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Abstract 
Recently, menstrual health has received increasing attention globally. The assumption that 

improved menstrual health management (MHM) has a positive impact on girls’ education is 

becoming widely accepted amongst stakeholders, but being an emerging field of research, the 

evidence for it is not yet considered to be strong. This thesis explores MHM amongst 

adolescent schoolgirls in Tanzania. The study was conducted in northern Tanzania, in a 

predominantly Maasai area, where aspects of the economic and socio-cultural environment 

might impact girls’ menstrual experiences. In addition, the thesis examines how local non-

governmental organisations and authorities address MHM, and how menstrual health 

interventions may influence girls’ empowerment and their ability to realise their capabilites. 

Through a mixed methods qualitative approach, this thesis is aimed at producing a 

phenomenological understanding of the essence of the menstrual experience for a group of 

schoolgirls. Qualitative data was collected through a two-month field work. In total, I spoke to 

twenty-four participants through focus groups discussions and semi-structured individual 

interviews, in addition to countless field conversations.  

 

Different theoretical frameworks were used to elucidate the intersectionality of girls’ 

menstruation and wider gender inequalities in education. Gender theory was used to discuss 

how bodily functions impact lived experiences. Anthropological perspectives on taboo, 

pollution and confinement were used to discuss menstrual conduct. Naila Kabeer’s framework 

for empowerment was chosen to analyse power(lessness), and capabilites approach was 

deemed appropriate to identify the freedom and lack of freedom of menstruating girls.  

 

Some consistent themes emerged from the girls’ menstrual narratives. The findings suggests 

that insufficient sanitary products and knowledge, as well as expectations of gendered 

behaviour, influenced girls’ menstrual experiences. Menstrual taboos caused shame and fear 

and lead some girls to be aware and adaptive to their surroundings during menstruation. 

Moreover, menstruation impacted girls’ performance and well-being in school, which in itself 

proves the importance of including MHM in further research and interventions.  
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Sammendrag 
Sammenhengen mellom menstruasjon og jenters utdanning har i det siste mottatt økende 

oppmerksomhet globalt, men som forskningstradisjon er feltet relativt uutforsket. Formålet 

med denne masteroppgaven er å undersøke håndtering av menstruasjon (MHM) blant 

ungdomsskolejenter i Tanzania. Datainnsamlingen ble gjennomført i nordlige Tanzania, i et 

område hovedsakelig befolket av Maasai, med mål om å undersøke hvordan det økonomiske 

og sosiokulturelle miljøet påvirker jenters opplevelse av menstruasjon. I tillegg fokuserer 

studien på hvordan ikke-statlige organisasjoner adresserer menstruasjon, og hvordan deres 

arbeid kan påvirke jenters opplevelse av menstruasjon og dermed skape empowerment og øke 

jenters sjanse til å realisere sine capabilites. Studien tar i bruk triangulering av metoder for å 

produsere ulike former for kvalitative data. Målet har vært å produsere en fenomenologisk 

fremstilling av den generelle opplevelsen av menstruasjon blant en gruppe ungdommer. 

Oppgavens datamateriale ble samlet inn gjennom et to måneders feltarbeid i Tanzania. Totalt 

hadde jeg samtaler med tjuefire informanter gjennom fokusgruppediskusjoner og 

semistrukturerte individuelle intervju, i tillegg til utallige feltsamtaler.  

 

Ulike teoretiske rammeverk har blitt tatt i bruk for å framheve et interseksjonelt perspektiv på 

jenters menstruasjon og videre kjønnsulikheter i utdanning. Kjønnsteori ble brukt til å forklare 

hvordan kroppslige funksjoner påvirker jenters liv. Antropologiske perspektiver på tabu, 

pollution og confinement er blitt brukt for å diskutere atferd ved menstruasjon. Naila Kabeers 

rammeverk for empowerment og capabilites approach ble brukt for å diskutere jenters makt 

og frihet.  

 

Jentenes fortellinger om opplevelsen av menstruasjon resulterte i noen gjennomgående funn. 

Datamaterialet tilsier at utilstrekkelig tilgang på sanitærprodukter og kunnskap, i tillegg til 

forventninger om kjønnet oppførsel, påvirker jenters opplevelse av menstruasjon. Tabuer 

omkring mensen førte til skam og gjorde at jentene tilpasset seg sine omgivelser under 

menstruasjon. Menstruasjon hadde stor påvirkning på jentenes følelse av trivsel og velvære i 

skolen og påvirket deres deltakelse og utbytte av utdanning. Det er i seg selv en tydelig 

indikasjon på at MHM bør inkluderes i videre forskning.  
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1 Introduction 
The link between girls and education has been a reoccurring theme in global development 

strategies for years and has grown substantially in the last decade. There has been, and still is, 

a global concern for closing the gender gap in education, and even though girls school 

enrolment increases, gender gaps in education are still prevalent, especially in secondary 

education. According to data from UNESCO the gender disparities are soon to be equalised, 

but still the General Net Enrolment Rate for girls is lower than that of boys. In low - and 

middle-income countries (LMICs) in sub-Saharan Africa girls are still more prone to drop out 

of school than boys, especially in secondary education (UNESCO, 2019). The Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) address this by focusing on how gender equality and equal access 

to education is important to create sustainable development (United Nations, n.d.). To reach 

the sustainable development goals it is important to ensure that girls not only enrol in 

education, but that they are able to complete it. This thesis will argue how the experience of 

menstruation might contribute to creating gender inequalities in education.  

 

The topic of menstruation as a part of people’s everyday lives has up until recently been more 

or less overlooked in research and as something to consider in educational development, 

especially in the context of LMICs. However, the impact of menstruation on girls’ lives is 

receiving increasing attention globally. The term “period-poverty” has made visible the 

struggle that many women and girls face trying to afford menstrual products. The term 

contributes to ideas of feminised poverty and refers to the financial burden of sanitary 

products that menstruating people, especially from low-income households, face (UNFPA, 

2021). Period poverty also contributes to an understanding that girls who face intersecting 

disadvantages, like poverty, are more likely to be excluded from education (UNESCO, 2019).  

 

For this reason, I found it important to study the lived experiences of Tanzanian school girls 

students in managing their menstruation. In difference to girls growing up in the Global 

North, many girls in LMICs do not have the same access to water and dignifying sanitary 

facilities, sanitary products, and credible puberty information (UNICEF, n.d.). Furthermore, 

the sociocultural environment in which girls in sub-Saharan Africa grow up might lead to 
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significant changes after they reach menarche1 that challenge their ability to successful school 

participation.  

 

Using anthropological theories on shame and taboo, as well as geographical understandings of 

spatiality and confinement, this thesis attempts to understand how attitudes towards 

menstruating women and their periods might limit girls mobility and use of public spaces, like 

schools. The menstrual experience is a big part of the transition from girlhood to womanhood. 

Because students are going through this transition during their most important years of 

schooling, it should be regarded as something that could potentially impact their educational 

outcomes. Hennegan et al. (2017) write about how consequences of inadequate menstrual 

experiences have been suggested to extend beyond the classroom to also impact girls 

participation in society. This thesis will draw on this and try to understand how menstruation, 

and the gendered norms surrounding it, might also affect Tanzanian girls’ ability to lead a 

dignified life. 

 

At the same time as this thesis discusses whether girls’ education is affected by a natural part 

of their existence, it is also important to look beyond the narrative that girls and women are 

oppressed through their menstrual experience. Although, this thesis will inevitably link 

menstruation to power relations that might be perceived as oppressing, it will also include 

perspectives of how girls are engaging in their menstrual experience. In addition to this, it is 

discussed how other stakeholders like NGOs and local Tanzanian authorities, are promoting 

safe and positive MHM for adolescent girls.  

 

Before continuing it is important to disclose some terminology used in this paper. In this 

thesis girls/women are used to describe those menstruating. This done to make reading easier, 

but it also reflects the heteronormative environment in Tanzania and corresponds with the 

language used by the informants. However, it is important to recognise that all girls do not 

menstruate, and not all that menstruate are girls. More inclusive labels would therefore be 

menstruating/non-menstruating. Furthermore, except for when citing others, the term 

menstrual health and menstrual health management (MHM) is used as opposed to hygiene, 

which implies that menstruation is something “unclean”.  

 

 
1 First menstrual bleeding. 
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1.1 Research questions 

The overall objective of this thesis is to do an in-depth study of girls’ lived experiences of 

menstruation in hopes that this will add to a more complex realisation of female living. On the 

basis of this, the following research questions were formed:  

 

I. How do Tanzanian secondary schoolgirls experience Menstrual Health Management 

(MHM)? 

 

II. How do NGOs and local authorities work to improve MHM for adolescent 

schoolgirls? 

 
III. To what degree can menstruation hinder girls’ empowerment and their realisation of 

capabilites through education? 

 

 

1.2 Tanzania and girls’ education 

The United Republic of Tanzania is a country in East Africa and consists of mainland 

Tanzania, and the islands Zanzibar, Unguja, Pemba and Mafia Island. The United Republic of 

Tanzania was formed by the uniting of mainland Tanganyika and Zanzibar in 1964. 

Tanganyika became a German colony in 1885 but was after World War I mandated by the 

British until its independence in 1961 (Wedgwood, 2010, p. 841). In 2018 the World Bank 

estimated 26,4 percent of the population to be living below the national poverty line, whilst 

49,4 percent were suggested to be living below the international poverty line of 1793.5 TSH 

or 1.90 USD per day per capita (World Bank, 2021).  

 

The school system found in Tanzania today originates from the colonial period. Before 

colonization, the only schools in Tanganyika were a few mission schools and Koranic 

schools, but several tribes had their own well organised initiation training and education 

(Wedgwood, 2010, p. 841). The first president of Tanzania, President Julius Nyerere, was a 

teacher by profession and his political party TANU, used education as a tool to create a 

peaceful, united, and self-reliant nation (Education for Self Reliance). Nyerere made a 

foundation where education has since been an important part of the country’s political 

ideology (Mashaza & Majani, 2018, p. 109).  
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Today the Tanzanian educational system is built on a structure of 2 years pre-primary, 7 years 

primary (Standard 1-7), 4 years lower secondary (Form 1-4), 2 years upper secondary (Form 

5-6), and 3+ years of university education or shorter college courses. Primary and secondary 

school leavers can also obtain vocational education certificates as an alternative to the 

standard education. Primary school is compulsory, and the Tanzanian government is 

committed to providing primary education for all disadvantaged social and cultural groups, 

among them hunters and gatherers and pastoralist communities.  

 

Tanzanian educational statistics (BEST) from 20182 shows that there is near gender parity in 

primary enrolment with more girls than boys enrolled in lower secondary education, Form 1-

4, from 2017 to 2018. However, the enrolment levels become increasingly more biased 

towards boys in the advanced secondary levels, and boys outnumbered girls in Form 5 and 6 

(Appendix 3). This is largely due to girls’ poor performance in the Form 4 national 

examinations, where boys continue to outperform girls with a higher pass rate in all subjects 

except Kiswahili (Appendix 4). This is a different tendency than in many other countries 

today, like in Norway, where girls usually outperform boys in most school subjects (NOU 

2019:3). It also proves that there is still a gender gap in education in Tanzania, but that it 

today is related to performance rather than enrolment. However, the educational statistics also 

show disparities in completion rates. Girls are prone to drop out in higher levels of education 

and also outnumber boys in numbers of repeaters in secondary education (MoEVT, 2018, p. 

279). Therefore, there is still a need to investigate what impacts girls’ performance in, and 

completion of, secondary education. This thesis might contribute to elucidate some of these 

factors.  

 

As primary enrolment becomes universal, there is an inflation in education, where higher 

levels of education are needed for formal jobs. This is especially challenging for girls that are 

outperformed by boys in education. Academic inflation causes many young people to find 

work in the informal sector. The field work for this thesis coincided with several substantial 

changes to the informal economy in Tanzania. During my time there the government banned 

all “Machingas” (woman street vendors) from the streets of some of Tanzania’s major cities 

(Makakala, 2021). The fact that there, in KiSwahili, is a name for street vendors which 

implies that they are women, says something about how women comprise a large share of the 

 
2 Latest available Tanzanian educational statistics I have been able to obtain.  
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petty traders in Tanzania’s informal sector. When I first arrived, the streets were full of 

women selling their produce on the street, but around halfway through my stay the urban city 

areas had completely transformed. All the vendors disappeared from streets “overnight” and 

the sidewalks, that were usually very crowded, were empty. This development is addressed 

because I regard it an interesting and quite substantial development that transforms the role of 

women in the society by removing an important income-making activity for them.  

 

Another important recent political development in Tanzania, is the decision made by the 

Tanzanian government to allow adolescent mothers to resume their education after delivering 

a child. Tanzania has been heavily criticised for the discriminating practise of denying 

pregnant girls to finish their education, limiting their right to education (Human Rights 

Watch, 2021). The law, which was reinforced in 2017 by the late President John Magufuli, 

lead girls to drop out of school and also caused schools across Tanzania to perform 

compulsory pregnancy testing and expelling of pregnant students. Even girls about to 

complete the pivotal National Form 4 exams were not allowed to sit the exam to finish their 

education. On November 24th, 2021, the current government lead by President Samia Suluhu 

Hassan revoked the practise. All students who dropped out of school due to pregnancy are 

now allowed to resume their education (Wambura, 2021). I will return to this at a later point 

in the thesis but emphasise how they can be understood as reflecting a change in how the 

Tanzanian government views women’s position in the society. The current government seems 

to be making strides towards honouring girls’ right to pursue education, as well as 

acknowledging young mother’s agency and productive value in the society.  

 

1.2.1 Maasai  

Tanzania is estimated to have over 120 ethnic groups. Most Tanzanians identify with one or 

more groups, however, extensive efforts have been made by the Tanzanian government to 

also forge a strong national unity amongst all citizens as Tanzanians. Since independence, 

ethnic or religious identity has not been disclosed in public registers. Still, ethnic identity is 

essential to most inhabitants. One of the most well-known tribes outside of Tanzania might be 

the Maasai. The Maasai identifies as an indigenous tribe and live primarily in what is also 

tourism hotspots, in northern Tanzania and southern Kenya. Traditionally, the Maasai have 

lived as semi-nomadic pastoralist and livestock has been, and still is, an important economic 

capital. Today the Maasai naturally live in both rural and urban areas throughout the country 

with a varying degree of traditional lifestyle. When giving a presentation of the Maasai, I find 



   

 6 

it important to emphasise the many differences within this group. While I might at some 

points refer to Maasai people or Maasai girls as a whole, I do not wish to imply that there is 

just one way of living as a girl or a Maasai girl in Tanzania. Furthermore, although most of 

my informants were Maasai, some of my informants also had other tribal backgrounds and 

came from other parts of the country. 

 

The Maasai live by a patrilinear social structure in extended family groups and clans 

(Mashaza & Majani, 2018, p. 117). They also arrange to live by an age-set system, where 

each individual belongs to a group of similarly aged people. The Maasai have a strong 

division of responsibilities, roles and labour related to these age and sex groups. Young boys 

are first given herding responsibilities. When they reach puberty, the boys are circumcised 

along a group of same-aged adolescents. They are thereby initiated into adult life together and 

incorporated into a new age-set as Moorans (warriors). As warriors, young boys are 

responsible for livestock and protecting their village. With age, they will move to a new age 

groups, and gain increased status and responsibility and lastly become respected male elders 

(Coast, 2001, p. 46).  

 

Women do not have specific age sets like men, but also pass through different stages in their 

life. Girls are also traditionally circumcised around puberty, but individually and not by a 

communal ceremony. Female genital mutilation (FGM) indicates both physical maturity and a 

change in the girl’s social status. After FGM she is considered ready for childbearing and 

marriage and will usually be married off after completion of primary school (Coast, 2001, p. 

48). By that the family forges bonds with other family groups and in addition the bride’s 

family receives dowry in the form of livestock which gives wealth. Thereby, marriage is 

essential to the continuation of the group or the clan. 

 

The Maasai traditionally live by quite rigid and patriarchal gender roles. Male and female 

Maasai operate in different spheres, where women traditionally have more domestic and 

reproductive responsibilities. The men are usually responsible for the livestock. The 

patriarchal system also creates differences in occupation and education between Maasai men 

and women. Maasai children, and other pastoralists in general, have lower school enrolment 

rates than children of other backgrounds. Maasai girls are especially disadvantaged in formal 

education. There are several factors that can contribute to explain this tendency, and only 

some will be briefly mentioned here. One of them being that Maasai historically have 
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perceived formal education to have high costs and low returns. Tanzania has had a focus on 

developing universal education for self-reliance that was not contextualised to the Maasai 

pastoralist lifestyle. Because the formal education did not fit the needs of the Maasai society, 

it was perceived as less important (Mashaza & Majani, 2018, p. 119). However, it is not just 

the attitudes towards formal education that has caused low school enrolment among the 

Maasai. Because the rural Maasai often live in less developed or remote areas with temporary 

settlements, they have not had the same access to quality education as in other parts of the 

country. The development of secondary schools in rural areas has been inadequate and many 

parents have been forced to send secondary school students to boarding schools. Because of 

the added risks of sending girls to boarding schools, many parents have been reluctant to do 

so. At the same time children are also needed at home to fulfil their duties connected to the 

Maasai lifestyle. The low levels of education creates fewer occupational opportunities and 

therefore Maasai women are considerably less integrated than men in the "non-traditional" 

economic system. It is possible to argue that Maasai women face double marginalisation. 

They are marginalised like other girls and women in mainstream society, but at the same time 

the patriarchal system in which they live, creates some limitations for pastoralist women that 

intersects with their access to formal education and employment. Nevertheless, this thesis will 

show how some Maasai girls use education to negotiate their situations in the patriarchy 

system that prevails in these communities.  
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2 Previous research 

2.1 MHM and education in low- and middle-income countries 

Even though there is a growing body of qualitative research on MHM and education in 

LMICs, there is still not much rigorous quantitative research evidence supporting this 

connection. Hennegan et al. (2019) conducted a systematic review and synthesis of qualitative 

research on the topic of Women’s and girls’ experiences of menstruation in low-and middle-

income countries. Despite different contexts and populations, the narratives and lived 

experiences that emerged reflected some consistent themes. Mapping these themes Hennegan 

et al. produced an understanding of antecedents influencing the menstrual experience and how 

they result in impacts on “physical and psychological health, education, employment, and 

social participation” (Hennegan et al., 2019, p. 31).  

 

 
Figure 1 - Integrated model of menstrual experience (Hennegan et al., 2019) 

 

Hennegan et al. conclude that “future interventions should seek to address identified 

antecedents of menstrual experience, including knowledge, social support, restrictive 

behavioural expectations, and the physical and economic environment” (Hennegan et al., 

2019, s. 3). 

 

Sommer (2009, 2010, 2013) also focuses on how there is a demand for understanding what 

factors are influencing girls academic abilities and achievements. She emphasises that 
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capturing girls voiced experiences of their everyday life through participatory methodologies 

can contribute to understand if and how menstruation is impacting girls schooling (2009, p. 

383). Sommer also discusses how the girls in her studies lacked adequate information about 

menstruation and puberty and that the traditional cultural or family directions of growing up 

were perceived as insufficient by girls growing up with more global influences and shifting 

societal traditions (2009, p. 394). Being one of the most prominent researchers in the field, 

Sommer encourages further research to focus on the importance of studying contextual factors 

impacting girls lived experiences. She highlights that there is a need for capturing these 

accounts in sub-Saharan Africa today because of the possibility that menstruation may 

influence girls educational achievements (2009, p. 383).  

 

Some of Sommer’s research has been situated in the towns of Moshi and Rombo in the 

Kilimanjaro region, an area in Northern Tanzania. Having also collected my own research in 

Northern Tanzania, several parallels can be drawn from Sommer’s findings to the results of 

this study. However, the area where Sommer conducted her research is for the most part 

inhabited by people from Chagga tribe, whereas the data collection for this thesis was situated 

in a district with people predominantly Maasai inhabitants. There are notable differences in 

how these tribes historically have viewed for instance schooling and gender roles. The 

Chaggas are known for being highly educated. They were early influenced by Christian 

missionaries, but more importantly, education has also had a central position in the traditional 

Chagga culture (Mashaza & Majani, 2018, p. 114). Chagga people are also known for having 

had less dramatic menstrual practices and traditions than others (Sommer, 2010, p. 523).  

 

Contrary to Sommer and Hennegan et al. there are researcher like Grant et al. (2013) and 

Osther & Thornton (2011) that question the likeliness of menstrual solutions lowering school 

absenteeism. Through a survey-based study of students at 59 primary schools in Malawi, 

Grant et al. found no causal relationship between provision of sanitary supplies or 

improvement of toilet facilities on school dropouts or absenteeism. Even though their results 

indicated that one third of all girls reported missing at least one day of school during their 

periods, menstruation accounted for only a small part of female absenteeism. They state that 

even though menstruation might negatively impact quality of life, it unclear whether girls’ 

school performance and attendance is related to menstruation. Emphasizing that the most 

stated reason for school absence was “sickness”, and only a small amount blaming 

menstruation, they draw attention to the fact that there are few studies that link actual 
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attendance data to the impact of menstruation. (Grant et al., 2013, p. 262). Jewitt & Ryley 

(2014) points out how the term “sickness” is often used as a euphemism for menstruation 

related illness and that menstruation related absence can be wrongly categorised.  

 

The findings of Grant et al. (2013) corresponds with the research of authors like Unterhalter et 

al. (2014). Through a review of 169 research studies from 1991 to 2014 they study what 

research evidence suggests can lead to expansion and improvement of girls’ education, gender 

equality and empowerment (Unterhalter et al., 2014, p. 1). Unterhalter et al. presents targeted 

cash transfers, information about employment returns to education and school development as 

the interventions that are most strongly supported by research-based evidence to have an 

impact on girls school participation, learning and empowerment. From their research, water, 

hygiene and sanitation measures has a promising positive impact on girls absenteeism, but the 

evidence for it is not yet considered to be strong. In line with Oster & Thornton (2011) they 

also highlight that there is limited evidence that provision of menstrual supplies directly 

impacts girls attendance, but emphasise that it is suggested to have an effect on quality of life 

and education in general, which in itself should encourage further research.   

 

Furthermore, MHM has also received increasing attention by private stakeholders. Over the 

course of me preparing and writing this thesis I have seen a clear increase in organisations 

fronting MHM. The acknowledged Tanzanian NGO, HakiElimu, published a report in 2019 

focusing on factors that can affect girls’ retention and transition rates3 in Tanzania. Through 

interviews with schoolgirls from five different districts in Tanzania, HakiElimu identified 

three focus areas that might impact girls’ retention and transition: (1) girls sexuality, (2) 

domestic environment, and (3) teaching and learning environment. Compared to barriers such 

as economic restraints, family commitments and academic difficulties, menstruation had less 

impact on girls missing school. Nevertheless, HakiElimu found that as much as 69,2 percent 

of their participants strongly agreed to be scared of attending class during menstruation 

(Sambaiga, 2019, p. 40). The high percentage of girls stating that they fear going to school on 

their period suggests it is a problem to be addressed. Shame and poor access to sanitary 

products were some of the reasons for this fear. As an important influence on the Tanzanian 

government and other NGOs, HakiElimu presents solutions to the problems addressed in the 

study. Improving of schools’ sanitary facilities is among the solutions that are encouraged. 

 
3 Number of students transitioning from primary to secondary level.  
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They also highlight that provision of sanitary pads in schools should be expanded to reach 

more girls (Sambaiga, 2019, p. 46).  

 

As part of efforts to advocate for girls’ education and rights, HakiElimu also recently 

published a study assessing Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) education in 

primary and secondary schools in Tanzania (HakiElimu, 2021). Their findings indicated that 

SRHR education improved girls’ school attendance during menstruation and reduced the 

stress related to menses (HakiElimu, 2021, p. 30). These findings support the evidence that 

menstruation might impact school participation in Tanzania and calls for continued emphasis 

on girls menstrual experience. 

 

2.2 “Holding back” 

Most of the literature presented above focuses on how girls education is essential for 

development, and how poor menstrual experiences may influence girls’ ability to stay in 

school. Through research on girls and women in the Tigray region in Ethiopia, social 

anthropologist and photographer Thera Mjaaland (2013) encourages looking beyond the 

narrative that specific cultural practices or domestic work limits girls education. She raises 

awareness around how girls’ socialisation and “specific understandings of femaleness” can 

impact girls academic performance.  

 

Mjaaland explains how girls in Tigray are required to be modest and “hold back” in public in 

order to fulfil societal and cultural standards of what is “female”. She often refers to this as 

the “virginity ideal” and highlights that amongst her informants, femininity is connected to 

modesty, virtue and seclusion. By elucidating that boys and girls are encouraged to develop 

different traits, she suggests that female modesty causes girls to “hold back” in their 

educational assertiveness (2013, p. 140). Her point is that girls cannot avoid relating to and 

negotiating the implications of their gender when pursuing education (2013, p. 290). 

Mjaaland’s ideas will be integrated in this thesis by focusing on how the way girls are 

socialised can lead them to have a withdrawn attitude towards their capabilities and potential. 

Through my data collection process this appeared as an important perspective to address, and 

I believe attention needs to be paid to how “holding back” and displays of modesty impacts 

girls’ performance in education.   
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3 Theoretical framework 

3.1 Gender theory 

Mjaaland’s (2013) research on gender stereotypes and school participation for Tigrayan girls 

leads to a discussion of how to understand gender. The field of gender studies is extensive and 

will not be fully explored in this thesis. Nevertheless, this chapter will start by briefly 

introducing some of the most commonly used ways of understanding gender, as they can be 

used to say to argue the importance of girls menstrual experience. Simone de Beauvoir 

separates the concepts of “sex” and “gender” to question whether (wo)man born or made. 

“Sex” is used to describe biological conditions, while “gender” does not express sex as a 

primary given, but is changeable and refers to an interpretation and internalisation of social 

and cultural systems (Cranny-Francis et al., 2003, p. 3).  

 

This dichotomous view of sex and gender is shared by other gender theorists. Judith Butler 

uses it to critique naturalistic explanations that render women’s social existence as dependent 

upon their physiology (Butler, 1988, p. 520). Butler understands gender as performative. 

Thereby, gender is understood as a historical and cultural construct in which the (wo)man 

compels the body to confirm to a historical idea of (wo)manhood (Butler, 1988, p. 522). The 

understanding of gender as a social construct is commonly acknowledged today, but this way 

of understanding the relationship between biological sex and social gender has also been 

challenged (Moi, 1998). Are women’s lived experiences not at all impacted by bodily 

functions such as menstruation or childbearing? This thesis does not argue against the 

viability of social gender, but rather elucidate how the body, and thereby menstruation, is 

always a part of most women and girls’ lived experiences.  

 
3.2 Anthropological perspective on menstrual taboos 
Above it is argued that bodily functions can impact one’s lived experiences. The following 

chapter will present anthropological theories of taboo and pollution surrounding the female 

body and menstruation.  

 
3.2.1 Taboo and pollution 

Several qualitative studies, like Jewitt & Ryley (2014, p. 137) highlights how taboos, and the 

silence around menstruation, might restrict female mobility, create or enforce gender 

inequalities and impact girls access to resources like education. Sommer (2009) also found 

that taboos or etiquette on menstruation can influence girls behaviour or freedom of 
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movement during menstruation (Sommer, 2009, p. 386). These culturally or self-imposed 

restrictions make interesting approaches for studying the everyday experience of 

menstruation.  

 

Menarche is in some cultures followed by rituals and symbolism. The numerous rules for the 

conduct of menstruation have caused it to be foregrounded in some anthropological studies. 

Herein, menstruation is often connected to a concept of taboos. Menstrual taboos are customs 

or institutionalised perceptions that restricts women’s behaviour during menstruation. The 

taboos are often rooted in beliefs that menstruating women or their blood are dangerous or 

offensive and results in rules of menstrual conduct (Young & Bacdayan, 1965, p. 225). 

Buckely & Gottlieb (1998) wite about how theories of taboos are multifaceted, but the 

dominant theory being the one that equates taboos with oppression. Studies of how the 

menstrual experience is related to male dominance through taboos has contributed to the 

construct of theories of pollution (Buckley & Gottlieb, 1988, p. 9). The theories of pollution 

arise from the perception by both men and women that menstrual blood is unclean or messy. 

Mary Douglas (2002), an acknowledged anthropologist who worked on general pollution 

theory, defined pollution as something that is out of place or that offends against social order. 

Menstruation is considered to be out of place because it is moved from inside the body where 

it is normally contained. Taboos are therefore constructed to protect people from the “danger” 

that this matter out of place is imposing (Douglas, 2002, p. 3). And thus, is female behaviour 

influenced by how their bodies are viewed through ideas of pollution.  

  

Longhurst (2000) also focuses on how taboos arise from the female body challenging 

conventional ideas of boundaries. Women can be understood to be in possession of “insecure 

bodily boundaries”, like leaking of menstrual blood, that makes their bodies not trusted in 

public spheres. Men, on the other hand, do not have the same insecure bodily boundaries. In 

this context, leaking bodily fluids and bodily waste can also be referred to as a liminal state 

where women are vulnerable and between two stages, the exterior and interior. The term 

liminality was developed by anthropologists and refers to the middle stage of a rite of 

passage, but has later been expanded to refer to boundary or in-between experiences in 

general (Horvath et al., 2015, p. 39).  
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3.2.2 Witchcraft 

Buckley & Gottlieb highlights how the liminal state of menstruating women described above 

makes them susceptible to manipulation through rituals. By being defined as a pollutant 

menstrual blood is an “obvious candidate for ritual use with the intent of bringing harm to 

others”, for example through witchcraft (1988, p. 34). Hence, are taboos not only created to 

protect the society from menstrual “pollution”, but also to protect menstruating women from 

spiritual forces or witchcraft (Buckley & Gottlieb, 1988, p. 7). Keesing (1998, p. 291) defines 

witchcraft as a “malevolent power that operates through individuals as an involuntary force”. 

Data from this study suggests that witchcraft was one factor that influenced girls’ menstrual 

experiences. Special attention was given to how blood can be an entry point for a “witch” to 

inflict harm on a person. Therefore, an understanding of the place of witchcraft in the society 

seems relevant. In Africa, witchcraft is still an accepted fact that is not just limited to certain 

communities, but extends to all levels of society including academic and political spheres, 

religion and medicine (Green, 2005, p. 247). In Tanzania witchcraft is most widespread in 

north-western and central regions like Mwanza, Shinyanga, Tabora and Singida, but the belief 

in witchcraft is pervasive throughout the country and an acknowledged part of daily life for 

many (Mesaki, 1993, p. 169).  

 

In societies where witchcraft is prevalent, customary practices are commonly explained to be 

originating from witchcraft (Keesing, 1998, p. 291). In this way witchcraft serves as a 

mechanism for explaining experiences of misfortune or mysterious happenings. Mesaki 

describes how witchcraft can work for conformity in a society by being a way of sanctioning 

and discouraging behaviour that is deemed socially unacceptable (1993, p. 154). Historically, 

elder women, people with albinism and others that act or look “out of the ordinary” risked 

being labelled as witches in Tanzania. They have been, and still are, therefore suffering from 

witch killings and violence. Most of the literature on witchcraft in Tanzania seems to be 

focused on extreme cases of witch-killings and witchcraft eradication, but in this thesis, it is 

more interesting to study how superstitious beliefs is a latent part of people’s daily lives in 

less extreme ways. In the context of menstruation, it is interesting to research how menstrual 

conduct is rooted in witchcraft and how a fear of witchcraft being directed at themselves, 

makes girls conform to menstrual norms.  
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3.2.3 Confinement 

In addition to taboos, another way of sanctioning menstruating girls and make sure their 

bodies do not “pose a threat to the social order” is through confinement. Confinement refers 

to boundaries, bounds or borders and is by Longhurst (2000, p. 36) used to describe many 

different phases of women’s life cycles where they cannot move freely. An example is 

pregnant women withdrawing from public space, becoming confined to their home. Buckley 

& Gottlieb (1988) addresses how it might be problematic to view taboos only as oppressive 

towards women. Some parts of menstruation etiquette have been suggested to have been self-

imposed. They make examples of how confinement of menstruating women historically might 

have originated due to women themselves wanting to stay out of the public sphere while 

menstruating. They do not argue that menstrual taboos are not made to oppress women, but 

reflect on how it might have different social functions in different contexts (Buckley & 

Gottlieb, 1988, p. 11). 

 

In this thesis, confinement will be discussed as a cultural imperative as described above. As a 

cultural imperative, confinement is a result of customs reflecting the power relations between 

men and women. Furthermore, confinement can also be used to show how some physical 

environments causes menstruating women to restrict their behaviour and use of space. In the 

field of geography menstruation is sometimes studied with a focus on the relationship 

between bodies and spatiality, where menstruating girls might experience exclusion from 

places they have previously been welcomed or felt comfortable, for example school 

environment. This leads to a state of confinement where a person is restrained, and either is 

obliged or feel obliged to stay indoors due to the state of their bodies. For menstruating and 

pregnant women both, lack of adequate sanitary infrastructure in public spaces, or lack of 

pads, can for example lead to confinement. In this context confinement is a result of the 

intersection between poverty and being a menstruating girl. 

 

Considering that confinement may emerge from either culturally imposed customs or 

materialistic inadequacies, Longhurst argues that simply adapting the public sphere to the 

need of women is not in itself enough to eradicate female confinement. Longhurst emphasises 

that a change needs to happen at “both the material and discursive levels” (Longhurst, 2000, 

p. 40).  
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3.3 Empowerment 

One way of eradicating female confinement might be through the concept of empowerment. 

The World Bank defines empowerment broadly as “the expansion of freedom of choice and 

action to shape one's life” and people’s ability to influence institutions that affect their lives 

(Narayan, 2002, p. 18).   

 

The World Bank’s definition of empowerment is similar to Naila Kabeer’s framework for 

empowerment. Kabeer is a social economist known for her research on the agency of women 

factory workers in Bangladesh. She is one of the most important contributors to the issue of 

women empowerment and looks at power as the ability to make choices and control key 

aspects of one’s life. Thereby being disempowered is the inability to choose (1999, p. 437). 

Menstruation is a key aspect of women’s and girl’s lives, and in this context, empowerment is 

for example about the ability for women to choose how they want to handle their 

menstruation and how to relate and engage with societal and cultural norms and taboos. 

According to Kabeer (1999) the ability to choose is fundamental, but not enough to create 

empowerment, there also needs to be an expansion of people’s ability to make strategic life 

choices to live the lives they want to live. This could for example be choosing whether to 

marry or whom to marry, to have children or achieve higher education (Kabeer, 1999, p. 437). 

In this thesis it will be argued that having the ability and the means necessary to influence 

one’s own menstrual experience is essential to being able to make these strategic life 

decisions.  

 

Kabeer identifies three inseparable dimensions of empowerment (1) resources, (2) agency and 

(3) achievements (1999, p. 437). Resources are structures, both material and human, that can 

expand the ability to make choices. Agency refers to the decision-making of the actor and the 

ability to define one's goals and act upon them. Achievements are explained by successful 

exercises of agency that can in turn generate more empowerment (Kabeer, 1999, p. 438).  

 

Murphy-Graham & Lloyd (2016) proposes a conceptual framework for how education can 

empower adolescent girls by mapping educational interventions with empowerment potential. 

Their framework includes three core conditions that is necessary if education is to have an 

impact on girls’ empowerment. The three conditions highlight that: (1) the physical, material, 

and socio-cultural environment must be conducive to learning, (2) empowering education for 

girls should foster their dignity and equal worth with others and (3) empowering education 
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should expand girls’ agency and promote “learning by doing” (Murphy-Graham & Lloyd, 

2016, p. 570). Although ambitious, especially in under-resourced contexts, the framework 

elucidates how education can contribute to empowering adolescent girls.  

 

3.4 Capabilities 

According to Kabeer, resources and agency together constitute what Amartya Sen refers to as 

capabilities (Kabeer, 1999, p. 438). Pioneered by philosopher and economist Amartya Sen, 

the capabilites approach (CA) raises the question of what people are actually able to do and to 

be. Furthermore, the capability approach places human development and welfare focus on 

people as active agents and emphasises the diversity in human needs and priorities. This 

means acknowledging that people have different ideas and values. CA is therefore about 

individuals ability or opportunity to obtain what they find valuable. Sen combines ability and 

opportunity and uses the word freedoms. Capabilities understood as freedoms means that a 

person has all the means necessary to achieve what they wish to do (an activity or 

functioning) or to be (state of being). Sen emphasises that when people describe what they 

value, it is often a state or an activity (Banik, 2006, p. 17). Thereby, CA shifts the focus from 

means or resources to ends, focusing on what people are able to do and be with the available 

resources, in their particular circumstance. Sen therefore accentuates that an individual’s 

freedom, or capability, to act on what they find valuable can be used to measure quality of life 

(Nussbaum, 2000, p. 14).  

 

One of those that have further developed Sens capability approach is Martha Nussbaum. 

Nussbaum focuses especially on individual rights, for example the freedom to obtain one’s 

right to education, participation and income-earning (2000, p. 5). For girls that experience 

menstruation as an obstacle for education, capabilities is about their freedom to realise their 

right to education. The capability approach is addressed because it can be a useful way of 

identifying barriers for improving women and girls’ situation. Menstruation can possibly be 

identified as one such barrier. Nussbaum states that, as a result of their gender, women lack 

the support and resources for leading their lives fully (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 4). It is also 

possible to argue that women who lack the support and resources they need to meet their 

menstrual needs, have limited freedom to fulfil their capabilities, simply by them being 

women and having a body that goes through menstruation. 

 



   

 18 

3.5 Intersectionality 

Nussbaum also argues that when gender inequality is combined with poverty it creates a 

profound failure of human capabilities where the freedom to choose and realise one’s 

aspirations is increasingly limited (2000, p. 3). The material of this thesis suggests that this is 

the situation for many of the young girls in the sample. An article by Kimberlé Crenshaw 

(1991) is therefore used to discuss how the concept of intersectionality can be useful when 

understanding how the menstrual experience is shaped by many dimensions of girls identities. 

Intersectionality has roots in the black feminist movement and was coined by Crenshaw as a 

way of understanding how different identity categories like race, gender, class or sexuality 

coincides in creating inequality. As a pioneer for critical race theory, Crenshaw emphasises 

how inequality discourses often focuses only on one identity category, like race, when 

explaining disparities, forgetting to respond to other categories, like gender. She argues that 

the focus should be on how some people are subject to several intersecting identities at a time. 

In her article she does this by showing how patterns of racism and social class impacts women 

of colour’s experiences with violence in a way that it is not relevant for white women 

(Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1244). This accentuates how women who are socially, culturally, or 

economically disadvantaged at the same time are less likely to be able to mobilize the 

resources needed to fulfil their capabilites. Through my thesis I will argue that a combination 

of intersectional issues like poverty, lack of empowerment and gender can contribute to 

explain the unique vulnerability of young women that impinges on their freedom to realise 

their capabilites. 

 

The theories presented above vary greatly but may altogether contribute to understand the 

menstrual experience of a group of Tanzanian adolescents. Several different theories have 

been presented to reflect how there are many different aspects to consider when attempting to 

understand menstruation. I believe important aspects could have been lost without the 

diversity of the chosen theories.  
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4 Research methodology 
In this chapter I account for the methodological approach for this master project. Answering 

my research questions required me to collect data through field work in Tanzania. The focus 

on girls’ personal and individual experiences influenced the choice of research methods. 

Lived experiences are difficult to quantify. I therefore made a choice of using focus group 

discussions (FGDs), semi-structured interviews and participatory observation as methods to 

produce different forms of qualitative data. A qualitative research approach is suited for 

addressing the meanings individuals or groups ascribe to a social and human phenomenon 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 42). In my case I was interested in how girl students, both as 

individuals and a group, experience menstruation as a biological and social phenomenon. 

Therefore, a qualitative approach was a good foundation for learning about the multiple 

perspectives of my informants’ menstrual experience. By also addressing the meaning they 

place on intersectional factors influencing their experiences, I have tried to form an in-depth 

picture of how different factors of adolescent girls’ lives interacts in shaping their 

experiences. I wanted to avoid basing the data collection on my own assumptions and 

therefore chose a qualitative study that allowed for a flexible approach to the data collection 

where the methodological approach could be adapted during the field work.  

 

4.1 Phenomenological approach 

Attempting to describe the lived menstrual experiences of a group of people, places my 

research within a phenomenological research tradition. Phenomenological studies describe the 

common meaning of a phenomenon amongst a group of people and attempts to describe what 

all participants have in common when experiencing a phenomenon. By doing this, individual 

experiences are reduced to describe the universal essence of a phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 

2018, p. 75). In line with this I set out to collect data from people that have experience with a 

phenomenon, which in this case is menstruation and school participation, and attempted to 

develop a description of the essence of this experience for the participants. Creswell & Poth 

(2018, p. 75) emphasizes how a phenomenological description should include what the 

participants experienced, but also how they experienced it, which is reflected in my material.  

 

Following a phenomenological research tradition also presents some challenges. While I am 

in search of the common experience of menstruation, I also acknowledge that there is not just 

one way of experiencing menstruation for my participants. I have attempted to let my material 
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reflect this duality by also studying aspects of the underlying reasons for how my participants 

experience their realities the way they do. Researching people’s lived experiences has the 

potential of uncovering underlying structures, routines and habits that is cemented in the 

consciousness and impacts the experience of being a menstruating adolescent student. In 

addition to the phenomenological descriptions of what and how a phenomenon is experienced, 

it has also been important to study why girls are experiencing menstruation the way they are. 

 

4.2 Presentation of schools and participants 

The sample population of this study includes girl students from two different secondary 

schools, a female teacher, a school matron and three different NGOs. Tables of FGD and 

interview participants, with information about their positions and involvement in the project, 

can be found in Appendix 1 and 2. Information about the two field schools can be found in 

chapter 5.  

 

I have chosen to give all my informants fictive names. The two field schools have been called 

School 1 and School 2. To secure their anonymity I have also given the two NGOs fictive 

names. The only organisation I chose to name is Norwegian Church Aid as they are strictly 

representing their official work and strategies.  

 

4.3 Accessing the field and recruiting of informants 

My data was collected through a two-month field work in northern Tanzania from early 

October to early December of 2021. I went to Tanzania along with two fellow students that 

would also be conducting their field work in Tanzania. We all did most of our data collection 

based at a secondary school (School 1), where we also resided for most of our time in 

Tanzania. Prior to departing we had organised with the school to let them know the objectives 

of our research. I had already done teaching practice at the same school in 2019 and was 

therefore familiar with the environment and had a network to rely on. The fact that I knew 

several of both students and staff made recruiting of informants easier. In School 1 I 

conducted four focus group discussions (FGDs) with students and two semi-structured 

individual interviews with a female teacher and the school matron. For the FGDs I recruited 

students from the upper secondary classes and chose to do two groups with students in Form 3 

(16-17 yrs.) and two groups from Form 5 (18-19 yrs.). This to make sure all student 
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participants were above the age of 16 and could comply with rules for consent, but also 

because of their English proficiency.  

 

The teacher, whom I have called Florah, was chosen because she was my practice teacher in 

2019. This meant I already had established a relationship with her, but I also chose her 

because her way of teaching differed from other teachers I had experience with. She comes 

across as an especially devoted teacher, and as a teacher student I admired how she built her 

lessons on real life experiences. She spoke honestly with the students and encouraged them to 

reflect in ways that I had not seen done by other teachers in Tanzanian schools. I therefore 

asked her for the opportunity to participate in and observe her social science lessons (Civics 

and General Studies) on advanced level. In these lessons she specifically brought up topics of 

menstruation, sexuality, relationships and gender norms with a critical perspective. Even 

though menstruation only made up a small part of her lessons, I found them useful for 

learning how they spoke about topics that in other contexts might be deemed taboo. I also 

asked the school matron for an interview. She is in charge of the students health and 

wellbeing and is also the one to distribute pads to the students. Because of my focus on lived 

experiences, I believed she would be able to provide a different, and thereby useful, insight 

into other aspects of the students’ lives.  

 

In addition to collecting data at School 1, I also made arrangements with stakeholders from 

three different NGOs. As people with experience in the field, I was interested in their 

perspectives on MHM and empowerment. I also wanted to interview them to put the data 

collected in the schools in perspective. One of them, Beatrice from Menstrual Health 

Awareness org. (MHA org.), was recommended to me by my supervisor. After following her 

work on social media for a while, I contacted her prior to leaving for Tanzania and arranged a 

meeting. Beatrice became a key informant who contributed with valuable insight into the 

research field and gave suggestions for other sources of information. Beatrice was also the 

one to introduce me to School 2. She brought me along on her visits to the school and gave 

me the opportunity to do participatory observation and have field conversations with students 

and staff. I chose not to do any interviews at this school as I was mostly interested in seeing 

how the students responded to and engaged in Beatrice’s work. Together, Beatrice and I 

therefore developed a habit of sitting down shortly after the visits to discuss the day and write 

down the important things we remembered. Because most of the visits were conducted in 
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KiSwahili, Beatrice would explain to me what had been said and I would be able to question 

her about the matters I did not understand.  

 

Having chosen a qualitative study approach, I was able to make use of the snowball method to 

recruit new informants as opportunities presented themselves to me. Because the snowball 

method can lead to having many informants from the same networks, sharing the same 

characteristics, it has been suggested to lead to sampling bias (Grønmo, 2020, p. 117). 

However, having a qualitative approach I do believe it rather contributed to creating the in-

depth descriptions I was after. Beatrice was the one to introduce me to Jackson, a government 

official working with her on sanitation and menstrual related issues.  

 

I found Emmanuel from Live Your Dreams org. (LYD org.) through School 1. On my last 

visit to Tanzania, they were working with the students in School 1. I therefore decided to 

contact them as I knew they were working on menstrual health in an empowerment 

perspective.  

 

Lastly, I contacted the Norwegian Church Aid in Tanzania. I had also followed their work for 

some time and had noticed that they recently started including MHM in their programmes. I 

therefore arranged an interview with them at the end of my field work. Unfortunately, when 

the time came for the interview, it turned out that the representative that was in charge of their 

MHM strategy was on maternity leave and the replacement was away on a conference. 

Therefore, the interview did not go exactly as planned. Nevertheless, they were very 

accommodating, and although not an expert on the MHM field, the representative I met with 

still provided some useful insights on MHM from a stakeholder perspective.  

 

My field work was, as mentioned, conducted during the fall of 2021 when the covid-19 

pandemic was still undergoing. All formal safety precautions were taken to make sure not to 

put myself or my informants in any risk. This meant that my research had some limitations. 

Because of the uncertainty around whether the research plan could be realized, I put off 

contacting and making appointments with most of my informants until I knew that I would be 

able to follow through. This meant that planning cooperation with organisations was limited 

mainly to interviews, except for my work with Beatrice and MHA org. that I followed over a 

longer course of time. Had I been able to go about the preparations as I wished, I might have 
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used more time in advance establishing relationships with informants and attempted to 

involve myself even more in their work.  

 

4.4 Choice of research methods 

To collect data, I used a qualitative mixed methods approach. Qualitative data was collected 

through a triangulation of different methods such as interviews, FGDs, observation and field 

conversations. This gave me the chance to study girls menstrual experience from multiple 

sources and from different perspectives. This adds to the trustworthiness of the data collected 

and has helped to minimize bias, which I will return to in chapter 4.7. 

 

4.4.1 Focus group discussions 

Most of my field work was, as mentioned, based on a longer stay at School 1. Here I spent 

time being an active participant in the school environment. I did this by engaging myself as a 

student teacher, and taught several subjects in Form 1, 3 and 5. Most days I returned to School 

in the afternoon and on the weekends to spend time with the students outside of the 

classroom. This gave me the opportunity to conduct participatory observation and field 

conversations with the students. Moreover, I then had the chance to single out students that I 

thought would be interesting informants in FGDs.  

 

The FGDs with students became an important source of information in my data collection 

process. My initial plan was to carry out both individual interviews and FGDs with the 

students, but after conducting the first two focus groups, I realized that the students benefitted 

from a group environment where they were comfortable with each other. The groups also 

allowed them to help each other with language difficulties. FGDs also proved to be a useful 

method for capturing an exchange of thoughts among the informants and gave room for more 

spontaneity than individual interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2019, p. 179). I felt that the 

interactions among the participants made it easier to discuss sensitive, tabooed topics. I also 

understood that topics like menstruation was most commonly discussed among friends, and 

rarely with others. I therefore thought the students would benefit from discussing such topics 

with their peers rather than just me as a researcher. I do however recognise that some in-

depth, individual perspectives could be lost because of the group dynamics in FGDs.  
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FGDs often consists of 6 to 10 participants (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2019, p. 179). I chose to 

have groups of around five students. One of the reasons being that the students had quite busy 

schedules that limited the time they had available for non-educational activities. I also 

conducted my field work at the same time as the students were doing their national exams 

which further limited the time they allocated to other activities. Furthermore, I experienced 

that the number of students gave everyone a chance to be heard and created a non-threatening 

environment for discussing personal experiences. I attempted to form groups of both 

extroverted, talkative students and more reserved students and found this dynamic beneficial 

as the more talkative students would often help the others to partake in the discussion. Some 

of the students were also strategically chosen as I knew they were especially proficient in 

English.  

 

In some of the groups it took the participants some time to understand the I indeed wanted 

them to have a real discussion, not simply answer my questions. Some discussions therefore 

started with the students talking one by one and presenting an individual answer to each 

question. FGDs involves that the researcher is more passive, allowing the discussion to unfold 

naturally (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2019, p. 179). However, since I wanted an informal 

discussion, I sometimes had to take charge of the conversation and make my expectations 

clear. I attempted to facilitate an environment where different and conflicting perspectives 

could be raised. All groups eventually ended up having constructive discussions. 

 

4.4.2 Tracing kinship 

In addition to partake in the discussion, I also asked the participants of the FGDs to draw a 

kinship diagram. Kinship diagrams is often used in anthropological studies to get an overview 

of kin relations between parents and children and more distant relatives (Keesing, 1998, p. 

181).  
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Figure 2 - Kinship diagram student example 

 
I mainly used kinship diagrams to map family situations to gain a clearer understanding of the 

students’ backgrounds and what their at-home menstrual experiences were rooted in. It also 

made me better able to ask meaningful follow-up questions and I was able to avoid 

generalising and assuming that all students came from a certain type of family or background. 

Naturally, several students were not living in nuclear families, and one student did not live 

with her immediate family at all. My interview guide contained questions about father’s 

attitudes towards menstruation but seeing as 39 percent of my informants did not live with 

their fathers, many of them would not have been able to answer this question based on 

personal experience. This was valuable insight to have when analysing the interview data. The 

kinship diagrams resulted in the following overview of the student informant’s family 

structures. The table shows the type of guardians the students lived with and does not account 

for siblings or if the informant was married, as none of them yet lived with their spouses.  

 

Table 1 - Family structure of FGD participants 

Nuclear 

family 

Single 

parent* 

Extended 

family 

Polygamous 

family 

Not 

stated** 

6 7  1 2 2 

* None stated living with a single father.  

** Arrived late to FGD and were not there to answer 
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4.4.3 Semi structured interviews and field conversations 

Semi-structured interviews are a common method for collecting qualitative data (Grønmo, 

2020, p. 140). I conducted five semi-structured individual interviews with school actors and 

stakeholders from the MHM field. Each interview lasted between 45 minutes to 1 ½ hour. 

When combined with the FGDs this was in my opinion enough informants to be able to 

conduct a thorough analysis, and I therefore stopped the recruiting of new informants when I 

felt I had reached a saturation point (Grønmo, 2020, p. 104). 

 

To guide the conversations, I developed interview guides with some open-ended and some 

closed questions. The open-ended questions and the semi-structured approach to the 

interviews allowed for new topics to emerge during the conversations. It also increased the 

trustworthiness of the material by attempting to avoid guiding the informants’ answer in the 

“right” direction. The questions in the interview guides were based on previous research 

literature, but they were also adapted along the way to my experiences in field. In most cases 

the interviews deviated from the structure of the interview guides.  

 

As a part of my field work, I also conducted field conversations as another type of informal 

conversations. The field conversations were an integral part of the participatory observation, 

as observations are not only what can be seen, but also what can be heard. Furthermore, I also 

used field conversations as a separate source for obtaining empirical material. They 

sometimes provided me with answer to questions I had not thought to ask, but that came up 

naturally in conversation (Aase & Fossåskaret, 2014, p. 33). The field conversations were 

noted in a field diary and later categorised thematically.  

 

4.4.4 Participant observation 

A school-based field work required a high level of participation from me as a researcher. 

Participant observation therefore became an important source of information for me and 

offered a different insight into how my informants lead their lives (Aase & Fossåskaret, 2014, 

p. 63). All discoveries were noted in a field diary and later categorised along with the rest of 

the data material. My observations include both descriptions of situations, but also my own 

impressions of what happened. I attempted to keep the two kinds of observation separate. 

However, I am aware that my own interpretations probably have impacted what is supposed 

to be neutral descriptions. An important part of the observation was therefore reflecting on my 
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own role and how I, as the researcher, impacted the field. This will be further elaborated in 

chapter 4.6.  

 

The observations were guided by the following questions:  

- How do my informants manage their menstruation? 

- How do the physical environment and infrastructure facilitate a dignified way of 

managing menstruation? 

- Do examples of gendered social structures appear in the daily life of my informants? 

- How do the students interact with others about menstruation or other related subjects? 

How do they interact amongst themselves, with me, teachers, the matron? 

 

Because I lived just outside School 1 and therefore could spend a lot of time there, I had many 

chances of doing observations in a school context. I also conducted observation with MHM 

org. in School 2.  

 

4.5 Transcriptions and analysis 

To process the data from the field work I transcribed the interviews using voice recordings 

and field notes. I have attempted to transcribe my material as my informants said it. I have 

chosen not to correct any of the quotes used in this paper, as this ensures low interference 

from me as the researcher in changing the meaning of my informants’ statements (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2012, p. 266). Therefore, there is some wrong use of language in the quotes. In 

some cases, I have put an explanation for a quote in brackets. The qualitative analytical 

software NVivo was used to code and categorize the material. I did not have predefined codes 

or categories. My analysis was therefore based on an inductive approach where new 

categories were formed from the data material. However, I do consider that the topics raised 

in my interview guides (Appendix 5-7) are a form of predefined categories and that they did 

influence which topics were discussed in the interviews. The interview questions were based 

on theory, previous research and personal experience, but were not used to form the analytical 

categories.  

 

I aimed to do a thematic analysis of my material to identify themes within the data. Thematic 

analyses are more inductive than other forms of content analysis, because categories are not 

decided prior to coding, but are induced from the material (Ezzy, 2002, p. 88). I started by 
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identifying descriptive codes that described the different parts of the material. These codes 

were then used to make categories of data with common futures. However, different codes 

and new themes emerged after having started analysing the material, so a big part of the 

analytical process involved arranging and rearranging the material into categories for a second 

time during the writing process (Ezzy, 2002, p. 92). Because the study was aimed at 

producing a phenomenological description of the essence of a lived phenomenon, I also 

analysed the data looking for connections between codes and between parts and the whole of 

the analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 67).  

 

4.6 My role and position in the field 

A challenge with having a phenomenological research approach is understanding that this 

thesis is a result of my own interpretation of my informants’ experiences. Phenomenology is 

not only a description of the lived experiences of a phenomenon, but also an interpretative 

process in which the researcher makes an interpretation of the shared meaning of lived 

experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 78). This idea is similar to what is often referred to as 

double hermeneutics, where the researcher interprets the informants interpretations of their 

realities (Aase & Fossåskaret, 2014, p. 74). This requires the researcher to understand her own 

role and position in the field. I came to Tanzania as a young, white, European, and educated 

woman and met a culture that is different, but also in certain aspects similar to my own. The 

differences meant that I had to reflect on how my previous experiences have influenced my 

knowledge and way of thinking. In the absence of a shared background, both me and my 

informants make more or less educated assumptions about each other’s lives.  

 

An important part of understanding my position in the field was having a conscious 

relationship to my roles in the field. Initially, the people in the field will always place the 

researcher within their normal social landscape and within already existing power relations 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 63). I was therefore prepared to have to negotiate my role 

and position in the field. I first wanted to avoid being labelled as a visitor, as I believed this 

would give me limited access to information. In the schools I did this by focusing on my role 

as a teacher student and focused on how I was there to learn from both students and teachers. 

However, being a Norwegian teacher student on masters level, I already had far more 

education than most of my colleges at the school. Most teachers in Tanzania have 1-2 years of 

higher education, and I therefore had a higher academical status than them, even as a student. 
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Therefore, I was not a normal part of the usual social landscape of the school, thus is this 

probably not the most effective way to facilitate exploratory dialogue (Aase & Fossåskaret, 

2014, p. 70). 

 

In my relationships with the students, I felt like I had two roles. During school hours I was 

their student teacher, but since I am also a young woman, not that much older than my oldest 

informants, we would have a more friendly and equal relationship in our spare time. I felt like 

this suited my research well. It also contributed to subdue my role as a researcher in the 

FGDs, which created a more informal interview situation. In general, I attempted not to be 

labelled simply as a researcher as I believed this would create a distance between me and the 

people around me. Therefore, I tried to position myself in a learner’s role where I focused on 

being there to learn from my informants. Even though few people know how to relate to being 

the focus of research, everyone knows what it is like to learn and be taught, and I hoped this 

would help me avoid creating unequal power relations that placed me “above” my informants 

(Wadel & Fuglestad, 2014, p. 42).   

 

I sometimes felt like my background, educational level and skin colour brought with it an 

assumption that I had money, knowledge or connections and could therefore offer 

opportunities. This is not wrong, but I often felt the need to re-establish myself as a student 

and a learner and disconnect myself from other Western organisations or researchers, from 

whom people usually receive money. There was especially one incident when this became 

especially evident. I was asked to present myself as the director of an organisation because the 

person I was with knew they had a better chance of a getting access to a school when 

accompanied by a “mzungu4 director”.  This took me out of the role as a researcher or student 

and gave me the position as a “director” of a company, which I was not.  

 

I also sometimes had my role and position challenged during the FGDs. The students were 

well aware that I was a teacher student. However, since I was asking them about menstruation 

and other issues that they normally discuss with NGO representatives, or doctors and health 

workers brought by the NGOs, I sometimes felt like they also saw me as one of them. They 

 
4 KiSwahili expression used to describe someone who is European, but mostly used in more general term to 
refers to someone who is white. Furthermore, the term is often used to denote economic well-being and 
knowledge.   
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therefore often asked me health related questions that I was always qualified to answer. Not 

all of these questions were written down, but some of them included:  

- “Maybe you are in menstrual period, when you face some pain, are you advised to use 

drugs”? 

- “If sometimes when you are in menstrual [period] is it good if you experience maybe 

ten or twelve days? Or one month?” 

- “Sometimes we are told that maybe if you hear strange news even if you are not in 

menstruation period you get a period. What makes that to happen?” 

- “Why when you are experiencing for the first time, why is the blood that is coming 

out, it is just like black?” 

- “And maybe you are in menstrual cycle. That blood which is coming out, is it 

associated with your blood, your body blood?” 

 

I was able to answer most of their questions, but sometimes had to re-establish that I am not a 

health worker. Moreover, these questions told me something about the students’ level of 

knowledge on these issues. Having the questions directed at me, also gave me an indication 

that I had been successful in creating an atmosphere where, what is otherwise regarded as 

taboo topics, could be raised.  

 

4.7 Challenges and ethical issues 

As presented above one of my main challenges during the field work was understanding my 

own role and position and how it influenced the data collection. Kvale & Brinkmann (2019) 

focus on how issues of validation in qualitative research should not be confined to a separate 

stage of an interview inquiry, but rather be permeate all stages of the research (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2019, p. 278). I have therefore chosen to discuss some challenges and weaknesses 

with the study as integrated parts of this chapter and refer to the whole of the chapter 

regarding issues of trustworthiness. However, there were some further overreaching 

challenges of trustworthiness and ethical issues that should be mentioned.     

 

4.7.1 Time 

Regarding the FGDs and teacher interview, the methodological challenge I faced most often 

was the issue of time. I would often schedule interviews that fell through because the 

informant(s) was occupied, had misunderstood, or did not show up in time for an interview. 
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This often meant that scheduled interviews had to be moved, which affected other parts of the 

data collection. I had for example scheduled an interview with a second teacher that fell 

through because it was continuously pushed forward on the teacher’s request. Eventually, it 

was scheduled for my last day in field, but it turned out the teacher was not present at school 

that day. I therefore regard challenges with time as something that lead to some missed 

opportunities. Having a limited amount of time in field, efficiency was crucial for the progress 

of the data collection. 

 

Making appointments and having all participants present at a certain time was also 

challenging when working with NGOs. It became evident to me during a field visit to School 

2 how the NGOs also struggle with the concept of time in their own work. Beatrice had 

scheduled a time to come there to teach the kids and even reminded the administration of the 

visit in advance. However, when we came to the school, we found out all the primary students 

she was supposed to teach had been sent home from school early that day.  

 

4.7.2 Ethical considerations 

In the above chapter I described how I found taking a “learners role” to be quite effective in 

the school context. I also stuck with this role when meeting stakeholders. At the same time, I 

recognised that I, in most cases, were in a more powerful position than my informants by 

being the one who inevitably controlled the interview. I strived in my interviews and field 

conversations to have an equal and informal relationship between me as the interviewer and 

my informants, focusing on how I could learn from them. However, I also found myself in 

situations where I wished I had given my informants less power to control the interview. 

There was especially one occasion where I spoke to a highly respected individual that I knew 

could contribute with interesting insights for the study. When we met, I quickly learned that 

the person was more interested in entering in a relationship with a “mzungu”, young woman 

than answering my questions. After countless offers of a marriage, a newly built house and 

being refused to leave, as well as several attempts by me to shift the conversation, I chose to 

not complete the interview as planned to preserve the integrity of both my informant and 

myself. I felt that the statuses involved and the informant’s wish to control the conversation 

made it difficult to insist on changing directions. This decision meant that I partly missed an 

important source of information for the project.   
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Another challenge I faced while interviewing NGOs was understanding their relationship to 

local authorities. During one of my conversations, one person explained their relationship 

with the government by showing me a drawing of a barking dog on their phone. The dog was 

barking, but wearing a muzzle, so no air came out. The dog was supposed to represent an 

NGO and the muzzle being a suppressive government. The relationships between the local 

NGOs and local government seemed to be two-fold. One the one hand, the local government 

also looked to pursue sanitation and MHM interventions as a part of their own agenda and 

was therefore supportive towards private actors doing the same. They would also occasionally 

provide private stakeholders with jobs. Furthermore, the support and the trust from the 

government was crucial for the NGOs to be given work licences and permits that would allow 

them to continue their work. These permits would not seldom be accompanied by what was 

referred to as “sitting allowance”, which meant that local government officials would ask the 

NGOs for bribes in exchange for their licences or when they came to observe their activities.  

 

My NGO informants expressed that they, in general, had “a good working relationship with 

the government” as their support was important for them to be able to run their programmes. 

This also meant that people were often careful not to make critical comments towards 

authorities. In Tanzania, the freedom to critically question political decisions has been 

decreasing for years. Even though it seems to be improving after the presidential change in 

2021 several of my informants expressed that they still had concerns of making critical 

comments about the government as “the same security and intelligence people were still in 

office”. This was often brought up in relation to the covid-19 school closure or government 

policies such as the pregnancy ban. Often, people I met would be hesitant to make critical 

comments while on the record during an interview, but more willing to speak about the same 

issues during informal and non-recorded field conversations. This required me to consider 

how, and if, I wanted to include any of this material in my thesis. In most cases, it has been 

left out, as my research questions can be answered without it. I also made similar assessments 

to leave out other types of what I regarded as intimate knowledge. I sometimes engaged in 

conversations, that although interesting, brought up delicate matters that were shared between 

me and my informants as friends. After consideration, this information was not reproduced in 

this study to ensure that the research would not bring harm to others.  
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4.7.3 Trustworthiness 

Qualitative methods require, as detailed above, a high level of involvement from the 

researcher. Qualitative studies can therefore lead to researcher-subjectivity and bias (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2019, p. 273). I have previously explained how reflexivity about my own role in 

field, how I positioned myself in relation to my informants, and my involvement in the 

process in general, can be used to avoid my own subjectivity influencing the material. 

Furthermore, it is also important to consider that the data collected in qualitative studies is 

also based on my informants’ subjective experiences. A sense of intersubjectivity is 

developed, were the data collected is a result of the intersecting perspectives of the researcher 

and the informant. I therefore considered that my informants represented their own 

interpretations of their own experiences, and that they can also have biases and wish to 

present themselves in certain ways.  

 

I attempted to avoid informant subjectivity by doing negative case sampling where I also 

looked for something that disconfirmed my findings (Johnson & Christensen, 2012, p. 265). 

This also happened naturally, as my informants would disagree with my questioning or reflect 

critically about their own struggles. I also conducted my field work in Tanzania with two 

fellow students. One of them studied a topic similar to mine, and I was therefore able to make 

use of dialogical intersubjectivity and challenge my findings and interpretations by discussing 

them with my peers. This also meant that we were multiple observers and sometimes made 

the same findings, which I believe contributed to increasing the trustworthiness of the study 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2019, p. 284).  
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5 Context presentation - MHM situation in field schools  
In all studies based on field work it is important to understand the context in which the data 

collection takes place. The context is important for understanding on what grounds the data is 

examined and analysed. The following chapter therefore contains information about the two 

field schools, with emphasis on the current MHM situation. Additional focus is placed on 

School 1 as this is where the majority of the field work was conducted.   

 

5.1 School 1  
School 1 is a secondary school located in Northern Tanzania close to an urban centre. The 

school has about 350 students. It is a boarding school for girls, meaning the students live in 

dorms on the school premise, only returning home during holidays. Since its establishment, 

the school has targeted the pastoralist Maasai people with a goal of offering education to 

Maasai girls. As mentioned in chapter 1, Maasai girls have historically received limited 

formal education. The girls are usually married off at an early age. The boarding school was 

therefore created so the students do not have to walk long distances to school, but also as a 

safe space for students that do not have supportive family environments.  

 

Each year, School 1 cooperates with different communities to offer secondary education to 

selected Maasai girls. On the basis of interviews and thorough background checks, some of 

the students are recruited and picked up by representatives from School 1 directly after they 

finish their Standard 7 examination. The student herself sometimes does not know she has 

been admitted to the secondary school. This is to make sure the guardians do not interfere 

with the process of enrolling her in secondary. Often the mother of the girl might know and 

support of her daughter going to secondary school, while the father is unsupportive and 

unknowing. In most cases, the school contacts a family to offer their daughter secondary 

education, but the father declines. Some mothers will then re-establish contact with the school 

later on with a wish for her daughter to be enrolled in school after all, without the father’s 

permission. The process is carried out with assistance from the students’ primary teachers and 

each case requires approval from the District Commissioner. In Tanzania student’s right to 

primary education is protected by law, however secondary education is not. Although once 

the girl is enrolled in secondary, her right to finish is according to the school management, 

protected by law. For this reason, it is important for School 1 to ensure that girls from 
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vulnerable backgrounds are enrolled without interference. By doing this they are also assisting 

the government in providing education to girls from marginal backgrounds.  

 

In Tanzania students finish primary school in September, and do not start secondary until 

January. To take care of the recruited students, School 1 is offering a “Pre-Form” class 

intended to introduce the girls to secondary education, while offering them to stay in a secure 

school environment in the period between primary and secondary. This a period where many 

girls are otherwise subjected to marriage. The topic of school holidays will be discussed later 

in the thesis. A few girls also leave their families and come to the school themselves. During 

my last visit in 2019, the school had three students in Pre-Form that had presented themselves 

at school after leaving their families.  

 

Earlier, the school used to admit 60 recruited and sponsored Pre-Form students each year. 

However, after 2015 their outside support was reduced and today the number is around 20-30 

sponsored students, while the rest are paying students. This changes the function of the school 

in some ways, but they are still devoted to providing education to girls from marginal 

backgrounds. They also stive to ensure that the students maintain their strong traditions in the 

rapidly developing world. The school aims to recruit the top students from an area, but 

because they also account for who is actually in need of support, they admit students with 

varying academic results. Many of their students are very ambitious, but some girls have by 

varying degree internalised their society’s tradition of placing low value in formal education. 

This makes it an interesting environment for studying how social structures such as norms and 

traditions are a part of the lives of young adolescents.  

 

Because School 1 is privately owned and funded, they are able to afford extra expenses like 

hiring a nurse and a matron and also a visiting doctor. When a girl comes to the school, she is 

also provided with most of her basic necessities. In difference to many other private boarding 

schools, the students do not need to bring their own mattress, books or other learning 

materials, as a bare minimum is provided by the school. The school also provides the girls 

with menstrual products. During my last visit to the school in 2019, the girls were being 

provided with disposable sanitary pads. When I returned for this study, each girl received a 

pack of eight reusable sanitary pads to cover their menstrual needs. The school nurse provides 

basic training for the use of the sanitary pads. 
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Despite being able to offer the students a lot of services, I would not describe the school as 

particularly affluent, especially compared to other private schools in the country. Prior to the 

data collection, I assumed that the physical environment in which students are living and 

learning impacts their experience of handling menstruation in school. School 1 is a boarding 

school with the classrooms, staff rooms and dormitories all in one circle compound made to 

resemble the structure of a traditional Maasai boma (homestead). The school’s classrooms are 

simple, but spacious, and equipped with basic school necessities. When the students are in 

school, their dormitories are locked. This meant that the students are supposed to make use of 

the public toilets during school hours. As evident from the pictures below, several of these 

toilets are unequipped, lacking doors, and some, running water. This resulted in the students 

having to walk to the water taps in the middle of the schoolyard to rinse themselves. The same 

goes for the toilets and washrooms in the student dormitories. Many of them also lacked doors 

for privacy and had issues with overflowing and leakage. Still, they are notably better than the 

facilities in other schools, especially many government schools.  

 

 
Picture 1 - Public school bathrooms in private school (Malin Stave)  

  

Most of the student toilets had “special buckets” for disposing menstrual products. During 

cleaning hours, the students carried the buckets outside the school premise to an incinerator 

located just outside the school gates. Here, the waste was emptied and burnt. If it was not for 

this incinerator all waste, including menstrual waste, would be spread or burnt in nature as the 

area has no infrastructure for garbage disposal.  

 



   

 37 

  
Picture 2 – Incinerator and waste management in School 1 (Private) 

 

When choosing to do most of my field work at this school I knew going into it that the 

students there are more privileged than government school students. I found it interesting to 

research how these girls are experiencing handling their periods, and the silence and taboos 

surrounding it, in a relatively safe and secure school environment. It is also important to 

consider that most of these girls would not be going to a private school of this standard if they 

were not recruited and sponsored. Many of them went to public primary schools, and several 

of them might not even have gone to secondary school at all. The situation that they are in, 

and their previous experiences, makes them knowledgeable and well able to reflect on 

different situations of life and how their lives would be unfolding without all these securities.  

 

5.2 School 2  

The second school was randomly selected and serves as a contrast to School 1. School 2 is 

essentially two separate schools, one primary and one secondary school, located next to each 

other. Both schools are government run and located in a different area of Northern Tanzania 

than School 1. As mentioned, I gained access to School 2 from Beatrice. Beatrice was already 

working in the primary school. During my time there, she also expanded her work to the 

secondary school, which gave me the chance to do observations her and have field 

conversations with students and staff. As this thesis focuses on adolescents, the emphasis is 

on data from the secondary school. However, some observations from the primary school is 

also included. The secondary school has 560 students (224 boys and 292 girls). The area 
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where the school is located is an area inhabited by majority Maasai people. In 2021 the school 

had no students scoring division 15 in the Form 4 national examinations, proving that the 

school faces some challenges in educating their students that is not seen in School 1, which 

had a higher number of high performing students.  

 

In a Tanzanian context School 1 is a “typical” public school with upwards from fifty students 

tightly packed in small classrooms. The school does not have a school nurse or doctor and are 

not able to provide menstruating students with sanitary pads, requiring them to source pads 

from home. According to teachers, accessing sanitary pads was a big struggle for many of 

their female students. They were in need of pad supplies as many of their students stayed at 

home due to menstruation. Lack of underwear was also a challenge addressed by the Beatrice. 

Especially in the primary school, many students did not have a change of, or even one pair of 

underwear. The school had open pit latrines with no running water in the toilets or anywhere 

close, except from a handwash station at the school gate as a covid-19 measure. During one of 

my visits to the school we were supposed to meet with a group of around 100 students, but 

only 50 of them were present at school this day, reflecting a big issue of absenteeism. I used 

my observations and field conversations from School 2 to explore the consequences of not 

being taken care of like they are in School 1.  

 

  

 
5 Certificate of Secondary Education Examination (CSEE) are graded into divisions I to IV, where grade I is the 
highest level of performance.  



   

 39 

6 Menstruation and education 
Throughout the following chapters of analysis, the study findings will be continuously related 

back to the theories and concepts explored up to this point. The aim is to show how girls 

menstrual experiences are multivalent and nuanced. Firstly, student experiences and 

menstrual narratives will be explored and discussed before information from my other 

informants will be added on.  

 

6.1 Menstrual health management in school 
As presented in the chapter above, most of the data presented in this thesis is from School 1, 

which is a private boarding school. The girls here have been provided with reusable sanitary 

pads for one year and was before that given disposable pads. Schools distributing sanitary 

products is not common, although the number of schools engaging NGOs to deal with 

provision of sanitary pads is increasing (Sambaiga, 2019, p. 46). The role of NGOs in 

distributing sanitary products will be further elaborated in chapter 9.  

 

During my FGDs I found that many of the student informants had different opinions on the 

sanitary products they received from school, some more pleased with their options than 

others. 

 

It is a problem for nowadays. Because I remember at the time you came here to the 

school [in 2019] we were given towels which are more valuable 

[disposable pads], you know? But now we are given the ones to wash. Like a 

handkerchief, so they are not protective (Neema, FGD 1, Form 5). 

 

It is very dangerous for us. Because you find a person in her menstruation and she 

has only two of those towels, but she has to wash one and dry them, but you found 

there is no sun. And we don’t have the ironing. So they get like curled and at the end 

we got the UTI [Urinary tract infection] and fungus… (Rose, FGD 1, F5). 

 

Several students addressed the issue of not being able to wash and dry reusable sanitary pads 

properly and that it especially was an issue during the rainy season.  
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According to me, here at school what I wish they could increase, or we could have 

more. Because I am seeing that it is better for people to be given... I mean to increase 

the number of sanitary pads and pants. Because there are some students coming from 

the villages which their parents don’t know the importance of wearing pants. And 

some people have like two or three pads. So maybe if she is in menstruation period she 

is supposed to change the inner pads, but maybe they don’t have or some people just 

have two. So this can lead them to… To do what? To just wear that because she has no 

another one. So, she can wear it for the whole day or she can wear it from morning up 

to evening. For example, it is rain season and I just have two inner pads. So, it will 

lead me to wash one in the morning and wear another one. So, that this other one can 

dry. So if I come to wear it I won’t feel dry. Because I just have two, I will prolong 

wearing this one until another one is dry (Gladness, FGD 1, F3).  

 

Several students expressed problems with not having enough reusable pads to alternate 

between. Even though they received a pack of six to eight pads, some would get stolen or lost. 

Others expressed that it was an issue with the pads getting ruined when they were not able to 

wash and dry them. Some students also focused on how the education on the use of reusable 

pads was insufficient, which caused problems.  

 

Yes, we have those [reusable pads]. In a package we have six, but now you know, 

everybody comes from different places so you see some other don’t know the use of 

that, so some put as handkerchief. So I think it could be better. Yes, they provide the 

education [for the pads], but you know us students we just ignore things. So I think it 

could be better if they could return that other pad. It could be better (Catherine, FGD 

1, F3). 

 

On top of there being a range of issues regarding the washing and drying of reusable pads, the 

students also expressed a frustration with reusable pads consuming their time. The students at 

this school are privileged to have running tap water at different locations on the school 

grounds. Still, the process of washing clothes is still quite tedious. Washing is done by hand 

in buckets with cold water from taps in the middle of the schoolyard. During the weekdays the 

students have almost no time to do the washing as their schedules are fully packed. They are 

expected to engage in school or religious activities from morning until 10 pm with limited 
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breaks in between. They have designated times for washing during the weekends, but they 

cannot wait that long to wash used pads.  

 

Both girls in School 1 and School 2 explained how some will use “local ways” to absorb 

menstrual blood when lacking sanitary products. In School 1 most students agreed that they 

themselves did not have to use “local ways” at this time, but they described how, in their 

villages, one might still find people handling their periods by cutting and wrapping a piece of 

“Kanga” (wrap-around clothing) to fit in the underwear. Moreover, this was a problem for 

some girls that lacked underwear. During a field trip with Beatrice to School 2 I got to 

participate in handing out packages of basic necessities that she had put together for the 

students in Standard 5 to 7. The packages included two reusable menstrual pads, that the 

students had sewn themselves, two pairs of underwear, soap, a washcloth and a calendar for 

keeping track of the menstrual cycle. To my surprise what caused the most excitement 

amongst the students was the underwear. Every one of them held them up with excitement to 

show their friends and would not put them away.  

 

Lacking underwear is also a face of period poverty (UNFPA, 2021) and is especially 

prevalent in Maasai areas. School 1 students 

coming from Maasai villages explained how 

some girls might resort to tying a string around 

their waist to make sure the homemade cloths 

stay in place. A few of the girls in my FGDs 

had not heard of these kinds of solutions before 

and were quite surprised. They all collectively 

agreed that having to handle their periods like 

this would be very uncomfortable. Having 

underpants and a change of underpants is 

without question essential to being able to 

come to school, and a big part of Beatrice´s job 

that day in School 2 was to teach the students 

how properly wear and wash the underwear. 

Observing how intently the students listened to 

this information I gathered that they considered 

this very valuable knowledge.  

Picture 3 - Students watching NGO representative teach how 
to wear underwear and sanitary pads (Private) 
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6.2 School environment 

As mentioned in the theory chapter, Murphy-Graham & Lloyd (2016, p. 560) developed a 

framework with a set of necessary conditions for education to have an impact on girls’ 

empowerment. They accentuated the environment where girls learning takes place is an 

important factor for learning. They emphasise that the learning environment must be 

physically, materially, and socio-culturally conducive to learning and focus their attention on 

how schools’ physical and material conditions, such as inadequate sanitary facilities, 

overcrowded classrooms, lack of appropriate learning materials impacts girls’ education.  

 

The relationship between girls’ bodies and spatiality was also mentioned in the theory chapter 

as a useful approach to studying the experience of menstruation. The ability to make use of 

one’s environment is a central part of the menstrual experience. The lack of privacy that 

inadequacies in sanitary facilities creates, might for example lead to confinement of 

menstruating girls. That menstruation should be handled in a private sphere is a common 

conception, not just in Tanzania, but this requires there to be a private space available. It is 

therefore interesting to study if and how girls in boarding school are able to find private 

spaces in a school environment where they are living closely with others.  

 

When questioning the students in School 1 about their experience of the school environment, 

most of them responded with positive perceptions of their environment. In the boarding 

school, the students were generally happy with the facilities and emphasised that what their 

school was offering is better than many other places. When asked about the school 

environment, many of the informants would bring up lack of sports gear and fields for 

extracurricular activities, or lack of teaching equipment in classrooms. However, some would 

also point to obvious inadequacies impacting their experience of MHM. One of the most 

prominent deficiencies brought forward by my informants was the lack of doors to toilets and 

sanitary systems overflowing.   

There to toilets the doors are already broken, even those for entering to the toilets. That 

between the last rooms. Also, the water will enter to the last rooms [in the hallway]. But 

there are people that are living there. They are living, but they should have door and 

something to avoid water to come into the side that they are staying (Dorcas, FGD 2, 

F5). 
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Considering these findings, it would be natural to assume that the students would have some 

concerns for privacy. Still, when asked if the lack of doors to toilets affected them, around 

half responded having no issues with privacy, while others felt the situation was not ideal. If 

one looks at privacy as being culturally defined, it is likely that the understanding and 

perception of privacy is varying in different contexts. I am aware that I personally have grown 

up with a different understanding and value of privacy than my informants. Most of the 

students in School 1 are used to smaller living spaces and a more communal way of living 

from home. The fact that the students live so close to each other in school probably also 

creates a sense of family and sisterhood where there is less need for privacy.  

 

Rose:  All toilets have doors. Because if you enter there is doors [front door to 

public toilets]. But in dormitories we don’t have doors.  

 
I:   And how do you feel about that?  
 
Rose:  It’s okay. You just take it as normal. It is okay because you put the 

mattresses [use of a bed mattress to cover the stall]. But they are not 

permanent (FGD 1, F5).  

 

Several of my informants reported problems with their dorms being locked during school 

hours, from 7.30 am to 2-2.40 pm. This was a decision made by the school administration to 

prevent girls from sleeping or doing other activities during lessons. I believe that many 

students regard their dorms as a type of “safe space”. It is their home in school, and the only 

place they can withdraw to when needing privacy. By closing off these spaces during the day 

the school is removing a space that some students find important to manage their 

menstruation in a dignifying way. 

 

I:   So what is it like having your period in school?  
 

Dorcas:   Sometimes it is very difficult […] Ooh! An example is tomorrow you 

enter to class and then the dormitory has been closed until 2-2.40 pm. 

You are going to stay in class until that time, and you feel 

uncomfortable because we cannot go to change the pad. Even to stay in 

the class or to stand or to walk from…. You will stay in class like this 

[mimics staying still] (FGD 2, F5).  



   

 44 

The problems with access to dorms are mostly related to boarding schools. However, a lack of 

doors in toilets was also an issue in School 2 where they did not even have a front door to the 

toilets. At the same time, an even bigger issue in School 2 was the absence of running water. 

During field conversations with Beatrice, I learned that the girls there had expressed troubles 

with leaving the latrines without the ability to rinse themselves during their periods. Sommer 

(2013, p. 332) also found that the shame of leaving toilet facilities without the ability to 

privately wash their hands can make going to the toilet a stressful environment for girls. A 

source of water to rinse their hands or clothes is crucial for a girl to be able to return to class 

in a dignifying manner.   

 

6.3 Menstruation as a school subject 
 

“Teachers should communicate freely with students about sexuality. Pupils should feel 

free to come to their teachers with any questions they may have. Teachers should 

create positive social relationships with their students” (Ngodu & Chambo, 2011, p. 

155).  

 

The above statement is from a biology textbook for Form 3 students in Tanzania. The 

statement is highlighted because it differed from my informants experiences of their own 

education. In Tanzania the students learn about menstruation for the first time in primary 

school, in Standard 6, when they are around 12-13 years old. It is introduced as a part of the 

science subject under the topic of “Maintaining health and the environment” when learning 

about the human body (MoEVT, 2019, p. 47). This topic includes competencies such as 

“Applying principles for good hygiene, health and environment” as well as “Identifying 

various systems in the human body”. The topic of menstruation is under the latter with the 

objectives of teaching students to “identify parts of the reproduction system” and “explain the 

concept of puberty for boys and girls”. As expected from a biology subject, this implies a 

factual approach to the topic, with little sharing of practical knowledge.  

 

It is interesting to note how the curriculum mentions menstruation in relation to hygiene. This 

implies, as mentioned before, that menstruation is something “unclean”. The limited practical 

knowledge shared about menstruation in primary school is focused on menstrual hygiene 

education. The objective is to stay clean and fresh and to manage the period away from the 

public eye, and the ideal that it should not be visible. Under the same topics there are 
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mentions of “The importance of cleanliness and smartness of garments” and “Identifying 

sources of waste” which I believe reflects how looking “smart” and proper is an important 

ideal not just for students, but in the Tanzanian society as a whole.  

 

It is first in Form 3, when the students are around 16 years old, that menstruation is mentioned 

directly in the Tanzanian biology curriculum as a part of the topic of reproduction. The 

objectives are for the students to learn about the phases of the menstrual cycle and it therefore 

does not have a practical approach. There are some mentions of menstruation related 

symptoms, like depression, stomach cramps, irregular bleeding and amenorrhea, which is the 

absence of menstrual blood, in the textbook, but it is not elaborated (Ngodu & Chambo, 2011, 

p. 128). The only part that has a somewhat practical focus is a section about premenstrual 

syndrome (PMS), which includes a list of symptoms and ways to manage PMS like “plenty 

rest, exercise, reduced stress, reduced caffeine, sugar, alcohol and salt intake and a regular 

diet high in carbohydrates” (Ngodu & Chambo, 2011, p. 146). In addition to being a part of 

biology, menstruation is also taught briefly as a part of the nutrition subject in secondary 

school, but hereunder it is hygiene related in the same way as in primary school.  

 

The limited space given to menstruation in school subjects is not unique to the Tanzanian 

educational system. It is something that is also lacking in other countries, which is 

continuously getting more attention along with the focus on “period poverty”. However, the 

difference is that many of the students in this study does not have access to other credible 

sources of MHM information. Several of the students I talked to were dissatisfied with the 

MHM education they received in school, because the teachers were not able to answer their 

questions. The quote from the textbook in the beginning of this chapter presents an ideal of 

how Tanzanian teachers are supposed to approach teaching about reproduction, and 

thereunder menstruation, through “positive social interactions with the students”. This was not 

reflected in the informants’ experiences of reproductive education.  

 

They [male biology teachers] are not comfortable. Because they are boys. They only 

tell you “read”, “find more”, “look on yourself”. They are not even comfortable. You 

can say that they feel like it is shameful, because they can’t tell you everything. Just 

shallow, shallow (Dorcas, FGD 2, F5). 
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Teachers being shy when teaching menstruation was an experience shared by all my 

informants. Some made examples of the teachers not being able to use specific words while 

teaching.  

 

Like in the menstrual cycle. Once you are learning, from the first day of your 

menstrual, like the safe days. Somehow, he [biology teacher] is feeling shy to answer 

such kind of questions. And he cannot pronounce “sex”, he is using “mate”. 

Sometimes he cannot say maybe “vagina”, he will say “reproduction system” 

hahaha” (Amina, FGD 2, F3) 

 

The students clearly picked up on the shame and taboo of talking about menstruation that their 

teachers were conveying. They emphasised that this affected their MHM education. This may 

sugggest that the teachers of these subjects does not have enough education to be able to 

distance themselves from the societal shame of menstruation. Some students also expressed 

that the teacher’s lack of knowledge impacted their education 

 

Rehema:  No! Mr. John [biology teacher] is not talking to us about menstruation. 

Only when he is in a period of teaching reproduction. And within it 

there is a topic of menstruation. So like just talking and not that deeply. 

That like… There are some things he doesn’t know.   

 
I:  Mmm. So what are the things you would like for him to talk about that 

he doesn’t?   

 
Rehema:  For instance, there are some people that are going through twice… 

Within a month they are entering in menstrual period twice. So, like if 

you ask him, somehow he cannot answer you that much as the way that 

you feel to be answered (FGD 2, F3). 

 

As mentioned in chapter 4.7, some of these questions and frustrations were directed at me as 

the researcher. I experienced that when inviting to openly discuss subjects that were not often 

talked about, the students naturally turned to me as a source of information. They were 

frustrated that these subjects are taught “only to pass exams”, and I saw it as an example of 

how there is gap in their puberty education.  
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Sommer (2013) explains why some teachers might find it difficult to allocate time to teach 

practical knowledge by emphasising how the structure of the Tanzanian school system is 

heavily dictated by the national curriculum. Even though teachers might want to integrate 

more discussion on topics like reproduction, there is limited time available for this (2013, p. 

340). In Tanzania, the teachers are bound by a lot of responsibilities limiting their freedom to 

choose teaching methods and topics. The Tanzanian school system is highly result focused 

and the students’ success and ability to transition to higher levels is strictly measured by their 

exam results. Therefore, the teachers are bound to provide an education close to government 

guidelines. The government is responsible for developing the national curriculum. In addition 

to this, each subject has its own syllabus that gives details about objectives, teaching methods, 

teachings aids and evaluation. The teachers are obliged to use these documents when planning 

their lessons. They are also required to document through a scheme of work how much time 

they will be allocating to each topic in their subjects. On top of this, they are supposed to 

develop lesson plans for each lesson, detailing the contents of each session, how the lesson 

will be taught and with which teaching aids. Both the lesson plan and the scheme of work 

needs approval by the school headmaster and will be checked by school inspectors from the 

government. Knowing how detailed and structured the work of Tanzanian teachers is, it might 

be understandable why they have limited time to allocate to non-curricular topics and 

activities.  

 

6.4 “I am staying at home while others are learning” – Menstruation and school 

participation and attendance 
The experiences of menstruation that have been explored above suggests that menstruation 

might be impacting girls’ education. It was therefore natural to further examine   

which parts of the menstrual experience are most impactful on girls’ schooling. Given the 

limited scope of my material, I am not able to make any generalisations on the impact of 

menstruation on school attendance. As mentioned in the chapter about previous research, 

there are already both qualitative and quantitative research focused on mapping menstruation 

and school attendance. While researchers like Hennegan et al (2019), Sommer (2009) and 

(2013) and Sambinga (2019) suggests menstruation to have an impact on girls education, 

researchers like Grant et al. (2013) and Oster & Thornton (2011) points to the fact that 

menstruation might impact students’ performance and wellbeing, but has little to no effect on 

school attendance. However, most of the research that finds no correlation between menses 
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and schooling has so far been limited to specific geographical contexts and studies impacts of 

sanitary product distribution without considering it in a broader social, cultural or economic 

perspective. In this chapter it will be highlighted how the informants’ experiences suggests 

that they believed their education to be affected by menstruation.  

 

During my FGDs, my informants explained several ways in which menstruation was 

impacting their school attendance. Heavy flows, strong pains and lack of pads and painkillers 

were some of the reasons mentioned.  

 
I:  In general, what are other reasons for why girls stay home from school 

or they drop out of school? So we have talked about pregnancy…  

 
Amina:  Some girls they are not getting any pads, so that they do not go to 

school.  

 
I:  Do you think it is a problem in general that girls cannot afford to buy 

pads?  

 
Amina:  Yeah. Like someone will be like “How am I going to school when I am 

shedding blood and I do not have any pads? Like what if I go to school 

and just disgrace myself in front of the other students? So, it is kind of 

like better I remain myself for some days until my period is over and 

then I will be going back to school”. And maybe you didn’t get the 

permission from the school committee and maybe they will give you a 

suspension and you will have to go back again home. And the days you 

are at home, the other students are proceeding with their studies (FGD 

2, F3). 

 

It interesting that this girl unprovoked raises the issue of how girls that miss school due to 

menstruation is disadvantaged compared to non-menstruating peers. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, the Tanzanian education is categorised by “teaching to the test”-strategies. 

Many students do not have textbooks or access to online resources. Thus, coming to class is 

the only way they can acquire the knowledge needed to pass exams. In this perspective it is 

possible to argue that missing even a day or two some months due to menstruation would be 

quite challenging.   
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Most of my informants agreed that menstruation related absence was mostly an issue for 

students in day-schools.  

 

Also, there are students who are in day school. Someone can leave the school because 

maybe she is in menstruation period and she is attending [having her period] for the 

whole week, some people are afraid to go to school because they don’t have sanitary 

pads. So, they will say “How can I stay with others while I am in this condition? So, I 

can’t go to school for the whole week until it stops”. Then, by the time she is staying at 

home, others are learning. I mean they are studying in school, so if she comes back to 

school she will find other students have learnt a lot, so she will end up saying “Aah 

better I leave the school because I am really being bored with this condition”. Like 

staying at home while others are learning… (Gladness, FGD 1, F3).  

 

It is true that at home students, especially us girls, we skip school due to periods. 

Why? It is because we lack the sanitary pads so that we can go there and feel 

comfortable. But here in school [School 1] we are given those sanitary towels. We are 

using them so that we can accept (Rose, FGD 1, F5).  

 

The above interview quotes highlight how several of the informants believed menstruation to 

be impacting school attendance. Apart from this I also took notice of how the students were 

using words like “disgrace” and “feeling comfortable”. When researching how menstruation 

impacts education, it is important to not only consider school attendance, but also 

participation. Girls might be able to cope well enough to avoid missing school, but it is 

important to reflect on how staying in school, with what they regard as inadequate materials, 

is making them feel. It is important to consider that girls should have equal access to 

education during menstruation, but they should also have the freedom to feel dignified within 

school.  

 

There was a shared consensus among most of the student informants in School 1 that, in this 

particular school, menstruation was not often a reason for skipping school for longer periods 

or dropping out since they were supported in many of their menstrual needs. However, most 

of them agreed that it did have an effect on their performance and participation, which can be 

connected to their descriptions of wanting to feel “dignified” and “comfortable”. They also 
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expressed fears of having to stand up in class during their periods. In the schools that I visited, 

it was common practice for the students to have to stand up when answering the teachers 

question. Several students described this as uncomfortable due to fears of stained clothing, 

leaking or odour being noticed by other students or the teacher. One student said “If I stand up 

I think maybe there will be a bad smell which will pass someone” (FGD 1, F5). Another 

student focused on how menstruation affected her participation in class by explaining that she 

would restrict herself due to a fear of others noticing her period.  

 

To me I think “Aah, I am standing… Haha, if I stand I must… [stands up to show her 

checking her skirt]”. And if I check myself Madam will know that I am looking, so 

even if I know the question I do not want to raise my hand because I know Madam 

will… Madam will choose me, and I am afraid for Madam to choose me. Especially if 

there are male teacher I am afraid to raise up my hand. I am just staying, and if I 

know the question I can even tell my neighbour to tell instead of me (Gladness, FGD 1, 

F3) 

 

Similar examples were made by several of the students, and the need to check the skirt for 

stains was reoccurring in all of the FGDs. This was not surprising as I had repeatedly 

observed students checking or rearranging their skirts when they were moving. The 

statements above can be examples of how girls do not feel dignified or empowered and 

therefore experience that their periods impact their school performance. Additionally, it can 

be seen as an example of how menstruation causes girls to “hold-back” (see chapter 7.4) by 

limiting their use of space and thereby confining themselves due to the fear that someone will 

smell or see their menstrual blood.  

 

Teacher Florah also had experiences with menstruation impacting students’ performances.  

 

Sometimes menstruation is the cause of them skipping the sessions. Especially those 

who have strong, painful menstruations. Yes. That is very true, that is very true. I 

remember, last year the girls had to go through menstruation, and it was just in the 

night and the next morning she had to sit for the exam. So she was totally unable to 

attend the preparation time at night to study. They call “Mama, somebody is not 

feeling well”. And she had that panic like “Tomorrow I am going to do the exam and 

this thing has come now. How am I going to manage it?”. I had to go and stay with 
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her for four hours. We do the exercise [physical exercise] from 7 pm up to 10. We do 

the exercise, we drank warm water and she was relieved from the pain. She stood up 

and she went to the class to start. And the next morning she entered calmly, healthily 

in the exams. Yes, so that it was I did. So, if you get a person, to encourage them to do 

physical exercise, they are so cooperative (Florah) 

 

I did not ask the students about menstruation and exams, simply because it occurred to me too 

late in the data collection process. I also imagine the students did not bring it up because the 

likelihood of the exams colliding with their menstrual cycle is limited. However, one can only 

imagine the experience of sitting for a six-hour exam with one reusable pad that cannot be 

changed until the end of the exam. Measuring if menstruation effects exam performances is 

difficult because only a handful of girls in one class will have their periods collide with exam 

days. Nevertheless, for those whom it concerns, the stress of handling menstruation will be 

put on top of the already high performance demands. The quote from teacher Florah shows 

how supportive teachers are important to empower students so that menstruation does not 

affect their school performance. 

 

This chapter has focused on how girls’ menstrual experience is related to education. Factors 

such as physical environments, access to basic necessities like toilets, underwear and sanitary 

products, as well as MHM education has been presented as important for girls’ menstrual 

health. The following chapter will address other factors that may be essential to understanding 

girls’ menstrual experiences.   
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7 Factors influencing the experience of menstruation 
Above it has been described how poor access to resources and infrastructure impacts girls 

movement and behaviour in school, and thereby their participation in education. Furthermore, 

I believe my material can be used to show how menstruation is impacted by and connects to 

more overarching cultural and societal structures connected to the role of women in the 

society. The following chapters will focus on other factors that might influence girls 

menstrual experience.   

 

7.1 Poverty and “family issues” 

As the student quotes above show, the ability to afford sanitary pads influences girls’ 

menstrual experience. This elucidates the financial aspect of menstruation. The term “period 

poverty” was raised in the introduction and relates to an idea that menstruation creates 

unequal opportunities for women to realise their capabilites due to the economic restraints of 

menstruation. Thereby, period poverty contributes to show how menstruation and poverty 

intersects in creating disadvantages for girls, where poor girls are less likely to succeed in 

education and realise their capabilites.  

 

During my interviews, issues of poverty was mostly discussed in an individual context, 

however it inevitably relates the nation’s economic state. As discussed in chapter 1.2, a large 

share of Tanzania’s population lives below the international poverty line of 1.90 USD, or 

4500 Tanzanian shillings per day per capita. A packet of disposable pads cost around 2000-

2500 TSH whilst other products and high-quality products are more expensive. 2500 TSH is 

about 1 USD and would equate to about 1 kg of rice or vegetables or 2 kg of flour. For most 

people this is not a notable expense, but considering the amount of people living in poverty, it 

is understandable that sanitary products is in competition with other household goods and 

therefore might not be a priority. There are many ways of measuring poverty, but here the 

focus is on the ability to realise one’s capabilites.  

 

In School 1, there was a quite clear distinction between those that had the financial capacity to 

afford disposable sanitary pads and those who did not. Even though all the students were 

provided with reusable sanitary pads, several of them were dissatisfied with this solution and 

explained in the FGDs that they ended up bringing their own disposable pads from home. The 

students in School 1 were organised in “school families”, a kind of mentorship programme 
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among the students. The girls who could not afford disposable pads would sometimes ask 

their “school sisters” for disposable products. In this way the girls were using their school 

network to obtain the products needed to handle their periods in their preferred manner. When 

girls were unable to access products to manage their menses it would cause them to use local 

ways and lead to confinement.  

 
During my interviews, poverty was discussed both as period poverty, but also as being a 

barrier for girls education in general.  

 

Poverty also can lead other students to leave the school. Because maybe you are coming 

to school, but your parents cannot afford to pay the school fees or buy for you the 

uniforms […] So, this can lead yourself to engage yourself in other groups. This can lead 

another person to engage herself in prostitution. So yes, it can lead her to leave the school 

because she is feeling “How can I live, I don’t have maybe toothpaste, soap, inner pants, 

pocket money, books, uniform…”. So, and their parents cannot afford even the food that 

their siblings are eating at home, so that can lead a person to leave the school and stay at 

home with their parents (Gladness, FGD 1, F3). 

 

This shows how my informants experienced that economic vulnerability enhances the 

likelihood that they, as young girls, will engage in risky sexual behaviour which will be 

further elaborated in chapter 8.  

 

My informants also expressed a great concern for their families economic state. During one of 

my visits to School 2 I noticed one of the girls wearing a face mask. Considering that no other 

students were wearing masks, I found it strange for this one student to be doing so. I later 

asked her why she was wearing the mask. The girl pulled down her mask uncovering a sore 

above her mouth that she had gotten from an injury. She did not speak English very well, so I 

could not further question her about it, but I figured she was trying to protect her injury from 

infection. However, Beatrice from LYD org. later told me that the girl had explained that she 

was wearing the face mask so that the teachers would not get alarmed by her sore and call her 

mother. She did not want to bother her mum as she “already had enough problems” and 

probably would not be able to provide any care for her. This incident made me reflect on how 

much many girls from less resourceful families worry about being a burden to their guardians. 

Worrying about family economy might also be a reason for why girls feel that they cannot ask 
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their parents for pads and other necessities. This may also reflect how girls are conditioned to 

take responsibility for their family and reproductive duties. Several of my informants shared 

concerns about how “family issues” could affect their school performance and attendance. On 

a question about why girls might be prone to dropping out of school, one girl told me that:  

 

Maybe sometimes it is about family issues. For example, your parents have just 

“kicked the bucket”, I mean they have just died. And you have youngs [young 

siblings], and yes you are in school, but the people who are around you, those youngs 

of yours, they are not good, so what you want is to be with them at that time. So, what 

you think at that time it is better I get pregnant. Or it is better I leave the school and I 

could just handle my youngs, even if it is in a tough period, at least I am with them. 

Because when you are far away you do not know what is happening […] So it is better 

you leave the school and then stay with the youngs. Even if you are going to stay under 

the bridge, any place, but you know they are safe, and you are with them at that time. 

So that can lead even to dropouts (Catherine, FGD 1, F3) 

 

I found this to be quite a forceful statement. The girl who shared this lives with both her birth 

parents and one sister in an urban city centre, which suggests that this was not an experience 

of her own. From her other answers I gathered that her family is doing well. However, other 

informants also told me similar stories. I asked teacher Florah what kind of problems her 

students most often brought to her, and she explained that: 

 

Mmm, most of the problem they normally bring to me, is about family issues. Family 

issues, where they came from… You find a girl who is in tears. Probably she is 

recruited and because the father does not approve, the mother is divorced. So, the 

mother is living a very difficult and tough life. You see now that is one that I have 

experienced with so many girls. That is now they are worried. I remember one time 

there was a girl who did not do well when I was teaching English. And one day I told 

them “Now everyone should write to me why are you not doing better in my subjects. 

Have I not taught you well? […] Do you have any other problem that hinders you to 

achieve your full performance in your subject?”. And they wrote it. One of the girls 

say she feels so angry, she was so tempered and “I am losing interest in studies 

because my father passed away, my mother passed away and I have my young brother 

who is left there at home with no one to care for him. And I came with no supporting 
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money for anything. So, when I think the situation that I have left behind at home it is 

real traumatising”. So family issues is the huge thing (Florah). 

 
 
7.2 “It’s not good for everyone to know you are in menstruation” – Menstrual shame 

and taboos 

Another factor that can impacted girls’ menstrual experience was the shame and taboo 

connected to periods. One of the assumptions I had before starting my fieldwork was that 

talking about menstruation was not very common amongst Tanzanians. Menstruation is a 

taboo topic in many societies, but there is a general culture in Tanzania of not sharing to much 

of your inner thoughts, especially to someone you do not know. This became apparent to me 

during my first visit to Tanzania. When trying to learn some phrases in KiSwahili I was taught 

that when greeting people, one never responds negatively to the question of how one is doing. 

After a while my informants also confirmed that menstruation was not often spoken about 

openly in KiSwahili without “beating around the bush”. This silence seemed to be 

transmitting to education. During my previous visit to School 1, in 2019, I almost never heard 

anyone mention their periods. After a while, I also understood that many of the girls in my 

study would say that they felt sick instead of explaining that they had menstruation troubles. 

Even though I would consciously use the words “menstruation” or “period” during my 

interviews, several students would answer me with stories of what happened when someone 

was “sick”, meaning they were in menstruation. In my experience there was an underlying 

understanding that “sickness” was used as a euphemism for menstruation, which, as 

mentioned in chapter 2, is also found by other researchers like (Jewitt & Ryley, 2014). 

Considering that School 1 is an all-girls school, I found this silence interesting, and it made 

me want to learn more about the topic.  

 

As introduced in the theory chapter, perspectives on menstruation as a pollutant have 

contributed to creating taboos and shame that influence the lives of menstruating women and 

in different ways promotes seclusion and self-restriction (Douglas, 2002). The fear of 

someone seeing one’s blood, underwear or sanitary products might cause girls to alter their 

behaviour during menses. Girls feeling the need to hide their period products from others is 

not specific to the Tanzanian context, but arguably a universal tendency. However, unlike 

girls from resourceful backgrounds, these girls are unable to choose freely between reusable 
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and disposable products, and do not have the same opportunity to discretely wash and dispose 

their pads after use.  

 

Young & Bacdayan (1965, p. 225) defines menstrual taboos as customs that publicly restrict 

women’s behaviour during menstruation, and thereby throughout a big part of their lives. The 

taboos may range from beliefs that menstrual blood is dangerous to requirements that certain 

things should be avoided. Buckley & Gottlieb (1988, p. 11) identifies five classes of taboos 

(1) Isolation of menstruating women, (2) Menstrual blood is dangerous, (3) Prohibition of 

menstrual sex, (4) Prohibition of cooking, and (5) Others.  

 

7.2.1 Pollution taboos 

The shame around menstruation was brought up in many different contexts, but in the FGDs it 

first emerged during a discussion of how to properly clean and dry reusable sanitary pads. 

Most students in School 1 expressed that they did not have any trouble with their pads being 

visible to other girls in school. Many of them however, expressed that it was a bigger issue at 

home, and that they would put other clothes on top of their pads on the clothing line. When I 

asked them why they felt the need to do this, they answered that it was “because of fear” and 

“respect”.  

 

I:   Why do you put the other clothes on top?  
 
Zawadi:  Because of fear.  
 
All:   Yeah because of fear.  

 
Zawadi:  Sometimes shy. “Eeh, if a man saw this, how would they…”.  
 
Neema: Yeah, if a man saw this.  
 
I:  So, the problem is if a man sees it? 
 
All:   Yeah, yeah.  
 
I:   Mmm, even fathers and brothers also? 
 
Rose:   Yeah, yeah haha. We respect them (FGD 1, F5).   
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None of my informants were able to properly explain why menstruation is disrespectful, or 

why they would fear men seeing their pads. When I asked follow-up questions, most of them 

explained that it was “just matters of culture” and that “the environment that our family have 

kept us is not for talking to us about those things [periods]”. The fear of being disrespectful 

may be connected to ideas of menstruation being a pollutant, or something unclean that is out 

of order, and that will offend others if they are confronted with it (Douglas, 2002). Instead of 

offending others, and especially men, the students chose to hide traces of their menstruation 

as a sign of respect.  

 

Some students also explained that “talking with them [parents] about menstruation or even 

relationship it is like bad behaviour”, implying that there is a more “proper” menstrual 

behaviour. Several students noted that if someone were to notice their menstruation, they 

would be “judged”. Some girls also suggested that talk about menstruation might be improper 

because it implicated ideas of sexual relations, especially amongst the Maasai.  

 

I:  Do the Maasai have some thoughts about menstruation? Do you talk 
about it? 

 
Glory:   They don’t talk.  
 
Neema:  They don’t talk a lot.  
 
Glory:   Like they feel like they will be damaged. 
  
Rose:  They think that if they taught you [about menstruation], you will go and 

do it [sex]. But if they don’t you will not do it (FGD 1, F5) 

 

Some pollution taboos were also more explicitly connecting menstruation to pollution. 

Beatrice explained how rules of menstrual conduct originated in menstruation being perceived 

as a contaminant.  

 
It [menstruation] is still a taboo. And it’s crazy because it is accompanied by a lot of 

myth. Like one of them is like don’t eat meat when you are on your periods. And when 

I tell the girls they are like, they are like “Aah, we want meat” and I was like “No 

don’t eat meat”, because that is what their parents say or maybe you hear like you are 

not allowed to go take vegetables from the garden when you are on your period. Why? 
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Because the vegetables will go bad. That means we will not be having groceries or 

something. You know haha? And they would tell you like don’t shave your hair when 

you have periods. Why? Or maybe one community says like don’t go out. Why? They 

are not supposed to stay inside. So you see like it’s still a taboo (Beatrice). 

 

The taboos mentioned by Beatrice above shows how taboos can be restrictive for 

menstruating girls. Moreover, other reoccurring taboos said that “If you touch a boy when you 

are in menstruation it is like a curse”, “Don’t touch your father’s machete while on your 

period, because your father may catch the same period”, “Don’t carry a child when on your 

period, the child can get rashes” or that “You are supposed to stay inside while menstruating”. 

These taboos are directly related to ideas of the menstrual blood inflicting harm on others, 

which can also be viewed as a form of polluting. There were also other reoccurring food 

taboos connected to menstruation, like “Don’t eat eggs or protein rich foods when on your 

period” or “Don’t take tea because you will overbleed”. Even though many of my informants 

meant that some of these taboos were outdated, Beatrice’s experience suggested that it was 

still common for parents to communicate such kind of taboos to their children.   

 

7.2.2 Witchcraft  

The students did not just fear their menstruation being disrespectful, but also expressed a fear 

of being seen as “damaged”.  

 

Gladness:  It is not good for everyone to know you are in menstruation.  
 

I:   No? Why is it not good for people to know?  
 

Deborah:  Haha, they will be laughing at you.  
 

I:   Yeah? And what is it that you believe…? 
 

Editha:  That if you hang it and everybody could see it, he will laugh at you. He 

will see you like damaged…  (FGD 1, F3) 

 

The fact that menstruating women are seen as damaged or vulnerable may suggest that 

menstruation can be connected to the concept of liminality. Liminal stages are vulnerable in-

between stages of being. In the case of menstruation, the inside of the body is coming out, and 
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menstruation may thereby be a way of entering the body and making women vulnerable to 

outside influence (Buckley & Gottlieb, 1988, p. 34). Britton (1996, p. 648) also points to how 

some women considered themselves to be vulnerable during menstruation due to a belief that 

the uterus “opened up” at the onset of the menstruation, and that this made women susceptible 

to becoming infected. The vulnerability perspective on menstruation also makes a good 

foundation for creating a narrative where it can be used to inflict harm on others. There was a 

shared consensus among the informants that making this vulnerable state visible to others 

might subject women and girls to witchcraft. My material suggests that there were quite 

strong taboos surrounding menstrual blood and it’s linkages to witchcraft. 

 

I first came across the topic of witchcraft unintentionally during the first FGD. I had read 

about the connection between menstrual taboos and witchcraft before arriving in field but was 

unsure of its relevance in the Tanzanian society today. The topic was, however, raised quite 

early by the students in the first FGD when I asked them about how they disposed menstrual 

products. Knowing that the waste in the area is thrown in nature or burnt, I assumed the same 

was done with menstrual products. The students were quick to correct me and inform me that 

they would never throw menstrual waste with the regular waste. First, because of the risk of 

spreading diseases like cholera, but also because you would then leave your blood to be found 

by others.  

 

I:   So with the disposable pads, you just throw them away?  
 

Glory:  Oh, not throwing, we are going to… We are burning them in the 

incineration. Yeah, you burn them. Yes, yes, yes.  If you said we are 

only throwing away it is bad. Yeah, it is bad. Witch will come. Hahaha. 

And it can effect… It can effect... You may lack children in the future. 

 
I:   You may lack children? Why?  

 
Rose:  Yes because of blood! You know witch-people? They use that blood 

too… Your blood is more valuable than everything. If you find a witch 

person is carrying your blood, he or she may do something through 

your blood in order to hurt you. Yeah, witches have many ways to hurt 

a person (FGD 1, F5).   
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The quote above suggests that menstruating women are vulnerable to witchcraft. Furthermore, 

they also emphasised that a person’s blood, and in this context menstrual blood, is “more 

valuable than anything”. Thereby, menstruation is not only looked upon as something unclean 

and polluting, but also as something with value that should be protected. This makes it the 

only “positive” taboo in the data. During the FGDs most of the students focused on how 

witchcraft could make women infertile, because their menstrual blood is linked to fertility. 

Some also explained that it could affect “your ability to reach the level of what you want” 

(FGD 1, F3). Teacher Florah also explained that taboos about witchcraft made her students 

insecure.  

 

Some of them complains that their parents, or maybe their stepmothers or other 

stepmothers are doing witchcraft to them. You see? So you have to help them to 

overcome that kind of notion and feeling to show them that being here you are 

secured. Your future is not interfered with any charms, any crafts, anything (Florah). 

 

7.2.3 Consequences of menstrual taboos 

The data presented in the above chapters suggests that menstrual taboos and the threat of 

witchcraft is impacting the lives of the interviewed adolescent girls. Their menstrual 

experience therefore cannot be fully understood without considering the impact of shame and 

taboos. During her interview, Beatrice was of the opinion that, even today, menstrual taboos 

have a greater impact on girls’ school performance than for example period pains. When 

asked if she thought periods could be a reason for girls to drop out of school, she answered: 

 

Mhm, definitely! I would say here it’s a challenge. Actually, I wouldn´t, I would put 

like sickness like, aah, I would put it to maybe 20 percent [of the reason why girls stay 

home while on period] because of the stomach upset and the headaches and such. But 

the rest is because a girl feels ashamed. You know here in Tanzania, or Africa, I would 

say it’s a taboo, like hey how do you even start speaking about that, you know? 

(Beatrice).  

 

The fact that many girls felt the need to hide their menstrual products, also during washing 

and cleaning lead to them being left to dry in dark corners, in a closet or under the mattress. 

This caused them to not be dried properly, resulting in wrinkled and moist pads that increases 

the risk of infections.  
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Sometimes they [pads] aren’t dried properly because they are put under the bed where 

there is no sun, so they stay moist and fungi is invited. Why are they put under the 

bed? Because of that shame. So, they don’t want to put their underwear out in the 

sunlight, literally. So, another reason why shame is harmful (Emmanuel). 

 

The interview quotes in this chapter also shows how menstrual taboos require women and 

girls to be aware and adapting to their surroundings while menstruating. In particular they talk 

about having to be constantly aware of men, but also other women. When taboos create a fear 

of other people seeing one’s stained clothing, or witchcraft creates reluctance to throw 

sanitary pads in waste bins, it shows how taboos can contribute to restricted behaviour and 

use of space. Jewitt & Ryley (2014, p. 140) highlight that menstrual taboos thereby can 

contribute to reproduce wider gender inequalities by restricting girls’ school attendance and 

income-earning potential. In this way, taboos can be used to understand women’s place in the 

society in general. Douglas (2002, p. 3) also highlights that taboos and ideas of pollution 

provide knowledge about the interests of the powerful members of society and thereby links 

taboos to power relations. The girls’ narratives of how their menstrual experiences were 

affected by cultural taboos also shows how their capability to realise their right to education is 

affected by menstruation. Being enrolled in school might present the girls with the freedom to 

get an education. Furthermore, if they have pads, they might have increased freedom to 

function in school during their period. However, for some of the menstruating girls, the fear 

induced by cultural taboos means these freedoms are not real freedoms or options 

(Nussbaum, 2000). 

 

7.3 Initiation ceremonies 

The menstrual taboos described above can be seen as a way of managing the conduct of 

something that is perceived as “out of the ordinary”. Furthermore, it is not only the menstrual 

blood that crosses spheres, but adolescent girls also transition from being a child to entering 

womanhood. A way of managing this transition or crossing of spheres is by initiation 

ceremonies.   

 

As mentioned above my material suggests that, besides schools and NGOs, mothers, sisters or 

aunties (other women from the community) were the primary source of knowledge for girls 
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regarding menstruation and adolescence. However, some girls also told stories of initiation 

ceremonies as a source of knowledge for when a girl reached puberty. The majority of the 

girls expressed no interest in such traditional ceremonies, defining them as outdated, but 

several students also reported having some kind of ceremony in their community. During my 

FGDs it was mostly the girl coming from the coastal areas and the Zigua tribe that were 

familiar with initiation ceremonies, but several of the girls with Maasai origin also reported 

having, or knowing of, similar ceremonies. The initiation ceremonies were referred to as 

“unyago”, both by the costal people and the Maasai alike. Even though the word unyago was 

mostly used by the girls from the coast, it is generally a non-specific word that can refer to a 

variety of adolescent initiation rituals throughout Tanzania (Halley, 2012, p. 165).  

 

For the coastal people like I, once a girl is matured, she will stay for one month 

inside the house, and by that time she will be taught how to become a woman. A 

woman like a real mother, having your own husband. Like such kind of things. And we 

call it “Unyago” in KiSwahili [..] And they will teach you and they will have a small 

party for that thing […] I have a friend, once she reach the period of growing, 

matured period, she was told how to become a real woman, things that she has to do 

to attract a man, things like that. Maybe preparing yourself to become somebody’s 

wife (Amina, FGD 2, F3).  

 

In my tribe [Maasai], when you are facing menstruation period, they do like Amina 

said, Unyago. And teach how to be seated when you are cooking, the way that you are 

greeting people and the things… The way that you attract men (Naserian, FGD 2, F3).  

 

The Maasai girls explained that the ceremony would usually take place around menarche, 

whilst it amongst the coastal people was often performed before menstruation. This 

corresponds with data from Halley (2012, p. 18) suggesting that it in the south-eastern parts of 

Tanzania is practised for girls between 6 and 12 yrs., before the body changes, to prepare girls 

for the transition to reproductive maturity. For those practising traditional unyago, it entails a 

one-month seclusion from the community, separated into a three-stage process that for some 

involve FGM and recovery from FGM, a period of learning and a final celebration. From 

what I have learned, big unyago celebrations resembles wedding parties or bridal send-off 

parties with speeches, music, dancing. During the ceremony girls dress up and are given gifts 

like underwear, soap, textiles, and money by other women from the family and community. 
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Considering the shame around menstruation in the society in general I found it interesting that 

the shame is not present in these ceremonies.  

 

It was also brought up in my interviews that the Maasai had other initiation rituals for when a 

girl matures. Historically, the Maasai have had a tradition called Esoto, where the Moorans 

(Maasai warriors) gather to slaughter a goat, share a meal, socialise, and dance. The Maasai 

mothers would then send their pre-pubescent and adolescent girls to these gatherings of young 

men to dance and get sexual experience before marriage. The tradition of Esoto is gone in 

most of the places where the research for this thesis was conducted, but Emmanuel 

emphasised that it was still existing in some villages, including the village of his father. Esoto 

will be further discussed in chapter 8.1.  

 

This thesis does not go into detail about what these kinds of ceremonies entail, however it is 

interesting to note how the state of womanhood is initiated by confinement through unyago. It 

is possible to question whether ideas of confinement relates equally to entering maturity and 

start of menstruation. Often, girls’ spatial freedom of movement is already restricted by 

puberty. When puberty hits girls are considered “hot” and must therefore be more mindful of 

their surroundings and their behaviour, being careful not to attract unwanted attention (see 

chapter 7.4 and 8.1). Through unyago these confinement ideals are exasperated. Confinement 

is, as previously mentioned, a strategy to deal with unclear liminal phases. In the same way 

that menstruation can be regarded a liminal state, initiation processes like unyago can also be 

seen as a liminal rite, being a transitional period between different stages of life. Longhurst 

(2000, 36) also writes about how to be confined also can mean “to be in childbed” or “to be 

delivered” as child. The period from the onset of labour until the birth of a child is commonly 

known as confinement. By withdrawing to the house girls are confined for a period of time 

until they are “reborn” back into society as women. Thereby, initiation ceremonies are also, 

like menstruation, considered as vulnerable, liminal phase that makes girls susceptible to 

witchcraft (Halley, 2012, p. 209). 

 

7.4 Girls “holding back” 

The initiation ceremonies described above represents a life-stage transition for young girls 

where they move into a new face of womanhood. It represents them becoming feminine 
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beings and I argue that, like in most other societies, what is considered feminine and correct 

behaviour for a woman is in many ways decided for them.  

 

During my teaching practice in School 1, I took notice of how many of the younger girls 

would feel shy answering the teacher’s questions aloud in class. When answering, they would 

often stand up, look to the floor, and mumble their answers in a very low voice, sometimes 

covering their mouths with their hands. The same happened during oral presentations, even in 

the advanced secondary levels. On several occasions I had to spend parts the lessons 

discussing with the students how we could improve their speaking skills. If you catch these 

girls outside of class, amongst friends, most of them are extremely talkative and loud, but 

their behaviours change in the classroom. I have always thought of this mostly as a 

consequence of long and tiring school days, physical discipline from teachers and the schools 

systems failure to train these competencies. Although, on further reflection, I think this 

behaviour might also stem from how girls are socialised to “hold back”, as discussed in 

chapter 2.2.  

 

Mjaaland also found Tigrayan girls to be too shy or embarrassed to speak up in class and 

questions how this affects girls’ school performance. She notes that while boys are 

encouraged in ways that will enable them to achieve, compete and win, girls are discouraged 

to develop such traits because they are not necessary for the stereotyped female gender roles 

of housewives and mothers (2013, p. 290). In Women and Human Development Nussbaum 

(2000, p. 91) also describes how boys are encouraged to be physically and mentally 

adventurous, to achieve and to explore. She notes how this kind of behaviour or way of 

functioning is not available to girls in the same way. Thus, Nussbaum uses it as an example of 

how girls do not have equal capability to realise their educational aspirations. This elucidates 

that societal or cultural ideas of gender identity may impact girls’ capabilites.  

 

As previously stated, the Maasai people are traditionally known for placing low value on girls 

education. Growing up in a patriarchal society where girls are not expected to be aspirational 

in their academic endeavours, it is natural to assume that the lack of educational 

encouragement leads them to have a withdrawn attitude towards their capabilities. Even 

though this attitude towards girls’ formal education is improving in the Maasai society, there 

are still differences between girls’ and boys’ upbringing, where boys are more likely to be 

encouraged in their educational endeavours. Teacher Florah agreed in her interview that the 
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school sometimes faced problems with the girls complying to the normative femaleness and 

low educational aspirations enforced by their parents. She also raised the issue of gender 

stereotypes in one of her Form 5 General Studies classes. To make an example, she asked the 

students whether a boy or a girl was more likely to attract people’s attention when giving a 

presentation in class. All students collectively agreed that male students would be more likely 

to speak up, advocate for themselves and take up space in class.  

 

Mjaaland (2013) presents honourability, virtue, modesty, and seclusion as some ideals for 

femininity in Tigray that causes girls to “hold back”. These virtues are probably of most 

significance when girls hit puberty and are considered “hot” and on the hight of attractiveness, 

as described in the previous chapter. Since this is an age where many girls enter into marriage 

or relationships, I believe that girls in this period are further required to hold back to suppress 

their “male qualities” such as forthrightness, assertiveness so as to be more desirable to men 

and emphasise their rising beauty and reproductive abilities. Because this is also the period 

when girls reach menarche, I believe it can be used to explain how ideals of femininity might 

also involve “holding back” the menstrual experience and hiding it from others. If girls are 

forthright about menstruation, women and girls might risk going against the societal ideals of 

femininity, crossing boundaries, and polluting their surroundings, and thereby being labelled 

as less virtuous or honourable. Therefore, a solution is to comply to the societal standards of 

menstruating women that is based on patriarchal standards of femininity.  

 

When I started teaching practice in Tanzania, the students in Form 1 were finishing the topic 

of “Proper behaviour” in the social science subject Civics. I found this to be quite a 

fascinating title for a school subject. As a part of “Proper behaviour” the students were taught 

to differentiate between good and bad behaviour, where proper behaviour is “behaviour that is 

acceptable to the society”. The textbook gave examples such as honesty, love, kindness, 

obedience, cooperation and proper dressing. Throughout the chapter concepts of obedience 

and respect were reoccurring, especially for elders and the community. Even though the civics 

subject did not address menstruation, I believe there is also a “proper menstrual behaviour” 

that is “acceptable to the society”, teaching girls to manage the shame of menstruating by 

concealing it to prevent others discomfort.  
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8 Girls’ agency 
Throughout this thesis it has been argued that women’s menstrual experience is influenced by 

the material context, physical structures as well as by gender norms and ideas of shame. 

However, it is also important to elucidate some ways menstruating girls are using their agency 

to control their own menstrual and adolescent experience. It has taken me some time to 

understand that the girls that seem disempowered through poverty, lack of sanitary products 

etc. might, in fact, be empowered through having developed strategies for coping with their 

realities and their menstrual needs.  

 

The previous chapter elaborated how the interview material suggests that my informants 

seemed to comply to a state of “normative femaleness”. The hierarchic gendered structures 

have so far been argued to be something that restricts girls’ freedom to realise their 

capabilites. Moreover, complying to the societal standards ideas of femininity can also be 

argued to be a strategic choice. A part of this is complying to the societal standards of hiding 

menstruation from others, which is also a strategy consciously used by most of my 

informants. In doing so they are choosing to act in a way that does not disrupt the socio-

cultural dynamics and therefore have the least possible impact on their environments.  

 

During the interview with the matron at School 1, I asked her what topics the students most 

often came to her to discuss. She answered that they wanted to know how to “protect 

themselves at home”, especially from pregnancies. This shows that the girls are aware of the 

consequences they risk if they lose focus on their education, and that they take calculated and 

informed steps to avoid finding themselves in this situation. One way the girls did this was by 

appealing to education to negotiate with their parents and with their culture. Mjaaland (2018, 

p. 144) writes about how practices such as underage marriage can be seen as preventing girls 

from continuing their education, but that it at the same time it is important to recognise how 

female students can use education as leverage to avoid being married. As explained in chapter 

5, the objective of School 1 is to be an opportunity for girls to negotiate their futures and they 

encourage their girls to show agency. Several of the students in School 1 are already married 

by arranged marriage, but by performing well and advancing to higher levels of education 

they can delay, or even cancel, the marital process.  
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In chapter 5 it was also mentioned how for many students, their mothers were often the ones 

making sure their daughters were admitted to secondary school by hiding it from the father. In 

doing so, the mothers are showing agency by actively changing the capabilities and range of 

choice for their daughters. Furthermore, a possible consequence of the mother defying the 

traditional gender hierarchy can be seen in table 1 (chapter 4.4.2). The overview of the 

participant’s family structures revealed that as many as 7 out of the 18 participants lived in 

single-parent, female headed households. In chapter 7.1, Florah explained that several of the 

students have divorced parents because the father “does not approve” of their girls receiving 

secondary education. Without going into detail, divorced women in Tanzania are left with few 

rights, which causes many to lead difficult lives. Moreover, this probably further increases 

girls’ feeling of responsibility towards their family, which was elaborated in chapter 7.1. 

 

8.1 “Butter trading”- Transactional relationships 

All the above-mentioned examples are ways in which girls are using their agency to make 

strategic life choices. The following chapter will focus on another strategy girls used to 

support their MHM needs and discuss the agency behind it.  

 

During the FGDs, the most discussed way in which girls were supporting their basic needs or 

MHM needs was through transactional relationships for money. Emmanuel explained that 

girls coming from marginal backgrounds, that need to generate an income on their own, have 

less opportunities than boys to support themselves. Even though it is not ideal, it is quite 

common for boys to take some time off school and do “Kibarua”6 or temporary labour. Some 

will then make enough money to return to school until their funds run out again. Emmanuel 

from Live Your Dreams org. explained that day labour is more challenging and less available 

for girls. He said that “They [girls] are more vulnerable to sexual exploitation, and that comes 

with disease and pregnancy, both of which disqualify them for education, so poverty is 

another obstacle” (Emmanuel). Having fewer options of casual labour, some young girls 

resort to engaging in transactional relationships for money to support their basic needs.  

 

Relationships are naturally a popular topic of discussion for adolescents, and the phenomenon 

of transactional relationships emerged in my first FGD as a part of a conversation on boys and 

relationships. It was brought up by the students, who asked me if “relationships for money” 

 
6 KiSwahili expression for temporary work/casual day labour. 
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was common in Norway. To my surprise it continued to be brought up in all of the interviews, 

even if I did not ask about it specifically. What is commonly known as having “sugar 

daddies” or transactional relationships, was by several of the students referred to as “butter 

trading”. However, some informants also used the term “sugar daddies” to refer to the men in 

the relationships. Transactional relationships refer to sexual interactions in which something 

is exchanged or transferred, though on a more informal basis, distinct from commercial sex 

work (Deane & Wamoyi, 2015, p. 438). Several of my informants reported that this was a 

commonly used strategy that girls used to get money when the parents were not able to 

provide for them. A girl in Form 3 said:  

 

You meet people [girls] asking for money from her dad maybe, but she has to be sent 

five thousand [TSH]. Is that enough for the girl? It is not enough. She is always having 

a menstruation period for every month and she need other money for eating, clothes… 

So it is very tough, so that is why she engage in those relationships (Neema, FDG 1, 

F5). 

 

Another student from the same group said that girls were unlikely to do casual day labour, but 

“they will find men who are capable for giving them money so that they can buy other things 

that their parents are not providing for them” (FGD 2, F3). After teaching in School 2, 

Beatrice told me that several of the secondary students had told her in KiSwahili that 

“Madam, I ended up knowing what sex is because I had to buy sanitary pads”.  

 

After conducting the first FGDs, I was quite unsure whether transactional relationships were 

as widespread as the student participants portrayed it to be. The fact that it was also brought 

up by the NGO representatives, made it more trustworthy. I asked NCA, who operates in 

communities throughout the country about the universality of the phenomenon. Esther from 

NCA focused on how she believed it to be most common in southern regions, like Mtwara 

and Lindi, because they historically have been more closed off and less educated. These 

regions are therefore more marginalised than other areas today and Ester meant that poverty 

was the main cause for transactional relationships.  

 

Yeah, it [transactional relationships] is a big problem. Especially in the poor and very 

marginalised communities. And I guess it is the poverty that… Eh, maybe the child 

was trying to fend for themselves, trying to at least get a meal or two per day and they 
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fall into the hands of you know wrong men who deceive them. 2000, 5000 TSH they 

end up getting pregnant (NCA).  

 

Apart from being a consequence of poverty and a lack of basic needs, others focused more on 

how transactional relationships was a way for girls to get additional “luxuries” that they could 

not otherwise afford.  

 

Rose:  We students, not all, but some, we are in relationship to get what we 

want – money! Money! We love money guys.  

 
Zawadi:  We are after money.  

 
Neema:  They [girls in transactional relationships] are parasites!  

 

Ellen:   No! 
 

I:   What do they need the money for? 
 

All:   Fashion. Yeah, fashion. 

(FGD 1, F5) 

 

The phenomenon of sugar daddies and transactional relationships has received increasing 

attention in research on sub-Saharan Africa, often in the context of sexually transmitted 

diseases (STDs) (Wamoyi et al., 2010). There is a growing body of research addressing how 

girls engage in risky sexual relations should not be seen as victims, but rather active social 

agents engaging willingly. Silberschmidt & Rasch (2001, p. 1816) write about how men in 

Dar es Salaam, Tanzania are commonly engaging in relations with young girls since they are 

less likely to be affected by HIV, promising financial security in return. They also emphasise 

that the girls in their selection are not mere objects of men’s choices, but rather active social 

agents exploiting their male partners. Most of my informants that shared the same impression 

this is not normally a one-way exploitation. The focus on how girls have concealed powers in 

their choices can be used to show that girls who might seem disempowered are, in fact, 

making active choices to cope with their situations. During my interview with Emmanuel, he 

asked if any of my student informants had referred to transactional relationships as 

“prostitution”, because he regarded it more as coerced sex, rather than being taken advantage 



   

 70 

of. I personally struggle to understand transactional relations simply as something girls do 

willingly. In my opinion, it is important not to forget that it is girls’ limited choices that 

requires them to engage in risky sexual behaviour and that allows for men to leverage girls for 

sex. When referring to it as a strategy or an active choice, one avoids portraying the girls as 

victims. However, the girls probably would not expose themselves to serious health risks for 

material needs, if they had a wider range of choice available. Several of the girls also talked 

about how another consequence of engaging in transactional relationships was that the men 

would turn violent if they refused to give them what they wanted.  

 

They say there are no free things so you must pay it. If you don’t pay you will see what 

he is going to do. You will suffer yourself. You may be beaten or killed somehow, or he 

is going to rape you (Glory, FGD 1, F5). 

 

As seen above some of the FGD participants were presenting girls in transactional 

relationships as strategic “parasites”, while others focused more on girls vulnerability. A 

surprising number of girls blamed their adolescent age for why it was easy for men to take 

advantage of them. They said that since they were in “the stupid period of girls” or the “hot 

period” which allowed men to take advantage of their “stupidity”.  

 

We call it the stupid period of girls. Hot period. They [men] use that hot period to 

attract girls. But you found he can’t go to an older girl. Because [older girls would 

say] “If you want me to give you sex, build me a house”. “No, go!”. “I want one 

million, ten million. Will you give me?”. “No”. “Then go, I won’t give you”. But we 

[young girls] love even one hundred thousand. Not all, but for some they want cheap 

money like that (Rose, FGD 1, F5). 

 

Some of the girls were focusing on how they are easy targets of abuse, giving no fault to the 

man. Furthermore, the quote above can also be an example of how the society views 

adolescent girls. As discussed in the previous chapter, they are as adolescent girls considered 

to be on the hight of attractiveness. The FGD participants are suggesting that this state of 

being makes them easier to take advantage of. In the previous chapter it was discussed how  

adolescent girls are often cultured into being virtuous or secluded and “hold back”. Mjaaland 

refers to these ideals of femininity as “the virginity ideal”. The virginity ideal in the Tigrayan 
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context is about girls learning to ‘hold back’ sexuality in order not to be seen as “damaged” 

(Mjaaland, 2013, p. 239).  

 

A dichotomy appeared when discussing transactional relationships with the students. At the 

same time as they were vocal about the normality of transactional sex, they also voiced great 

concerns about premarital sex, and the importance of “protecting” ones virginity. The girls 

expressed that they would be shamed if someone, on their wedding day, noticed that they 

were not a virgin and that relationships should not be had until college age. I found this 

contradicting and it seemed like transactional relationships was an exception to the “virginity 

ideal”. Through her work in Northern Tanzania, Sommer (2009, p. 392) also found girls to be 

at an intersection between modernity and traditional virginity preservation. In the same way 

that girls said they would be seen as “damaged” if someone saw their menstrual blood, they 

also expressed that they would be seen as damaged if not a virgin, placing girls’ value on 

whether or not she is “a virgin” and has been able to “hold back” until marriage.  

 

And it is good to be, for example if your husband knows you are still a virgin, he will 

respect you because he will see that you have stand for all those years. Hehehe. So you 

are strong and he will really respect you. Yeah, if it seems that you are not a virgin 

they will not respect you. They won’t value you (Gladness, FGD 1, F3).  

 

Teacher Florah was the only one labelling transactional sex as abuse. She focused her 

attention on the fact the constellations of transactional relationships, where older men taking 

advantage of young girls, shows the unequal gender power relations in the society. She also 

explained that it, in her opinion, was not normally practised among the rural Maasai girls, but 

rather by the students coming from more urban areas, and that they had seen an increase in 

this as a consequence of the school admitting more paying students from urban areas.  

 

Maasai girls, you find them, they are so shyful. It is hard for them to express because 

they are cultured that way. So initiating relationship for money orientation it is not 

easy, it is not easy [for the Maasai]. But others, who are coming from other areas they 

are aware of a variety of things. They are aware of different information. Yes, and they 

are so, so, so good in the internet and in the news. They know what is happening in the 

world. For those ones it is easy, it is easy because their society nowadays is really 

loaded. You find grown up people, you find grown up people abusing girls. They are 
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abusing because they are taking advantage of them. They have no intention of 

marrying them, but they know that if I just offer her a certain amount of money at her 

level, she is going to see that it is so huge. Just to get her on bed. And they succeed 

(Florah).  

 

In this quote Florah explained transactional sex as a form of “contamination” from the 

students coming from urban areas or from the students’ use of the Internet. This resonates 

with the data from the FGDs. Most of the girls that expressed having experience with 

transactional relationships had other backgrounds than Maasai or were Maasai living in urban 

areas. However, in the chapter about initiation ceremonies I wrote about the traditional 

Maasai practice of Esoto. Although this is a dying tradition in many societies, it was used by 

Maasai girls to get sexual experience while young. Esoto is not equivalent to transactional 

sex, but it is addressed in this chapter because Esoto has traditionally been the only time in 

life where Maasai girls have been free to use their agency and choose their own partner 

temporarily, similar to what girls in transactional relationships are doing.  

 

All the abovementioned examples can be understood as girls using their agency to make 

strategic life choices for themselves, even though their range of options are limited. By 

viewing it as choice one avoids labelling the girls as disempowered. However, in line with 

Kabeer’s definition of empowerment as an expansion of choice, the girls will be empowered 

when they experience an expanded range of actual options to choose not to engage in risky 

sexual relations and by that avoiding the negative consequences. Overall, this chapter also 

shows the intersections of different aspects of the girls lives, where risky sexual relations add 

to poverty, risk of pregnancy and school dropouts.  

 

8.2 Early pregnancy and consequences of covid-19 school closure 

Even though the practice of transactional sex is quite commonly accepted in several 

communities in SSA, the full scope of consequences of girls’ engagement in risky sexual 

relations are not well explored. In the above chapter I wrote about how I was unsure of how to 

approach the phenomenon of transactional sex. The moral standards that I, as a white woman 

from the Global North, have been influenced by, leads me to focus on how these young girls 

are being abused by older men. However, even if approaching transactional sex with a focus 

on agency rather than victimisation, such practices inevitably expose girls to an elevated risk 
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of STDs and unplanned pregnancies. Transmission of HIV, STDs, low contraceptive use, and 

elevated risk of unplanned pregnancies are amongst consequences that have received attention 

in research (Silberschmidt & Rasch, 2001, p. 1819).  

 

Apart from impacting girls’ health and wellbeing, early pregnancies also have other 

consequences for adolescent girls. As previously mentioned, they also risk losing their right to 

standard education and are thereby likely to have less chances of employment. During all my 

FGDs I usually started asking in broader terms about what kind of barriers exist for girls 

education, without bringing up menstruation. Pregnancy tended in almost all groups to be one 

of the first things discussed by the informants.  

 
Table 2 - Number of Dropouts in Government and Non-Government Schools by Region, Council, Reason and Sex, 2017 
(MoEVT, 2018, p. 283) 

 
According to Tanzanian educational statistics from 2018, shown above, there were 5443 

female students who dropped out of school due to pregnancy in 2017. This number is 

relatively low compared to the numbers for truancy which accounted for 87,8 percent and 

57685 cases of the total dropouts. Truancy is used to cover all kinds of unexplained dropouts, 

and there is no explanation for exactly what kind of absenteeism is included in the truancy 

category. Because adolescent pregnancies have been causing expulsion, it is possible to 

assume that some, if not many, of the pregnancy cases in secondary school are wrongfully 

reported as truancy. Most likely, many adolescent girls drop out before the school becomes 
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aware that they are pregnant, recognizing that expulsion is inevitable (Center for 

Reproductive Rights, 2013).  

 
There were also quite a lot of variations in the pregnancy rates between the northern regions. 

The more rural region of Mara experienced the most dropouts due to pregnancy. This is also a 

region inhabited mostly by Maasai.  

 
Table 3 - Number of Dropouts in Government and Non-Government Schools by Region, Council, Reason and Sex, 2017 
(MoEVT, 2018, p. 284) 

 
 

The students were all aware that unplanned pregnancies were a real threat to their education. 

There seemed to be a fear of getting pregnant amongst the students because they had seen 

other girls have their lives changed and their education removed because of this. They were 

very aware that once they fall out of school due to pregnancy their education would be 

terminated and said things like “if you fall pregnant you will be fired out of school” or “if you 

come with your pregnancy here, you will be sent back”. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, some also expressed that the students who fell pregnant were ignorant or “stupid” and 
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said that “some people they do not use their chance [vacation] well” or that “it is really easy 

for us [to fall pregnant] because we are weak. We are not tough enough to handle them 

[men]”. Several girls also clearly expressed that pregnant girls should be allowed back in 

school because “there is a reason for why they got pregnant” making examples like rape or 

lack of basic needs.  

 

Early pregnancy also can lead you to leave the school because if once you get the 

pregnancy you can’t continue with the studying. Many schools here in Tanzania 

doesn’t allow that because, I mean you cannot handle two things at the same time that 

you are studying at the same time you have the pregnancy you won’t listen to the 

teacher. So, and these early pregnancies are caused by early relationships because 

many men are just lying at the girls, cheating you that “I will marry you”. But once he 

has given you the pregnancy or he has misused you he is telling you that “I don’t 

know, I don’t know you and I do not know that pregnancy” […] So this can lead you 

to leave the school because once the school headmaster or the other teacher know that 

you are pregnant they won’t allow you to continue with your studies (Gladness, FGD 

1, F3).  

 

The very first night I arrived at School 1 I had a conversation with one of the school staff. 

Having been there before, I asked for the whereabouts of a specific student I had been 

teaching two years prior. I came to know this girl had “disappeared” two days before our 

arrival. The teacher was insinuating that the girl had probably gotten pregnant and explained 

that there had been a huge problem with girls dropping out after the closing of the schools due 

to covid-19. In Tanzania the government closed the schools for about three months, sending 

all students, including those at boarding schools, home. As my field work progressed it turned 

out many of my informants, both students and adults, shared the same concern over this.  

 

Most of them who normally conceive are those once they go home… It is not that they 

conceive willingly. No. Majority of them, once they reach home, because their parents 

have received the dowry, they bring the man in the house. So eventually they get 

carried away just like that. And we are so sad that the government sometime overlook 

things, leaving out the nature of the societies […] I remember last year there were two 

girls who failed to do the exams. They were here, but during corona vacation the 

government announced that no school should keep a girl or a student at the school. 
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They forgot that there are other school like these ones. You see? So the girls went 

home, when they went there home they came back pregnant. And they had already 

been registered to do the national exam, which could qualify them to go for further 

educational steps. They could not do it […]. They [the government] have forgotten. 

They have forgotten. We are sad about it. We don’t know who is going to remind them 

that there are those who are just victims of circumstance. There are those who are 

being forced by their culture, by their families. So how will you judge them in the same 

pot as those who are doing it freely. So those who happen to get pregnant from this 

school, they were just victims, victims indeed (Florah).  

 

Teachers, the matron, students, and NGO informants alike, all agreed that the covid-19 

pandemic had caused increased student dropouts. The matron confirmed that School 1 had 

lost about four students solely due to pregnancy during the school closure. Another person I 

talked to during a field conversation made an example of a school in Arusha city loosing as 

many as 18 female students during the covid school closure. Seeing as the school closure was 

a political decision made by the previous government, many people were reluctant to discuss 

this because of the fear of the consequences of critiquing the government.  

 

During an informal field conversation with the Headmaster of School 1, he referred to 

holidays in general as a “No-man’s land”. The headmaster explained that if they make the 

mistake of sending the wrong students back home, they might never come back to school. 

Several of their Maasai students are already married by arranged marriage but are able to 

await starting family life until after they finish their education. The husband is also likely to 

break off the arrangement completely when having to wait for the girl to finish secondary 

education. This increases girls’ capability to lead a life of their own choosing. In some 

instances, the families will interfere and rush this process if their child returns home. The 

students are especially vulnerable during the long breaks between Standard 7 and Form 1 

(three months) and Form 4 and Form 5 (6 months) and the headmaster estimated they lose 

about two to three students this way each year. As mentioned in the introduction, the current 

president has recently (in 2021) lifted the ban on pregnant schoolgirls allowing them to 

resume formal education (Wambura, 2021). However, it remains to be seen how this 

development impacts dropout rates and girls’ school participation.  
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Unwanted pregnancies are in this chapter presented as a consequence of risky sexual 

behaviour, but also as a barrier to girls education in general. However, several of my 

informants also directly related pregnancies to menstruation. One connection being that if a 

girl often refrains from going to school due to lack of funds for sanitary pads, this will in turn 

make her susceptible to pregnancy or early marriage. One of my student informants also made 

a direct connection between menstruation and pregnancy explaining how some girls might 

consider pregnancy to be a solution to relieve menstrual pain.  

 

But sometimes it is really bad because you are entering your menstruation. It is like 

you enter in a huge very big job. So, like morning you are wearing a pad. After four 

hours you have already removed it, and after four hours you remove it, and after four 

hours you remove it. So, it is like some they are sick. They get sick of the stomach, 

someone get syringed, maybe they could be better. So, some, because they are tired of 

this issue, they say maybe let us… Because maybe they are living in Maasai culture… 

I am Maasai, but I am not in that deep. So maybe they say “I will get pregnant. When 

you get pregnant you won’t get what? Periods”. And when you get back you will see 

your studies are gone, you won’t be allowed to continue in school. So that is really sad 

(Catherine, FGD 1, F3). 

 

I found myself being quite surprised about the lack of knowledge presented in this statement. 

The student made it clear that it was not her own opinion, but one shared by “uneducated” 

girls, especially in rural Maasai areas. I discussed it with one of my fellow students that also 

conducted interviews in the same school, and she had had a similar statement from another 

student. This shows the importance of comprehensive MHM-education. In the following 

chapters, the role of organisations and public authorities in promoting MHM-education and 

other MHM interventions will be elucidated.  
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9 Government and NGOs influence on MHM and empowerment 
As a result of the closing of the gender gap in school enrolment, the focus has shifted from 

girls’ primary enrolment to how they are able to transition to higher levels of education. 

Empowering girls through secondary education has become important for scholars, 

governments and NGOs alike (Murphy-Graham & Lloyd, 2016, p. 557). I have in the 

previous chapters used some data from the NGO interviews to support the findings from the 

FGDs. In the following chapters I will present and discuss NGO representatives’ 

understanding of how MHM interventions can affect girls’ school performance and thereby 

promote empowerment. As presented in the methodology chapter, I interviewed three 

different NGOs about their work on MHM. Two local NGOs operating in the northern 

Tanzania (Live Your Dreams org. and Menstrual Health Awareness org.), as well as the 

Norwegian Church Aid Tanzania, whose operations expands throughout the country. LYD 

org. cooperates with School 1, while MHA org. operated in School 2. The three organisations 

had different, but also coinciding reasonings for addressing MHM. All organisations focused 

on MHM as a part of a wider focus on SRHR. SRHR-education is an extensive field that will 

not be discussed in its entirety in this thesis. The focus will be on MHM as a part of sexual 

health.  

 

9.1 MHM interventions- Resources & education 

Beatrice from MHA org. grew up as a Maasai and had therefore experienced some similar 

challenges to what my student informants were facing today. Alike some of the girls in 

School 1, Beatrice ran away from home when she was supposed to be circumcised, but she 

later returned to her village. She used her own life experiences as a woman and a Maasai to 

explain the impacts of providing pads and MHM education to girls.  

  

I was already twelve years. Then there came my periods. I cried because I was like 

now they really… I am really circumcised now. Because it was at night and in the 

morning I saw a lot of blood and I was like “What is this? Maybe something is very 

wrong with me?”. Now what did I have to do? I thought of taking something like eeh, 

you know the maize comb? The comb after you remove the maize. I thought of 

inserting it to the “vivi” [vagina] so that the blood would stop coming out. Hahaha.   

That I saw didn’t work. It was painful. Then I though okay maybe I can use mattress or 

maybe the cow dung. I started using all of them. Then I got so infected. I got sick. I 
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couldn’t tell my mum. There was no one I could have told because no one spoke about 

menstruation. Then I came up with an idea. A very clever one. I took the polythene 

bag, and then I put my brother’s t-shirt around, and then I put it down. And it was 

working […] So, it was very stressful. I thought of missing days to go to school. It was 

challenging. Until I got to secondary school, that is when I came to learn about 

menstruation (Beatrice). 

 

A lot has changed since Beatrice was young and sanitary products are more easily available. 

Still, her experience with providing sanitary products and MHM-education to students 

suggests that the demand is still very much alive. Beatrice runs her own local NGO, with 

herself as the only full-time employee. Her work is financed by outside support from 

international and local donors. She estimates that she reaches around 1500 students a year 

directly with her educational programmes, as well as many more indirectly through 

advocating on radio shows and social media groups. Her motivation for providing MHM 

education is that it will have a trickle-down effect. By teaching primary school girls to sew 

their own reusable menstrual pads, she hopes that they in turn can teach others and thereby 

leave a long-lasting sustainable impact.  

 

 
Picture 4 - Students in School 2 receiving self-sewn reusable pads and underwear (Private) 
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Beatrice focused her MHM education on teaching girls about what happens to their bodies 

during menstruation and gave the students opportunities to ask questions about MHM 

alongside other SRHR topics. Several of my student informants expressed a need for MHM 

education as a part of sexuality education because the traditional mechanisms for teaching 

them were insufficient. Beatrice emphasised that there was a generational divide where 

adolescent girls today might have access to menstrual products that their parents did not use. 

A lot of the menstrual products, especially tampons and menstrual cups, have English 

instructions and not KiSwahili. Since some lack parental support on how to use these 

products, Beatrice filled the gap by providing education on the use of menstrual products. 

Information about the menstrual cycle, menstrual symptoms, health and nutrition were also 

important parts of her MHM education.  

 

 
Picture 5 - Poster informing students about different types of menstrual products (Private) 

 

Emmanuel, from Live Your Dreams org.’s, reasoning for providing pads and incinerators for 

burning menstrual waste were closely related to the concept of intersectionality. He focused 

on how the adolescents they are working with are marginalised by their economic situations, 

but makes a point about how girls, through their gender, experience more compounding forms 



   

 81 

of inequality. One of these being that their bodily functions, such as menstruation, restricts 

their freedom of choice, making them especially disadvantaged. 

 

I think that is one of the things that is in my heart that drives me personally, that idea 

of liberation. And liberation for who? For the marginalized and the oppressed, who 

usually are women and girls. Because he [made an example of a poor male farmer] is 

also marginalised by a lot of these systems that poor-ish farmers face… The world is 

not designed for him, but women and girls take that same thing to even a higher 

degree. That same marginalisation to a higher degree (Emmanuel) 

 

Emmanuel also believed that pad distribution can have an impact on school absence, but 

highlighted that “pads are not enough”, it needs to be combined with menstrual health 

education. 

 

I:  Why do you think it is useful to spend money on sanitary supplies for 

girls?  

 
Emmanuel:  Ehm, so when you don´t, a lot of the time they’ll struggle to find a place 

where they can get them. And in the absence of being able to get pads, 

then they’ll use whatever they can find, and probably they will stay out 

of school and miss school. And if it is five days a month, that’s… Five 

out of thirty that’s 18 percent [correction: 16 percent] less school days 

that their male peers would get or their non-menstruating peers. That’s 

a big disadvantage.   

 

LYD org. focused their MHM education on reducing the shame and stigma connected to 

menstruation. Emmanuel explained that: 

 

I think when they are able to get pads it is dignifying, it lets them stay in school. I 

don’t think pads is enough, it comes with menstrual health education. Ehm, I think that 

there is enough in society that teaches them that periods are something to be ashamed 

of and thus womanhood is something to be ashamed of and we want them to be proud 

to be women. So menstrual health education is the other side of that coin and it is also 

very important. There are lots of situations where they don’t need pads… (Emmanuel) 
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Apart from providing pads, LYD org. worked on breaking down menstrual stigma by 

promoting life skills, SRHR education and critical thinking. Emmanuel emphasised that 

teaching girls to critically assess their place in the culture is useful to increase girls’ capability 

to break down harmful menstrual taboos. It has previously in this thesis been discussed how 

menstrual taboos often results in oppression or seclusion. Furthermore, as described in the 

theory chapter, taboos may not be exclusively suppressive (Buckley & Gottlieb, 1988, p. 11). 

Therefore, Emmanuel emphasised that it is useful to raise girls’ awareness of “what parts of 

the culture builds identity […] and what parts of the culture are harmful”. Their objective is 

not to remove the girls from their culture, but they aim to build girls’ competency for 

understanding how the “rules of conduct” (Young & Bacdayan, 1965) surrounding 

menstruation impacts their lives.  

 

Norwegian Church Aid Tanzania pointed out that they had only recently started learning 

about girls’ challenges of accessing menstrual pads. Today they work on MHM as part of two 

programmes, the Economic Empowerment and Gender Based Violence programmes. The fact 

that they have integrated it into two different programme areas contributes to show how 

menstruation is affected by and affects different parts of women’s lives. Esther from NCA 

talks about how the access to reusable sanitary products in Tanzania is limited. They are 

expensive, and NCA is looking for more local companies to start producing reusables so the 

price can be reduced, and it can be made available to more people. 

 
From the economic empowerment side we saw the need to address it so that women 

are also having like sort of equal opportunities to go to school or to continue with the 

economic activities during menstruation (NCA).  

 

Among the three NGOs, NCA was the one that most clearly linked menstruation to economic 

empowerment by adding reusable sanitary pads in packages for farmers living in rural and 

marginalised communities that have limited access to sanitary products. The packages that 

normally contain components for creating drip irrigation, were supplemented with sanitary 

pads because of a huge demand from the recipients.  

 

They need [sanitary supplies], the demand is so huge we can’t afford. We are not able 

to meet it. Because basically they [recipients] would like each package they purchase 

to contain the reusable pads. Because maybe a mom and the two daughters in the 
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home, so they end up maybe distributing the package they get. So, they would like to 

get more sanitary pads. And it is a request that keeps coming and coming (NCA). 

 
During my visit, NCA was conducting a campaign for sixteen days of activism against gender 

based violence (GBV), and all NCAs partners in the country were supposed to hand out 

reusable pads at their events. They had chosen to promote menstruation as a part of GBV 

because they had experiences of girls being in transactional relationships for money to buy 

pads, and these kinds of relationships tended, in their opinion, to be violent and thereby have 

negative consequences on girls’ capabilites. Therefore, they focused on providing pads and 

SRHR training in school clubs. They advocated for expansion of public health services for 

youth and promoted a holistic and interreligious approach to MHM and SRHR. They focused 

on how religious platforms can be useful in promoting adolescent SRHR because they already 

have high credibility and trust within the society.  

 

9.1.1 Empowerment through MHM interventions? 

All three organisations had a common understanding that provision of sanitary pads and other 

basic necessities is one way of promoting girls’ empowerment. It varied what kind of products 

the NGOs were offering. Some of them provided reusable pads, while others distributed 

packages of disposable pads. The varying experiences of the FGD participants regarding 

reusable pads raised a question of whether they served their purpose. Reusable sanitary 

products are more environmentally and economically friendly and for NGOs they are a long-

lasting alternative that ensures that their interventions will have a sustainable impact over 

time. However, since several girls described that it was shameful to wash them and that they 

had issues of wrinkling, low absorbency, and leaking, I believe it added further stress to some 

of their lives. For the students that had several reusables to alternate between, clean water, 

privacy for rinsing and an iron to de-wrinkle them, they are a more economically sustainable 

option. However, returning to the focus on girls’ lived experiences, it seems to be important 

for NGOs to study how girls experience the use of these products. If providing pads is going 

to be an instrument for poverty alleviation, programmes should be adhering to the needs and 

wants of the girls that will be using them. There is little use in supplying reusable options if 

the students still end up having to buy their own like in School 1. Then the differences 

between those coming from resourceful backgrounds and those who cannot afford pads 

maintains, suggesting that it does not empower or increase girls’ capabilities.  
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As presented in the theory chapter, Naila Kabeer is known for distinguishing between three 

dimensions of empowerment. The resource dimension is about structures that enable 

individuals to make choices. Using Kabeer’s framework as a foundation, provision of sanitary 

pads can be regarded as a resource contributing to female empowerment. Giving girls pads 

might not in itself be enough to empower them, but is a resource that can expand their power 

to choose by being something to bargain with (Kabeer, 1999). I also add that resources, 

combined with MHM education, can enhance girls capabilities to practice safe MHM. 

However, using CA can contribute to emphasise that resources are not enough to predict a 

person’s state or wellbeing or empowerment. CA shifts the focus to also include the utility 

and functioning of a resource (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 12). The dissatisfaction some girls 

expressed with reusable pads suggests that it, as a resource, did not contribute to increase their 

capability to equal school participation during menstruation. However, in general pads 

seemed to be integral in supporting girls’ dignity and well-being during menses.  

 

Chapter 8 discussed different ways girls are displaying agency by creating strategies to cope 

with menstruation. One of the strategies that appeared was the practice of being in 

transactional relationships to fund basic necessities or extra expenditures like “fashion”. For 

those that lack money for “luxuries”, being supplied with basic needs like sanitary pads and 

underwear might enable them to use that money on other things, like clothes, that makes them 

feel empowered and accomplished. Madsen (2011) made a similar example from her own 

experience which underlines this argument. She emphasises that what a person considers an 

empowering choice should always be understood as context-specific. This corresponds with 

CA and a focus on the value of people’s ability to pursue self-set goals. CA acknowledges the 

diversity of human needs and priorities and focuses on the freedom to realise one’s own goals. 

Moreover, it goes beyond expansion of for example educational or economic gains to focus 

on which state of being is valuable to the agent (Nussbaum, 2000). From my experiences in 

the schools, I often found that the girls were eager to present themselves as “educated” “non-

traditional” and not from “the interior”. They often made remarks like “I am not pure Maasai, 

I am shallow” or “I am an educated Maasai” which suggests that what was valuable and 

empowering to them was presenting themselves as well-dressed, “proper”, modern, educated 

and a part of the global society. Therefore, I found it very valuable interviewing NGOs with a 

strong local commitment, learning why they believed pads, amongst other things, is an 

important factor for empowerment and expansion of freedoms.  
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9.2 Challenging girls “inferiority” 

So far in this chapter it has been discussed some ways in which NGO interventions can have a 

positive impact on girls’ menstrual experience. Through MHM interventions girls are given 

the resources and knowledge needed to manage the biological functions of their bodies. 

However, my data suggests that societal implications of their gender also create experiences 

of injustice that limits girls’ capability. This thesis has therefore also been aimed at showing 

how individual menstrual experiences might be structured by underlying social systems 

beyond girls’ control. Both School 1 and the NGOs focused on how the cultural environment 

in which the girls live can impact their agency and MHM experience. Their empowerment 

strategies therefore involved strengthening girls’ capability to change their realities and the 

power relations surrounding them. In line with Kabeer’s definition of power, girls need to be 

given the freedom to move out of a “state of powerlessness” (Kabeer, 1999). This meant that 

the NGOs challenged the societal and cultural ideals of femininity to make sure that 

schoolgirls can access the same capabilites as boys.  

 

This study exemplifies how culture and socialisation leads girls to display modesty and not 

aiming to fulfil their full potentials, something both Emmanuel and Beatrice aim to change. 

As I see it, there is a need for the same issues to also be addressed in education, so that the 

educational system does not reproduce the ideal of female modesty or submissiveness. Access 

to sanitary products might be a resource that gives girls access to education, but they also 

need to be supported in developing the skill or the mindset to succeed within education. 

Female students need to be able to manage themselves and their education, but also to have 

the aspiration and the desire to do so. This in turn depends on how the girl is “conditioned” 

(Mjaaland, 2013).  

 

An important part of Murphy-Graham & Lloyd’s framework for empowerment is how 

empowering education should foster dignity and equal worth to others (2016, p. 561). MHM 

interventions can contribute to foster girls dignity during menstruation, but as previously 

discussed, girls that have been conditioned to believe their inferiority to boys or that have 

internalised placing low value on formal education, needs to have their self-esteem and belief 

in their own capabilities fostered.  

 

What I think the girls are hungry for, even if they don’t know it, is affirmation. When 

they’re in Form 1 and they’re new, there is a high probability that they are coming 
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from a background or a family where they are not encouraged in their academic 

abilities, in their creativity, in any of these soft skills or emotional skills. And if they 

are encouraged it is for these external things. Like “Wow you are so beautiful”, “Wow 

you hair is so nice”, those kind of thing, which is not as productive because those are 

external thing, not about who they are as a person (Emmanuel).  

 

Like Mjaaland, Murphy-Graham & Lloyd also discuss how girls being conditioned to believe 

their inferiority to boys, might benefit from gaining a clear understanding of their own dignity 

and self-worth and that this will increase girls capability to imagine alternative futures and 

provide motivation to make different choices. Emmanuel also emphasises that having a clear 

understanding of one’s own dignity and abilities increases girls capability to dream and 

imagine different realities for themselves.   

 

To live your dreams, you have to have dreams in the first place. And for women and 

girls so often, in societies where they are marginalized, like ours, culture does this 

thing that puts such a weight on their shoulders that it pushes out the dreams that 

children have and makes them foolish things. Or even worse than that, is it gets to 

them before they even form dreams, when they are really young. And children are 

cultured like that so young and so early, so sometimes the girl can know her place in 

society isn’t to dream or isn’t to imagine, it is just to do the things women and girls 

are expected to do in our society, which is usually to be submissive and make babies 

and take care of them. I think that is one of the things that is in my heart that drives me 

personally, that idea of liberation for the marginalized and the oppressed, who usually 

are women and girls (Emmanuel). 

 

Emmanuel’s arguments about how girls are cultured not to dream resonates with Mjaaland’s 

modesty ideal. Having the ability to dream and to act on those dreams comes with comes with 

an expansion of power. A lot of the dreams these girls have challenge the cultural perceptions 

of what a woman should be. As mentioned before, several the students I interviewed were 

already married and would be returning to their husbands after finishing their education. 

While some girls were looking forward to returning to their village and being a mother, while 

others dreamt of getting careers and working as doctors, accountants or teachers and having a 

family and a husband of their choosing. Many of the informants were already challenging the 
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existing power relations simply by being in school, and thus gaining greater control over the 

sources of power that will give them a wider range of options and the capability to dream.  

 

This expansion of control and power is a process, and a part of this process might be to take 

control of their menstrual experiences. The NGOs are assisting the girls in doing so by 

teaching them to exercise their dignity, confidence and by promoting life skills. By 

challenging the shame and stigma connected to menstruation with skills and knowledge, the 

girls may be liberated from the perception of their menstruating bodies being “disrespectful” 

or “vulnerable”. Being one way to approach empowerment, confidence and dignity builds 

power and strength from within, which will give girls the freedom and skills necessary to 

challenge existing power relations in society and in the family. Having such a focus on 

empowerment also affirms that empowerment is something done by women, not to them, and 

providing pads and other supporting structures can clear some of the obstacles from their path.  

 

9.3 “Breaking the silence” - Inclusion of boys in MHM education 
So far, this chapter has shown how access to material resources like pads has the possibility to 

empower girls to better manage their periods and allow them to partake in education and 

social activities. Furthermore, challenging girls’ inferiority might enable them to better 

understand and negotiate their life experiences. Moreover, the shame and embarrassment 

reported by many of the girls shows the need to initiate more discussions on menstruation. 

Social norms and taboos on menstruation creates a “culture of silence”, where girls’ mobility 

seemed to be constrained due to social and cultural norms upheld by men in several of the 

local ethnic groups, where the family and societal power structures appear patriarchal. It 

therefore proved important for the NGOs to also work towards creating enabling 

environments that does not require girls to self-restrict or confine themselves during 

menstruation. All three of the NGO informants emphasised that, in their experience, inclusion 

of boys in MHM education is of importance when challenging persisting menstrual taboos 

and creating a structural foundation for gender equality.  

 

You know, traditionally it is like a women’s thing, so women handle it and then that is 

it. Men don’t want to know about it. But I am glad the discussions, people are 

breaking the silence, because men really need to understand and be supportive. Like 

in the clubs [school clubs] with the students we want to also they engage boys as well, 
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so in issues of menstruation, the boys take part in the training to reduce that stigma. 

From an early age to tell them you need to help your sister when they are going 

through this (NCA).  

 

In line with Grant et al (2013), they all emphasised that caution should be given to creating a 

causal relationship between girls’ access to sanitary products and their educational success. 

All informants emphasised that they saw additional interventions such as SRHR education, 

competence building and boys puberty education as equally important as pad distribution in 

encouraging girls’ empowerment. They emphasised that exclusion of boys in MHM 

interventions failed to understand menstruation as a part of wider social systems. Engaging 

boys, and thereby challenging their perceptions of menstruation, was by my informants 

suggested to play a meaningful role in improving women’s health and dignity. If menstruation 

and education can be said to be under-researched, then the role of boys in MHM has received 

even less focused attention. A few qualitative studies have highlighted boys’ menstrual 

knowledge and the potential of involving boys in the menstrual discourse in LMICs (Gundi & 

Subramanyam, 2020; Mason et al., 2017). They highlight that adolescence is an important 

transformative period where boys and girls are socialised into gender roles. This can make it a 

good entry-point for shaping gender related notions, for example about menstruation. Since 

there are few opportunities for girls to learn about menstruation in school, the opportunities 

for boys to learn about MHM are even more limited. Hence, boys have little knowledge about 

the menstrual realities of girls, which reinforces misinformation and restrictive taboos. When 

NCA first started including menstruation interventions in their programmes they found that 

the discussion had to start within their own office.  

 

It is still a taboo in many… To talk about menstruation, huh! Some men they are like 

“No, no, no, no don’t tell me that!”. So it is still, we are still trying to break the 

silence. It was very funny even here when we started ordering these sanitary pads and 

they came and we were trying to pick the best so the men here were like [shy] (NCA).  

 

The quote from NCA shows how inclusion of boys also has to extend beyond schools to 

family and societal levels. There were also family expectations around the handling of menses 

that required it to be hidden and dealt with in secrecy. Anxiety and embarrassment pervaded 

my informants’ menstrual experiences also at the home (see chapter 7.2).  
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The taboos they are also making it very hard for, for the girls to be able to open up. 

Like I have a girl, she told me she´s 13. The other day I went to her school, she told me 

she lives with her dad only. The mother she left. And that day she told me she had her 

period. And she was like “I cannot even tell my dad. And I was crying, so my dad 

started beating me. Can you please call my dad?”. Then she gave me the phone 

number (Beatrice) 

 

This incident that Beatrice speaks about, shows the reluctance of girls to speak with their 

parents about periods. It also elucidates how it is not only speaking about menstruation that is 

a taboo, but perhaps also expressing emotions. As discussed in chapter 6.3 and 7.4 obedience 

and appropriate behaviour is important, and this involves keeping emotions to oneself. 

Beatrice explained that most parents, especially in rural and more traditional areas, are not 

encouraging their children to be open, and that they mostly rebuke them. My student 

informants emphasised that parents, and especially fathers are strict. In line with the kinship 

system of the Maasai, the eldest male, which is often the father or patriarch, holds the 

authority and respect of women and younger men. Men of age are at the top of the hierarchic 

system and showing dignity and respect towards one’s elders is an important part of the social 

order.  

 

Seeing as these unequal social relations caused negative menstrual experiences for girls, it is 

necessary to address them in order to ensure that girls have access to the same capabilities as 

boys. Furthermore, Sommer (2009, p. 395) emphasises that changing oppressive cultural 

perceptions of women cannot only be done from the outside, and that interventions must 

derive from local communities. Girls should be given the freedom and skills necessary to 

challenge existing power relations in society and in the family. In School 1, they want the 

girls to be “good motivators who can influence their parents now the world has changed” 

(Florah). Several of the students also emphasised that they want to “go back to change their 

societies” and challenge the male and the masculine as the site of power and authority in the 

society (Cranny-Francis et al., 2003, p. 15).  

 

9.4 Government perspective  

Inclusion of boys in MHM-education was not only important for the NGOs, but it also proved 

to be a point of focus for the local authorities in the district where I conducted my research.  
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During my time in Tanzania, I was put in contact with the district’s Sanitation and hygiene 

coordinator and disease surveillance officer, and I was able to have a field conversation with 

him about the how the local authorities work to improve girls MHM. My NGO informants 

experienced that the connection between MHM and education was on the local government’s 

radar as an issue needing to be addressed. The official, whom I have named Jackson, was 

pleased to see someone researching MHM and expressed great interest in expanding their 

competencies. He highlighted three areas of focus that were especially important in a 

governmental perspective: inclusion of boys, environmentally friendly disposing of sanitary 

products and promotion of reusable sanitary pads.  

 

Jackson expressed that the local authorities encouraged further research to be directed at rural 

public schools, as this was where they faced the biggest challenges. In his experience 

schoolgirls in urban areas were more capable of accessing menstrual products. The local 

government was also exploring promotion of reusable pads in the district and expressed an 

interest in learning about how girls actually perceived using them. He highlighted that in an 

economic perspective, reusable pads were cheaper, both for the consumer and government as 

providers. Furthermore, he saw it as an advantage that they can be produced locally, or by 

girls themselves. He highlighted how this would have a trickle-down effect where girls who 

learn to sew their own pads in turn can teach others. In his opinion this made reusable pads a 

long lasting and sustainable option. He focused especially on possible spread of diseases due 

to improper disposing of one-use pads. Another benefit to reusable pads, in his opinion, was 

that they do not involve waste disposal. Water and sanitation (WASH) was an important 

priority for the government, but because there is no infrastructure for safe and 

environmentally friendly waste disposal, they found this to be challenging. 

 
Jackson also expressed that he found inclusion of boys in MHM education to be 

“revolutionary” and an important way to solve the problems of shame and taboo. Thereby, the 

local government showed willingness to contribute to “breaking the silence” around 

menstruation. This shows how Tanzanian authorities are responding to the increased global 

focus on menstrual health and “period poverty” as part of public health and gender equality.  
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Picture 6 - Government initiated messaging on disposal and perceptions of menstruation from field school. Reads "Like 
flowers, menstruation needs care. Store the used pads in a special container. Do not throw the pad in the toilet. Clean 
yourself regularly. Be proud to have a period" (Private)  

 
Another important responsibility for the government is to ensure that they do not disadvantage 

menstruating individuals in public spaces, and thereunder in schools. One of the ways in 

which the Tanzanian national government contributes to creating enabling school 

environments is by keeping record of Pupils to Pit Latrine Ratios in public primary and 

secondary schools nation-wide. In secondary schools the average female Pit Latrine Ratio in 

2018 was 1:24 against the standard of 1:20. However, there were notable variations among 

the regions (MoEVT, 2018, p. 333). In primary schools the adequacy of latrines to pupils was 

worse, with an average female PLR of 1:55 against the standard of 1:20. Some councils had a 

ratio of as much as 1:141 in primary schools (MoEVT, 2018, p. 189). In School 2 the toilet to 

pupils ratio was approximately 1:58 for the girls. Although I did not have the chance to 

discuss the impact of toilet infrastructure with the students there, I believe my other findings 

suggests that it is something that impact girls menstrual experience.  

 

Considering the national governments history of isolating pregnant girls by refusing 

schooling, I regard it important for the government to make sure menstruating people are 

accommodated and not isolated or restricted in school. However, it is debateable how and 

how much control the government should take of peoples menstrual experiences. In the 

introduction I wrote about the developments in Tanzania where the government banned 

female street vendors (Machingas) from working on the streets and confined them to 
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designated trading facilities. Jackson was working on this transition in his district and 

emphasised that the move had a WASH-perspective where female traders would now have 

access to sanitary facilities in the new trading grounds, thereby making it a more secure space 

for women.  

 

The public discourse around the transition suggested that female traders were dissatisfied with 

the move and felt like the government was limiting women’s agency and an important income 

earning activity for many women, as they are not otherwise breadwinners. When discussing a 

state’s relation to its citizens, the issue of paternalism raises. Nussbaum (2000) discusses 

paternalism from a feminist and development perspective. Paternalism is by her defined as a 

state’s treatment of groups within the nation where people are denied behaving according to 

tradition (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 53). Based on a universal set of norms, paternalistic policies 

show little respect for people’s agency and their freedom or capability to lead their lives in the 

way they wish. It might be possible to suggest that the value system promoted by Tanzanian 

authorities through pregnancy-bans and restrictions on female informal workers is 

paternalistic against women.  

 

The transition in the informal sector was, amongst other things, based on a claim that the 

restructuring was done to promote both women’s and the common good. The situation of the 

female street vendors thereby might illustrate a general sentiment that women and girls are in 

need of authoritative “help”, and that their full potential is irrelevant to the case. This raises 

the question of whether it should be the responsibility of authorities, or men, to define what is 

a safe space for women, regardless if it concerns menstruation or work space. In my opinion, 

these policies show a tendency where the government fails to respect women and girls’ 

autonomy and their capability to pursue their own conceptions of value (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 

55). In my experience, a consequence was that the female traders had to be more mobile, 

carrying their produce around. Another visible effect was that more women came out to sell 

their produce at night, often together with their children. It is debateable whether this is a 

more secure environment for women and their children. Researching this development was 

not a focus in my research, but rather something I came across unintentionally. I am not in a 

position to evaluate government policies, but I aim to use it to contextualise and show the 

importance of understanding women’s lived experiences when working on menstruation or 

other important aspects of women’s lives.  
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10 Concluding remarks 
The aim of this master’s project was to investigate (I) How Tanzanian secondary schoolgirls 

experience Menstrual Health Management (MHM)? Overall, the diverse menstrual 

experiences that appeared in the data shows the complexity of MHM. To study Tanzanian 

girls’ experiences of menstruation I went on a field trip to northern Tanzania. I spent time at 

two Tanzanian secondary schools, one private all-girls boarding school (School 1) and one 

mixed government day school (School 2). Many of the menstrual narratives were relevant in 

both contexts and some collective experiences appeared. The multiple research methods used, 

proved that the informants, just like girls anywhere, had mixed experiences of managing 

menstruation. The material suggests that many girls transition into puberty with lack of 

sanitary products and with insufficient knowledge and support. My student informants 

presented a knowledge gap in their MHM education and expressed a need for more 

comprehensive MHM education in school. Period poverty was widespread and many reported 

that sanitary products to support girls capability for MHM was not always a priority in 

household budgets. The girls’ menstrual narratives also proved that fear, shame, and taboos 

impacted their menstrual experience.  

 

Some differences in the girls’ experiences also emerged between the two schools. Period 

poverty was more prevalent in School 2. As a public school they lacked the capacity and 

funds to provide girls with menstrual product and MHM education, even though they 

considered it an important reason for girls’ school absence. Nor was the school infrastructure 

with few toilets and no running water supportive towards girls’ menstrual needs. In School 1 

they were able to use private donations to supply their girls with menstrual products. 

However, girls here also expressed challenges with MHM such as a lack of private space to 

deal with menstruation, lack of parental support and dissatisfaction with reusable menstrual 

pads. The accumulated data on girls’ use of sanitary pads showed that there is a need for more 

comprehensive research on the effectiveness of sanitary products. 

 

Both School 1 and 2 had engaged NGOs to provide their students with MHM education, 

which is not uncommon in Tanzania. This led to the formulation of the second research 

question: (II) How do NGOs and local authorities work to improve MHM for adolescent 

schoolgirls? All three of the interviewed NGOs emphasised the importance of enhancing girls 

capabilities to practice safe MHM. They contributed to this by providing girls with resources 
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and education. Resources like pads translated into a realization of choice, which may give 

girls greater freedom to act on their capabilities. When girls had a legitimate choice of going 

to school on their period, and handling it in their preferred manner, it seemed to be 

empowering. The NGOs also played an important role in improving girls’ MHM by 

challenging the cultural and societal notions of gendered behaviour, which also extends to 

menstrual behaviour. Both NGOs and local authorities recognised that exclusion of boys in 

MHM education fails to address menstruation as a part of larger gendered power relations. 

They promoted that this is an area that needs increased focus moving forward.  

 

Hierarchic gendered structures appeared to be contributing to upholding the shame and taboo 

and the “culture of silence” around menstruation. Even though most of my informants agreed 

that menstrual taboos were “outdated” and traditionally upheld by men in a patriarchal 

society, my data suggests that it still pervaded girls menstrual experiences today. The students 

expressed that taboos still lead to behavioural change during menstruation and restricted their 

movements both in and out of school. This thesis therefore also aimed at exploring (III) To 

what degree can menstruation hinder girls’ empowerment and their realisation of capabilities 

through education? Several students explained how the fear of their periods being visible 

would limit how they took part in educational activities, which was further exacerbated by a 

lack of resources. The fear of visibly bleeding would thereby limit their school performance 

and feeling of well-being, and possibly also extend to affect their school attendance. 

Menstruation can therefore be suggested to give girls unequal access to capabilites that 

enables them to complete secondary education. Thereby, it can also contribute to reproducing 

wider gender inequalities in education, which in turn may extend to their power and freedom 

to fulfil their capabilites in society in general.  

 

Moreover, I also believe menstruation can be used to show the importance of not using school 

results and transition rates as the only determinants of girls’ success in education. Broader 

health and well-being outcomes that includes menstruation, should also be considered an 

important factor for success. Girls’ school experience is made up of a range of different 

factors. The feeling of having successfully managed menstruation in a dignified manner might 

be of as much importance for a girls’ feeling of success and well-being as any other 

educational achievement. Nussbaum treats human well-being and bodily health and integrity 

as central human functioning capabilites that has value in itself (2000, p. 78). A dignified 

school participation should therefore be considered a valuable capability for adolescent girls.   
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Unlike gender theories that critique naturalistic explanations that render women’s social 

existence as dependent upon their physiology (Butler, 1988), I aimed to elucidate how the 

body, and thereby menstruation, is always a part of women and girls’ lived experiences.  

However, girl’s destinies should not be reduced to simply be a result of their biological 

functions. Negative menstrual experiences should therefore not be used in its own to explain 

wider gendered inequalities. An intersectional approach to gender equality can be used to 

avoid interventions that focuses only on one type of discrimination. MHM interventions alone 

probably does not create equality or ensure that all girls can stay in school, but it can be a way 

of addressing the intersections of poverty, girls’ bodily functions, and implications of their 

gender, in creating inequality.  

 

Schools and teachers also have great potential to challenge taboos and creating supportive 

structures that contributes to more gender equality in education. Tanzanian secondary 

education has the potential to use MHM and SRHR education to encourage boys and girls to 

challenge girls’ “inferiority” in society and thereby empower adolescents in Tanzania. 

 

Lastly, I am aware of the limitations of my thesis. I have attempted to account for issues of 

trustworthiness throughout the text. I have also come across other topics that I did not have 

the capacity to include, but that would be interesting to investigate further. Whilst again 

asserting that I am aware my findings cannot be used to generalise, I believe the qualitative 

data produced can be used to form an overall argument that; in order to understand what 

MHM means for women and girls’ participation in education and work, an in-depth 

understanding of women´s lived experiences in a materialistic, social, and cultural perspective 

might be essential.   
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12 Appendices 

12.1 Appendix 1 – Table of informants 
 

Profession  Relation to 
MHM field 

Participation in 
the project 

Gender Fictive 
name 

Fictive 
name of 
organisation 

Secondary 
school teacher 

Teacher of 
Civics, English 
& General 
Studies at 
School 1 

Semi-structured 
interview  
 
Field 
conversations  
 
Observation  
 

Female Florah -  

School matron Nurse 
responsible for 
student health at 
School 1 
 

Semi-structured 
interview/Field 
conversation 
 

Female Nembris -  

Social worker 
and managing 
director of 
NGO 

MHM an SRHR 
educator.  
 
Provides 
education on 
production of 
sanitary pads 
for students.  

Semi-structured 
interview 
 
Field visits to 
School 2 
 
Field 
conversations 
 
Observation 
 

Female Beatrice Menstrual 
Health 
Awareness 
org.   

Norwegian 
Church Aid 
Representative  

Working on 
MHM as a part 
of GBV and 
Economic 
Empowerment 
 

Semi-structured 
interview 

Female Esther Not 
anonymised 

Founder of 
Arusha based 
NGO 
 

Girls 
empowerment.  
 
Provides 
sanitary pads 
and SHRH 
education in 
schools. 

Semi-structured 
interview 

Male Emmanuel Live Your 
Dreams org. 

Arusha District 
Health Officer 

Sanitation and 
hygiene 
coordinator and 
disease 
surveillance 
officer 

Field 
conversations  

Male Jackson -  
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12.2 Appendix 2 – Table of student informants 

Type Number of students Age Tribes represented 

Focus Group 1 Five 18 yrs. 
(Form 5) 

All Maasai  

Focus Group 2 Four 18-19 yrs. 
(Form 5) 

Maasai & Chagga 

Focus Group 3 Five 16-17 yrs. 
(Form 3) 

Three Maasai, Luguru, 
Sukuma 

Focus Group 4 Four 16 – 17 yrs. 
(Form 3) 

Three Maasai, 
Hadzabe, Zigua 
 

Field conversations 
with secondary 
school students at 
School 2 

- 16-19 yrs. 
(Form 3-5) 

Majority Maasai  
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12.3 Appendix 3 – Enrolment in Government and Non-Government Secondary 
Schools by Region, Council, Sex and Grade, 2018 

 

 
 
(MoEVT, 2018, p. 248) 
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12.4 Appendix 4 – Certificate of Secondary Education Examination (CSEE) Results 
by Subject and Sex for School Candidates, 2016 – 2017 

 

 
 
(MoEVT, 2018, p. 302) 
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12.5 Appendix 5 – Interview guide FGD 
 
Introduction:  
Project presentation (handout). How we will do the group interview. Encouraged not to share 
information that can identify other people 

- Age, form and favourite activities? 
- Background (kinship diagrams) 

 
General Qs:  

1. Are there any differences being in secondary school compared to primary? Challenges 
in secondary school? 

2. Is there anything that is important for you to have in school to perform well? (E.g. 
learning/teaching material, teachers, matron, toilets, toiletries, dorms).  
Do you feel like there is something missing in this school? 

3. What do you think about the facilities in the school? 
a. Dorms, toilets, garbage disposal, washing/drying of clothes 
b. Describe toilets 

 
4. Experience of having your period in school? 
5. What kind of products is it normal to use when on your period?  
6. Do you have everything you need to manage your period in school? 

a. Materials, privacy, ability to clean, washing and drying, pain killers 
b. Do you use reusable pads/cups? If yes: cleaning and drying.  

 
7. If you need to talk to someone about periods, who can you go to?  

Friends? Teachers?  
8. Do you discuss these topics in school (periods, puberty, reproduction 

a. If yes, which subject? 
 

Claims/discussion:  
9. “I struggle to pay attention in school while on my period” 
10. “It is common for girls to stay in their dorms/at home while on their period” 
11. “I feel like I have to hide my period from other people at school” 
12. This is an all-girls school. How would it be to handle your period in a mixed school?  
13. I know in many classes you have to stand when answering a question from the teacher. 

Is that uncomfortable when you are on your periods? 
14. Can menstruation cause girls to drop out of school? Anything else that may cause girls 

to drop out? Pregnancy? 
 
Home/Culture 

15. Is it different having your period at home compared to at school? 
16. What products do you use at home? Can most families/girls afford sanitary products? 

a. “It is normal for girls to have to work to be able to buy pads” 
17. Do most girls talk to their parents about menstruation? If not, who? 
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a. Is there anything else you find challenging to discuss with your parents?  
18. Do you hide your period from the others at home? 
19. Do you feel like you are treated differently after you grew up/started puberty? 

a. Are there any special practices in your tribes for when a girl matures? Or do 
you know about it from other tribes? 

20. Would you be willing to share your experience with getting your period for the first 
time? 

21. What does your friends tell you about their menstruation?  
 

22. Do you have any boys/men in your family? Do you ever feel like you are treated 
differently as a girl? 

23. Who makes the decisions about finances in your household? Do you worry about 
family economy? 

24. Do you feel like boys and girls have the same opportunity to succeed in their 
education and get a good job? 

25. Hopes and dreams for the future? What do you want to do when you finish school? 
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12.6 Appendix 6 – Interview guide NGOs  
The interview guide was adjusted to each organisation.  
Preliminary: 
Information about me, the project and purpose (handout). Audio recording, rights, anonymity, 
withdrawal. What have I done so far with the project.  
 
Organisation 

1. Tell me in brief terms how your organisation works, and what is your role?  
2. For how long have you been working in this field? What got you started as an 

organisation? What made you passionate about this topic? Full time job? 
 
Girls’ empowerment 

3. Activities/objectives for girls empowerment interventions? 
4. In your opinion, what are some of the main obstacles for girls to complete secondary 

school?  
5. In your experience, what are the girls most in need to discuss/get information about? 

 
Culture 

6. Do you have any examples of gender roles and cultural practises (in tz in general or 
for specific ethnic groups) that you identify as challenges for girls? 

7. How do you reinforce the positive cultural traditions, while at the same time advice on 
how to handle the negative ones? 

8. Are girls treated differently at home once they start to visibly mature/get their periods? 
 
MHM 

9. How does your organisation work to meet women and girls’ menstrual needs? 
10. Why pads? Demand? Who requests it?  

a. Response /results of pad distribution?  
11. MHM education. Importance? What do you teach them? 
12. In your opinion, is menstruation a barrier to girls’ education today? How? 
13. Poverty and MHM. In your experience, is it common for girls to take extra work to 

secure basic necessities like pads?  
14. In the schools in which you operate, how are the sanitary facilities?  
15. My impression - silence surrounding menstruation in Tanzania. Accurate? How do 

you work to end period stigma & taboos? 
16. How do you experience cooperating with schools?  

 
Covid + Gov.  

17. Experience of covid school closure? Consequences?   
18. Experience of cooperating with local authorities? Interest in MHM? 
19. In your opinion, how should the (local) government get involved in improving MHM 

for young girls?  
a. Official strategies for MHM on a regional or national level? 

20. How do you experience cooperating with schools? Accommodating and interested? 
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12.7 Appendix 7 – Interview guide teacher 
 
Preliminary: 
Project information (handout). Remind teachers of responsibility for student confidentiality. 
Encouraged not to share information in a way that makes it possible to identify students.    
Here to learn from you! 
Background.: 

a. Where do you come from? Family? 
b. For how long have you been a teacher? How long have you taught in this 

school? What do you teach? 
c. What did you study to become a teacher? 
d. How do you like being a teacher? Challenges?  

 
Menstruation and education 

2. How are handling their periods in school? 
3. How are the school´s facilities (with regards to menstruation)? 
4. In your experience, does menstruation impact girls´ participation in school?  

a. Do you have students that miss school regularly? Due to menstruation? 
b. Anything else that may cause girls to drop out? 

5. In your experience, do girls in general have what they need (products/financially) to 
secure their menstrual needs? In this school? 

a. If not, how do they solve it? 
 

6. Do you ever talk to your students about menstruation? If not you, is there anyone else 
that does? Subject? 

7. What are girls taught about menstruation in school? In your opinion, sufficient? 
8. Do you feel like it´s a private matter – In general/in the Maasai community? 

 
Culture, society, family 

9. What do the girls normally tell you about their situation at home? 
10. Are there subjects a young girl will not talk to her parents about  
11. Are parents involved in teaching their kids about MHM? 

a. Maasai community vs. in general?  
12. Is there a stigma/taboo surrounding menstruation in Tanzania or in specific ethnic 

groups today? 
a. How does it affect young girls? 
b. “The stigma and shame (cultural/religious expectations) that surrounds 

menstruation impacts what girls are taught about it in school”? 
13. “Parents prioritize boys over girls in education”? Why? 
14. In your opinion, what are the greatest benefits to educating girls in your society? 
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12.8 Appendix 8 – Information letter and consent form organisations 
 

Are you interested in taking part in the research project 
 “Menstrual Health Management among Girls in Tanzanian 

Secondary Schools”? 
 
Dear Sir/Madam,  
 
This is an inquiry about participation in a research project where the main purpose is to 
examine experiences female students in Tanzanian secondary schools have with managing 
their menstruation. In this letter I will give you information about the purpose of the project 
and what your participation will involve.  
 
Purpose of the project 
My name is Cecilie Grevstad. I am a master student at Western Norway University of Applied 
Sciences. I am currently in my final year of a master’s degree in Social Science in Education. 
I am writing my master´s thesis on topics concerning girls’ participation in secondary 
education in Tanzania. My work will be especially focused on the impact that the experience 
of menstruation has on girls´ education and everyday life. I would be extremely thankful if 
you would help me in my study by letting me learn from your experiences as an organization. 
 
Who is responsible for the research project?  
Western Norway University of Applied Sciences is the institution responsible for the project.  
 
The researcher in lead of this project is Cecilie Grevstad. 
 
 
Why are you being asked to participate?  
In this project I will interview different people who have knowledge about adolescent girls 
and menstruation in Tanzania. Most of the study will be based on focus group discussions 
with secondary school students and their teachers. In addition to this I am also looking to for 
perspectives from local organisations/activists/officials working in related fields.  
 
I believe the work you do provides you with a valuable insight into the importance of 
integrating menstrual hygiene management to women empowerment.  
 
Participation is voluntary  
Participation in the project is voluntary. If you chose to participate, you can withdraw at any 
time without giving a reason. All information about you will then be removed.  
 
Your personal privacy – how we will store and use your personal data  

- I will only use your personal data for the purpose specified in this information letter.  
- I will not share your information with anyone else and I will make sure no one else 

have access to the information. Only researcher Cecilie and my supervisor will have 
access to the information.  

- All the information will be stored safely.  
- Voice recordings will be deleted once the interview has been transcribed.  
- Your name or any information special to you will NOT be mentioned. I will make sure 

no one reading the project can recognise who you are.  
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What will happen to your personal data at the end of the research project?  
The project is scheduled to end June 2022. All voice recordings will be deleted by the end of 
this project.  
 
Your rights  
So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to: 

- access the personal data that is being processed about you  
- request that your personal data is deleted 
- request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified 
- receive a copy of your personal data, and 
- send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection 

Authority regarding the processing of your personal data 
 

What gives us the right to process your personal data?  
I will process your personal data based on your consent.  
 
Based on an agreement with Western Norway University of Applied Sciences, NSD – The 
Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS has assessed that the processing of personal data in 
this project is in accordance with data protection legislation.  
 
Where can I find out more? 

 
If you have questions about the project, or want to exercise your rights, contact:  
 
Western Norway University of Applied Sciences via me, Cecilie, or my supervisor:  
 
Student                Supervisor 
Cecilie Grevstad Vibeke Vågenes 
Western Norway University of Applied Sciences Western Norway University of  
Faculty of Education, Arts and Sports Applied Sciences 
E-Mail: cecilie.grevstad@gmail.com Department of Pedagogy, Religion  
Phone number: 93839457 and Social Studies 
 E-mail: vibeke.vagenes@hvl.no 
 Phone number: 55 58 57 32 
 
You can also contact: 

NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS  
Email: personverntjenester@nsd.no  
Telephone: +47 55 58 21 17  

Our Data Protection Officer  
Email: personverombud@hvl.no  
Telephone: 55 30 10 31  
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Yours sincerely, 
 
 
Project Leader    Student  
(Researcher/supervisor) 
 
 
 

Consent form  
 
I have received and understood information about the project and have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions. I give consent:  
 

¨ To be a participant in an interview 
 
I give consent for my personal data to be processed until the end date of the project, approx. 
June 2022.  
 
 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
(Signed by participant, date) 
 


