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THE SECONDHAND CLOTHING MARKET IN AFRICA AND ITS INFLUENCE ON LOCAL
FASHIONS
Karen Tranberg HANSEN, Professor Emerita, Northwestern University

The subject of this dissertation is to discuss how secondhand clothing sent from the Western
Hemisphere to Africa is accepted there, especially in Zambia.

Many of the clothes people in the West donate to charity organizations are sold to recycling
companies, who classify and export them. This international trading business in secondhand
clothing grew rapidly during the 1990s. Among the destinations of such clothing, sub-Saharan
African countries are the top importers, receiving nearly 30% of the world’s export of
secondhand clothing in 2006.

In some areas of Western African countries, clothing defined by local tastes, produced by
traditional dyeing and knitting techniques coexists with the new-style clothing brought from the
West during and after the days when the countries were the colonies of Western countries.
However in Zambia, traditional dyeing techniques have been almost completely lost, and people
of all classes wear Western secondhand clothes, excluding those of the upper class. The
imported secondhand clothing is called salaula in Zambia, which means “to rummage and select

”

from amid a heap.” This word vividly illustrates the scene in which consumers select
newly-unpacked imported secondhand clothes. Such secondhand clothes are not necessarily
worn as they are. They can be modified or transformed into completely different clothing,
according to the desires of the new owners who hope to appear more distinguished or more
eye-catching. Cultural exchanges through clothes produce original creations. Such secondhand
clothes produce market store owners, trendsetters, clothing repair shops and tailors, stimulating
committed fashion designers.

In Zambia and in other areas of Africa, more customers are obtaining secondhand clothing to

find new fashion styles and to dress themselves more fashionably, rather than to obtain living

necessities. This change is spreading from the markets to tailors’ ateliers and stores. In this way,



the use of secondhand clothing by customers in Zambia and other areas in Africa may break

down the Western hegemony in fashion and may establish a new style.
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Africa map. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin.
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Unsorted 500kg bales of secondhand clothing. Salvation Army, Chicago, 1997. Photo by Karen Tranberg
Hansen.
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Women wearing chitenge dresses at bridal shower. Lusaka, 1997. Photo by Karen Tranberg Hansen.
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Scene from Kamwala market. Lusaka, 1995. Photo by Karen Tranberg Hansen.
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Tailor preparing sweatshirts using strips from unmatched sweatsuits. Soweto market, Lusaka, 1997. Photo

by Karen Tranberg Hansen.
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