s Vita vya Kagera (1980)—with live footage of the tanzanian war 
against idi amin in Uganda—from the comfort of your own couch.
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