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Reterritorializing the Future:
Writing Environmental Histories
of the Oil Crisis from Tanzania

EMILY BROWNELL, University of Edinburgh
This article argues that environmental historians could enrich the postcolonial

history of Africa by taking a more central role in narrating the major events of

the recent past. It makes the case for this by considering the effects of the oil

crisis of the 1970s and 1980s, which has generally been discussed as a trans-

national political and economic event and has remained peripheral to writing

the history of African states, cities, and communities. Yet, by decimating the

foreign exchange budgets of non-oil-producing nations, the crisis required

reimagining how nations and families provisioned resources for the economy

and their lives. Using Tanzania as an example, it explores the ways in which lo-

cal resources and a new push for South-South cooperation replaced imported

raw materials and, more generally, paradigms of development predicated on

the continued cheap price of petroleum. This reterritorializing of the future

was both an ideological and practical act, as Tanzanians shifted from the hori-

zons of postwar developmentalism to navigating profound scarcity and con-

sidering how smaller-scale technologies and intense use of local resources

might help sever dependencies on the West.

In 1983, Professor GerhardKohler, a technocratic expert fromEast Ger-
many, arrived at the University of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania to lead a
one-week seminar to develop a plan for cutting down on imports. Koh-
ler’s visit was part of a larger effort to remake industrial production
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across Tanzania. Just a few weeks earlier, the Ministry of Industries had
announced a new committee of experts to “identify ways of reducing de-
pendency on raw materials, capital machinery, accessories, and spare
parts”with an eye to using more locally available materials.1 In Kohler’s
seminar on the same topic, he urged citizens of the “ThirdWorld” to cut
their reliance on foreign imports and “as much as possible be inward
looking by exploiting local resources instead of seeking foreign assis-
tance.”2 Indeed, animated by different (yet not disconnected) circum-
stances, the shortages that vexed daily life in Dar es Salaam and much
of the Third World in the early 1980s were not unlike those faced by
countries in the Eastern Bloc. At a moment when the Tanzanian pres-
ident, Julius Nyerere, was turning inward and seeking to resist imposi-
tions by the InternationalMonetary Fund to open the national economy
and devalue the currency, the press coverage ofKohler’s visit and similar
conferences was quite purposeful. It was an attempt to draw up the aus-
terity of life in Dar es Salaam as a transnational condition rather than the
result of poor governance. Many countries were facing increasing insol-
vency, and cooperation offered the opportunity to secure a better mate-
rial future.

It was an inauspicious time to arrive in Dar es Salaam. In the midst
of an extreme fiscal crisis, the city was undergoing a thorough transfor-
mation. Factories were no longer designated any foreign exchange by
the state, and, unable to stock key raw materials, they were operating
at 10–30 percent of their capacity.3 Those that still had some store of
raw materials, like the Urafiki Textile Mill, nevertheless sat in sus-
pended animation as the city water supply no longer reached their fa-
cilities.4 Students faced a new school year without any uniforms to
wear. Urban sanitation and city transit both lacked vehicles in working
order to run services; waste abounded, and frustrated workers strug-
gled to get to work on time. The country’s oil refinery (TIPER), which
had allowed the state to purchase cheaper oil and process it into diesel,
petroleum, and kerosene, had ceased operations for nearly a month
with no oil to refine. Across the country, farmers abandoned cash crop
production in favor of “economies of affection,” worsening the foreign
exchange budget.5 Food shortagesmeant urban families grew their own
food across the hills and valleys in the outskirts of Dar es Salaam. Going
to work became a daily battle for a coveted spot on the bus, leaving
many to turn their attention to more proximate demands and alterna-
tive economies.
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The roots of Tanzania’s resource shortages can be traced back to the
early 1970s when agricultural production collapsed due to a Sahelian
drought and massive community relocation programs under the policy
of ujamaa. These events, paired with the effects of the first oil shock in
1973 and the second oil shock in 1979, led to a foreign exchange crisis.
By considering some of the ways that Tanzanians reconscripted local
materials to fit the purposes of previously imported goods, this article
urges African historians to write about the oil crisis as a significant en-
vironmental event. The crisis both inspired and required a reappraisal
of natural resources across the nation and continent. Using the example
of urban Tanzania and its material transformations in the 1970s and
1980s, this article contends that after 1973, African nations sought to
create a new ecological regime to replace the promise of oil-based de-
velopment, and this forced both communities and states to reterritorial-
ize the future. I use this phrase to note the manner in which aspirations
for the future were made or unmade by their reliance on environments
and infrastructures.

For new African nations, consolidating economic sovereignty a de-
cade earlier at the moment of independence required conscripting na-
ture—as well as people—into the project of nationalism. However, after
1973, the oil crisis marked a break with mid-century developmentalist
visions of the future, which had been underwritten by the promise of
“cheap crude” and a sturdy belief in the “stages of development” bring-
ing African states into modernity.6 In Tanzania, the ensuing decade be-
came a time of chronic shortages as the state tried to revitalize networks
of transnational solidarity. Meanwhile, men and women in their jobs
and daily lives sought urgent solutions to the increasing impossibility
of past visions and plans for the future. Both the state and families turned
to natural resources to fill material shortages in ways that doubled down
on older patterns of consumption and reimagined the usefulness of local
materials.

Like that of many African nations after independence, the historiog-
raphy of postcolonial Tanzania has generally been periodized in such a
way that highlights the 1960s as an era of hopeful growth, with outward-
facing, idealistic politics that collapsed by the 1970s to reveal the failure
of leadership and increasingly authoritarian domestic policies. The his-
toriography has zeroed in on the folly of ambitious but poorly imple-
mented development policies carried out by agents of the state whose
careers rested on conjuring up the illusion of utopian projects in places
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without the means to do so.7 Tanzania’s villagization policy offers a case
in point. While ujamaa, Nyerere’s vision of an African socialist future,
provided crucial forms of social welfare and cultivated national unity,
the policy of villagization has been regarded as economically disastrous.
Andwhile Tanzania’s postcolonial history is frequentlywritten as excep-
tional, it shares with other African national histories a focus on how pol-
itics and leadership in the second decade of independence squandered
early inroads to sovereignty and economic growth. These narratives of
failure have rightly been critiqued and reevaluated in recent years, but
the role of the oil shocks is nearly nonexistent, receiving but a passing
mention in three significant recent surveys of the history of international
development.8 Scholars have treated Tanzania’s economic situation by
the 1980s as too overdetermined to allow much room for exploring the
effects of the oil crisis.9 While it would be fruitless to try and isolate the
oil shocks from the other problems facing Tanzania in the 1970s, this
fact should not relegate them to the historical margins.10 Their very
embeddedness in the economic fortunes of the new nation make their
omission by historians surprising.

Despite its modest presence in postcolonial African historiography,
scholars elsewhere have more recently begun reassessing the oil crisis
in the broader context of the Third World, particularly its role as a gal-
vanizing political moment.11 And while these politics of possibility and
solidarity fostered in the aftermath of the embargo deserve more atten-
tion, this article explores the material consequences of rising oil prices
in shaping livelihoods, environments, and politics, as the ostensibly nat-
ural world was marshaled in the absence of oil in daily, mundane ways.
What were the environmental conditions and consequences for mak-
ing the world anew after the end of cheap oil? To answer these ques-
tions, this article draws together a variety of social scientific studies
of the era to construct an archive of developmental gray literature. To-
gether, these sources capture the shifting relationship between materi-
als andmodes of development. I use these alongside newspaper articles
that both reflected and produced ideas about the nation’s economic cri-
sis. The resulting text moves between everyday practices of popular
provisioning, the imperatives of official dictates, and the unwieldy junc-
tures where the two met. The oil shocks of the 1970s forced African
countries and communities to shape their material futures in newways,
rupturing the logics of postwar developmentalism. And, as Kohler’s visit
from East Germany underscores, despite a foreclosure of some forms of
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internationalism at the end of the 1960s, negotiating these new circum-
stances entailed a reconsideration of not just the politics but the mate-
riality of the future.12
Territorializing the Nation

At independence, governing elites across a decolonizing continent em-
barked on a host of projects to carve out and protect their precarious
new sovereignty. Like decolonization itself, achieving sovereignty
was never simply a date marked on a calendar; it was an ongoing polit-
ical, economic, and cultural project. Claiming and protecting sover-
eignty on a global stage included such projects as pursuing rapid import
substitution, seeking out new international political alliances, and de-
manding a new international economic order. In concert with these
outward-facing schemes, elites also worked to establish a relationship
between the new nation as a territorial construct and as a bureaucratic
and economic system. These projects of territorial consolidation from
within were an array of developmentalist endeavors seeking to con-
script people in far-flung corners into belonging.13 The history of these
projects is at the heart of scholarship on postcolonial Africa.14 Often
overlooked, however, is the degree to which these projects conscripted
and instrumentalized territory. From soil and minerals, to forests and
rivers, postcolonial statecraft required recruiting land and its resources
into the nation-state. Casting off the colonial past and creating a na-
tional economy rested onmaking new natures as well as new citizens.15

All modern states are “environment-making” institutions.16 In mak-
ing new natures, state ministries, bureaucrats, and foreign experts wres-
tled with the question of what materials and resources would, quite
literally, constitute the nation: the crops that would generate enough
foreign exchange for necessary imports; the infrastructures that would
help domesticate the production of power or bring new regions into
the market; the key materials that could be manufactured domestically
rather than imported at great expense.

While these territorial projects were central to articulating sover-
eignty, in form they had much in common with colonial development
enterprises and conceptions of nature.17 As Cristophe Bonneuil has ar-
gued, the “developmentalist state” emerged in the 1930s “when the co-
lonial state gave priority to a form of power concerned with changing
(‘improving’) living conditions, so as to disable old forms of life and
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subjectivity and to turn African societies into objects of its cognitive ap-
paratus and rationalizing interventions.”Many postcolonial states con-
tinued this project as independence was marked by “a spectacular re-
newal of large technocratic schemes . . . at the initiative of new ruling
elites who expected to turn their modernist aspirations into reality.”18

Even in Tanzania where the project of ujamaamight look as if it sought
to reclaim a precolonial past in its embrace of the rural village, Presi-
dent Nyerere explicitly imagined ujamaa villages in a similar vein as
many mid-century development planners: a bureaucratic tool where
citizens “would bemore accessible to experts.”19 Examples of these large
technocratic projects abound: from Sudan’s massive Gezira Scheme to
large-scale dams such as the Kossou in Cote d’Ivoire and Ghana’s Volta
Dam, and the Cahora Bassa in Mozambique.20

Mastering nature, however, was also a practical bid to rework the
position African countries occupied in the global market where they re-
mained vulnerable to volatile pricefluctuations for rawmaterials and the
high costs of importing industrial materials and consumer products.
New agricultural projects would secure increasing cash crops for export
(and foreign exchange) while projects to produce power and domesti-
cate the manufacture of imported goods were all part of an attempt to
secure economic sovereignty.

Unfortunately, the transformation of African territories and econ-
omies through these schemes did not go as planned. By the 1970s,
capital-intensive development projects faced routine failure and could
quickly transform into indebtedness. The process of remaking nature
into the materials of new nations itself required materials: especially ce-
ment and petroleum, which most African states still imported at inde-
pendence. At the mercy of foreign aid conditionalities and the caveats
of lending agencies, new nations frequently had to industrialize by way
of expensive technology transfer, paying the high salaries of foreign ex-
perts, sharing profits with foreign corporations, and importing machin-
ery and spare parts. These endeavors relied on the continued flow of
foreign exchange as well as cheap energy.
Reterritorializing the Future

When the 4th Summit of the Non-Alignment Movement (NAM) con-
vened in 1973, a month before the oil embargo, its explicit focus on
“the need for economic independence” underscored these growing
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frustrations about foreign investment. The movement’s membership
had trebled since its inception in 1961, and the seventy-five nations at
the Algiers summit penned an economic declaration on “Sovereignty
and Natural Resources.”21 Laying out the vision of the New Interna-
tional Economic Order (NIEO), the Algiers Declaration sought to pro-
tect against “any infringement of the right of effective control by any
State over its natural resources and their exploitation by means suited
to its own situation, including nationalization and the transfer of prop-
erty to its nationals” and suggested that heads of state should establish
“effective solidarity bodies for the defense of the interests of raw mate-
rial producing countries such as OPEC and CIPEC [Intergovernmental
Council of Countries Exporters of Copper] . . . in order to recover nat-
ural resources and ensure increasingly substantial export earnings and
income in real terms.”22 Thus, while states had certainly understood
at independence that wresting nature back from colonial forms of ex-
traction would be crucial to economic sovereignty, the 1970s ushered
in more urgent conversations about technologies and economies of
extraction, the politics of expertise, and what ownership over resources
actually looked like. On the cusp of the oil crisis, oil-producing countries
and their efforts to nationalize and consolidate their interests offered
not an obstacle, but a model for the way forward. After the embargo,
that changed.

Tanzania had begun nationalizing its industries in the years before
the first oil shock. Public sector manufacturing jumped from 15.5 per-
cent in 1967 to 46.7 percent by 1973 as the state became increasingly
critical of the overhead costs of foreign firms running Tanzanian in-
dustries.23 By 1972, Tanzania’s economy was “basically in balance” (ex-
ternal and domestic) and appeared to be “moving ahead and showing a
sustained development dynamic.”24 But just a year later, facing a bad
harvest due to villagization efforts and the first Sahelian drought of
the 1970s, Tanzania’s exports collapsed, and a majority of its foreign ex-
change budget went to procuring food relief abroad. Then came the
embargo. When oil prices quadrupled by the beginning of 1974, it set up
“a massive, externally triggered crisis” for the nation.25

Tanzania’s producers faced a shortage of an array of petroleum-
based products in addition to oil itself. This included cars, buses, trac-
tors, fertilizers, bitumen, cement, paper-mill products, glass, andmetals.
The scarcity of oil also imperiled domestic forms of energy production
since Tanzania relied on oil-based thermal generation for half of its



000 E N V I R O N M E N T A L H I S T O R Y � 2 7 . 4 � O C T O B E R 2 0 2 2
energy.26 And even as agricultural and industrial production became
more expensive, global prices for many of Tanzania’s key crops plum-
meted, resulting in massive trade shortages and, in turn, a “goods fam-
ine” as families struggled to find basic consumer products such as cloth.
The state’s efforts to redress the issue by domesticating manufacturing
backfired, as new production facilities required the importation of raw
materials and spare parts from abroad.27When commodity prices for tea
and coffee revived due to a 1976 frost in Brazil (quadrupling global cof-
fee prices), it seemed that the economy might recover. But the hope
proved short-lived as more economic upheaval arrived in 1978 with
the unfolding effects of forced villagization, the returning Sahelian
drought, a war with Uganda, and the Iranian revolution leading to
the second oil shock.28 By 1981, Tanzania’s trade deficit had reached
US$599 million, and it climbed to $682 million the following year.29

With international lenders reticent to extend loans, many Tanzanians
in both the city and country returned to subsistence production, setting
up a disastrous feedback loop.

After a decade of large-scale development projects, capital-intensive
industrialization, and efforts to expand of cash crop production, many
African nations found themselves hamstrung by these very modes of
development and territorialization. Some leaders, including Nyerere,
sought to address the issue by calling for a “trade union of the poor” that
would buy “whatever we can from each other, in deliberate preference
to purchase from rich nations.”30 Indeed, Nyerere spent much of the
remainder of his political career trying to manifest Global South eco-
nomic cooperation. Across multiple scales—families, states, and the
Third World—communities were faced with reconsidering what the
future would be made of, quite literally. Tanzania drastically reduced
imports and sought technology transfer and assistance from places like
India or Hungary. While the state did not stop accepting financial aid
and assistance from the West, it tried to buy “only those examples of
advanced technology which we need” and turned instead to small-scale
appropriate technology and alternative energy.31 Among other things,
the state limited private car ownership, banned Sunday driving, and se-
verely curtailed the import of anything deemed a “luxury” item. It also
campaigned for citizens to donate spare parts in order to rehabilitate
public buses and mandated the cultivation of food crops to also lessen
the possibility of having to spend precious foreign exchange on food im-
ports. This new resource regime was both the urgent result of “making
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do” and an attempt to rewrite the expectations and aesthetics of a now
foreclosed future of cheap oil.
Nation Building with Concrete and Bricks

To explore some of the material and ideological transformations that
unfolded in Tanzania due to the oil crisis, building materials offer a rich
example. The persistent scramble for building materials reflects the
physical necessities as well as constraints of “nation building” after de-
colonization, as they were the essential foundation of any subsequent
development activity. Building a hydroelectric dam to power other de-
velopment projects, for instance, was impossible without cement. The
centrality of cement, in particular, led Nyerere to insist on building a
plant to produce it in 1962. Completed in 1966, Tanganyika Portland
Cement Company (also known as Wazo Hill) was an amalgam of na-
tional and private interests formed in association with the Swiss com-
pany Cementia and the British Portland Cement Manufacturers. De-
spite its symbolism as a key nation-building project, the state was
only a 10 percent shareholder in the plant until it was nationalized in
1974.32 Initially,Wazo Hill was heralded as a successful “Import Substi-
tution Industry” (ISI) project, in particular because of how heavy and
expensive cement was to ship and the abundance of regional soil, clay,
and lime for its domestic production. Despite its ability to draw on local
resources, the daily operation of the vast factory nevertheless relied on
an assemblage of foreign provisions. Cement production required im-
mense amounts of furnace oil to run the kiln, while the electricity used
to power its workshops, canteen, hospital, and housing estate also came
from oil-based generation. Its workforce, too, was dependent on for-
eign inputs: by the time the plant was nationalized, there was only
one Tanzanian sales manager at the management level and not a single
local technician, engineer, electrician, or chemist. Consequently, ce-
ment production was expensive, precarious, and contingent on many
external factors.

Even before the first oil shock, production at Wazo Hill began to
waver, going frequently offline as machines needed maintenance. A
pervasive fear began to circulate that this key material of nation build-
ingwas vulnerable to thewhims of imported energy and expatriate em-
ployees. The police were dispatched to the plant in 1972 to investigate
rumors of equipment sabotage due to recurrent breakdowns and
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chronic shortages. Even so, 1972marked the high point of cement pro-
duction at 452,000 tons. By 1975 productionwas down to 323,000 tons,
before plummeting precipitously by the 1980s.33 Rising oil prices also
made cement hard to procure.34 Rising transit costs and problems with
the national freight parastatal meant that outside of Dar es Salaam it
was a scarce luxury.35 Construction jobs lingered half-finished for years.
Earmarked for major infrastructure projects, cement became nearly im-
possible for home builders to purchase. Rising official prices and dwin-
dling stockpiles pushed much of its sales onto the black market where
middlemen hoarded supplies and manipulated prices.36 By 1976, a
bag of cement that officially cost 18.5 shillings per bag in Dar es Salaam
sold on the black market for as much as 120 shillings a bag in other re-
gions.37 Building with cement for most private home builders had be-
come untenable.

Cement’s inaccessibility might not seem significant since the over-
whelming majority of Tanzanians resided in rural areas where building
wasmostlymade out of wattle and daub, with palm thatch for roofs. But
the state’s developmentalist narrative rested on a commitment to creat-
ing a new material modernity. As Emily Callaci writes in Street Archives
and City Life, cement was so central to Tanzanian politics that the front
page ofNgurumo in 1965 asked readers to vote for Nyerere by juxtapos-
ing two images: one of a mud-brick house with a thatched roof and one
of a house made with cement bricks and a metal roof. Above the pic-
tures, readers were urged to “remember to make your black mark [on
the ballot] for Nyerere. He builds Tanzania.”38 Through a variety of ed-
ucational mediums, the state urged citizens to build in permanent ma-
terials (concrete, bricks, tiles, and corrugated aluminum) and abandon
traditional materials in order to secure a better life.39

By 1977, however, Nyerere was urging Tanzanians to uncouple their
notion of progress and permanence from an attachment to so-called Eu-
ropean materials. Accusing citizens of a “widespread addiction” to ce-
ment and tin roofs, he dismissed cement as “basically earth.” Glossing
overmore than a decade of state programs that had encouraged such as-
pirations, he now admonished those who would wait for “European
soil” before building as problematically colonial: “If we want to progress
more rapidly in the futurewemust overcome at least someof thesemen-
tal blocks!” Expressing regret for helping to lead “into the trap of being
‘modern’ at all costs,” Nyerere opined that the nation had invested in
“large capital-intensive factories when a number of small labor-intensive



Reterritorializing the Future 000
plants would have given the same service . . . with less use of external
technical expertise.”40

Developing local building materials to supplement industrial ce-
ment production was the purview of the Building Research Unit
(BRU), established in 1971. Indeed, what made the embargo such a di-
sastrous event for the production of building materials was the region’s
historic struggle to supply enough “permanent” housing materials.41

The BRU’s task was to assist home builders and conduct research on
building construction and material technologies. This research was
then disseminated through educational campaigns such as Opresheni
Nyumba Bora (Operation Better House) launched after the oil crisis
in 1974 and put into practice through building brigades in rural areas.
The Daily News also took up the cause, publishing a steady stream of
articles encouraging themerits of buildingwith bricks and even instruc-
tions on how to make them.42 Moreover, Tanzania’s Prime Minister
Rashidi Kawawa ordered all public buildings in 1973 to be constructed
out of burnt bricks and tiles, suggesting that “every effort should be
made to use local materials and the simple techniques for which we al-
ready have Tanzanian fundis (technicians) and expertise.”43 This in-
cluded plans to build the biggest brick factory in Africa near the newly
planned capital of Dodoma to highlight bricks as a local building tech-
nology that also embodied socialist and Third World solidarities. By
1985, there were also plans for the North Korean government to fund
a brick factory in Arusha. That plant, however, five hundred miles in-
land, would rely on oil at a time when, “for significant periods of the
year, Arusha region as a whole is without any fuel oil.”44

Brickmaking at the factory level, however, still relied on petroleum
and remained capital intensive. The only way that “permanent” build-
ing materials would be accessible to most Tanzanians in the aftermath
of the oil crisis was through the production of mud bricks made in vil-
lage kilns. Using local clay and communal labor, these burnt bricks re-
quired no foreign energy, just mud and trees to fire the kilns. But in do-
ing so, it ran up against environmental limits. According to one study, it
took seventy trees to make twenty-five thousand bricks. An “average
village” of three hundred and fifty homes would require close to fifty
thousand trees, which would have dramatically offset annual village af-
forestation efforts. Since most families relied on biofuels for cooking as
well, this put immense pressure on Tanzania’s forests and woodlands.45

Beyond the logistics of immense labor and local resources, cement
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blocks and aluminum roofs had also been so faithfully promoted as con-
duits of modernity that shifting materials asked home builders to recali-
brate their aspirational visions of the future. Nonetheless, by 1981, twenty
of Tanzania’s twenty-five regions had local brickmaking enterprises.

From the outset, postcolonial African states grappled with the ques-
tion of where state infrastructures ended and “self-help” began. What
constituted necessary community labor and “nation-building” activities
andwhat was compulsion? It is a question still relevant in rural Tanzania
today, where it remains hard to escape the demands of the state to, in
some cases, still make bricks.46 As the state drew on local environments
to make up the newmaterial shortfalls in cement manufacture, the near
future of Tanzania’s building material needs was shifted from massive
site-specific, petroleum-intensive factories to the distributed production
of bricks that relied on carbon output of another kind. Communities
bore not just the additional labor burden, but also the ecological conse-
quences of this shift.
The Other Fuel Crisis

The expanding use of charcoal as an urban energy source during the
1970s and 1980s is another example of how communities and states
turned to their local environments for relief in the wake of the oil crisis.
Charcoal today remains perhaps the most important source of fuel
across Africa, particularly in cities and peri-urban areas. As Thaddeus
Sunseri’s work on Tanzanian forestry has shown, the use of charcoal
was not particularly new in the 1970s.47 By the 1950s, the colonial state
had recognized both the commercial and subsistence value of charcoal
production in the peri-urban region around Dar es Salaam. Colonial for-
estry officials created a modest charcoal industry for export to derive
profit from trees otherwise not earmarked for lumber. And by allowing
local communities to also produce charcoal, families could seek a “sub-
sidy in nature” tomeet their fuel needs.48 In short, it allowed the colonial
state to avoid the cost of constructing other urban energy infrastructures
for African neighborhoods. And after independence, East African states
sought to expand the charcoal industry overseas, establishing them-
selves as prominent global producers.49

In the wake of the oil crisis, however, charcoal became an evenmore
vital energy source for Tanzanians. As a woman living on the outskirts of
Dar es Salaam noted in 1974, “the shilling beganmelting like ice and our
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life patterns changed.”50 For families that relied on amix of fuels tomeet
their needs, kerosene shortages put pressure on local forests to provide
firewood and charcoal for daily use and as a small business to subsidize
wages. By the 1980s, biomass made up 98 percent of the energy used by
Tanzanians in their daily lives. In fact, Tanzania consumed less oil in
1979 than it had in 1972, but paid nine times as much for it.51 As a result,
charcoal began to underwrite a new economy in the city, driven by local
resources and production. Rather than the “informal sector,” in the case
of Dar es Salaam, it would bemore apt to define this emerging economy
in the 1970s as a nonforeign exchange economy. Charcoal could not re-
place all the uses of petroleum, but it became the fuel at the heart of a
shifting urban and peri-urban economy; it could be produced and dis-
tributed without any need for foreign exchange, and it was at the core
of producing other goods that similarly worked around these limita-
tions.52 While charcoal had long been the central energy in the lives
of urban Tanzanians, it now became further entrenched. It was not as
some stubborn remnant of an underdeveloped past, but the energy
source upon which their future now depended.

Charcoal production was also quintessentially local and diffuse, un-
like petroleum or kerosene. At a moment when the lack of foreign
exchange imperiled the maintenance of Dar es Salaam’s urban infra-
structures for distributing imported energy, charcoal production and
distribution never necessitated the use of trucks, pipes, or wires. Char-
coal was made by gathering wood, lighting a controlled burn of the
wood in a hole in the ground, and then unearthing it a few days later.
Made in the periphery of the city, charcoal was then packed into sisal
sacks and brought into the city. The bicycle, which required no “mod-
ern fuels” and only the occasional and often improvised spare part, was
the arch infrastructure of small-scale charcoal distribution. A man on a
single-speed bike, heading over the rolling hills into the city, could carry
a stack of sisal sacks three or four high strapped on the back of the cycle.
Unlike the same size load of wood, a bag of charcoal was light enough to
also carry as a head load. A charcoal dealer with a bicycle could, on an
ambitious day, make three trips into the city, earning ninety shillings,
untaxed, which as one observer noted, “was almost the net daily pay
of a Tanzanian University Professor or Senior Industrial Manager in
Tanzania.”53

Given its accessibility, with sellers often camped out in the shade
of trees across the city’s landscape, charcoal also fueled many urban
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economic ventures. Women in particular claimed space in the inter-
stices of the city to sell roasted corn, friedfish, donuts known asmaandazi,
and chapati bread cooked on charcoal stoves.54 Coffee sellers walked the
streets or camped out under trees with vessels (mdila) of coffee warmed
by small charcoal-filled canisters attached to the bottom for mobility.55

The national women’s organization started projects in beer brewing
and pottery that relied heavily on fuelwood and charcoal.56 Others used
charcoal to dry tea leaves, cure tobacco, and smoke fish.57 These diverse
uses animated alternative infrastructures and economies of distribution
across the city.

The state had a more complicated relationship with charcoal than
locals. On the one hand, hoping to shift production into small indus-
tries, Tanzanian officials began to more avidly support the use of char-
coal in cottage industrial settings and to cultivate a charcoal export
economy. Factory managers and state officials worked to retrofit the
energy needs of domestic industries to bypass a reliance on foreign
energy. The Tanzanian finance minister in 1975 explicitly urged the
Tanzanian state to cut the high costs of energy importation by focusing
on the “production of hydro-electricity . . . and use of charcoal.”58 In
1983 at a workshop on “Energy for Development” the summarizing rec-
ommendations for workshop attendees were to replace oil in industrial
manufacture wherever possible with waste agriculture, forest products,
coal, solar, or hydroelectric power.59 Taking up these recommenda-
tions, paper mills decided in the early 1980s to convert their boilers
to run on logging wastes rather than fuel oil and coal.60 On Tanzania’s
smaller islands where electricity was hard to access, projects were ini-
tiated to also glean fuel from softwood plantations and coconut husks.
Expanding the use of charcoal and wood—along with other alternative
energy sources—provided a potential escape route from the strangle-
hold of foreign oil. However, the state sometimes undercut endeavors
to develop a charcoal industry. When farmers in the Rufiji river valley
in the mid-1970s abandoned their cashew trees (due to increasing pro-
ducer prices) for charcoal production, the local party secretary took
ninety peasants to court, fining them and imprisoning those who could
not pay for up to three months.61 In this case, the necessity of agricul-
tural exports for generating foreign exchange remained a priority. Those
banned from making charcoal in the region simply waited until they
could sell it again, storing up reserves and causing a glut after the ban
was lifted. Charcoal’s advantage for producers was that it was largely
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ungovernable, unlike foreign energy, and ultimately, the state could not
determine the ways in which Tanzanians remade their daily lives to sur-
vive in this new material regime.

The increasing reliance on trees for fuel in places like Tanzania at-
tracted the notice of the international community. As the global envi-
ronmental movement was coalescing and institutionalizing in the early
1970s, several organizations campaigned to address “the other energy
crisis.”Organizations likeWorldwatch worried that if the world’s poor-
est residents continued to rely on fuelwood as their populations grew,
the planet’s forests would be denuded in a matter of decades.62 This
concern among environmentalists was compounded in the case of East
Africa by the Sahelian drought, which experts worried would lead com-
munities to cut down a dwindling number of trees for fuel, exacerbating
erosion in the region.63 The global tree-planting efforts that followed
led to the importation of millions of trees to Tanzania and fixed the im-
age of the tree planter as “the responsible African environmental sub-
ject” into a generation of citizens.64 The Tanzanian state accepted an
immense amount of aid to launch an aggressive tree-planting campaign
in 1980 called “Misitu ni Mali” (Forests are ourWealth), followed by ad-
ditional village afforestation plans in 1982 and 1984.65

Over the course of these projects, Tanzania’s Forestry Division
aimed to drive home the importance of tree planting through adult ed-
ucation campaigns, distributing half a million technical pamphlets in
Kiswahili across seven of the driest regions of the country and making
educational radio programs including a radio play about the importance
of tree planting.66 They organized seminars and discussion groups and
film screenings, made T-shirts and posters, enrolling the assistance of
churches, training institutions, and over 1,500 primary schools, forty-
nine secondary schools, and thirty teacher training centers.67 By one
estimate in just two years (1984–85), 18 million trees were planted in
nineteen different regions.68

While state and international efforts at tree planting converged in
Tanzania’s forests, it is less clear that their aims were aligned. The
1980s saw an explosion of international conservation nongovernmental
organizations, which, as Kevin Dunn has noted, frequently intervened
on behalf of “nature,” challenging state sovereignty over resources in
the name of conservation.69 Although it also had an agenda of environ-
mental protection, the Tanzanian state saw the possibility of domestic
fuel creation as an act of sovereignty in reaction to the oil crisis. Planting
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trees, in other words, offered a tentative path to decreasing reliance on
foreign energy rather than a conservation end in itself. Local communi-
ties, for their part, found that charcoal could function as a sovereign fuel
source that helped themnavigate their narrowing options under the aus-
terity of both the state and the international economy.
Rethinking Raw Materials

Like many postcolonial leaders, Nyerere believed that developing a ro-
bust domestic manufacturing sector would offer a bulwark against neo-
colonialism. While an overwhelmingly rural country at independence,
he adopted an aggressive industrialization plan by the 1970s. The history
written about these efforts is generally marked by acerbic summaries of
the dogmatic nature of state industrialization efforts and their inefficien-
cies.70 New factories across the continent faced significant hurdles of
finding adequate manpower and capital, especially when many indus-
trializing efforts were expensive “turnkey” operations imported from
abroad and built on the assumption of the ongoing abundance of cheap
energy and foreign expertise.71 As oil prices rose, the capital-intensive
nature of many of these operations rendered them precarious and vul-
nerable, as happened with the Wazo Hill cement plant. By the 1980s
in Tanzania, there became a string of stories about the failure of these
factories. An automated bakery built in Dar es Salaam was more capital
intensive than the nearby oil refinery; aTanga fertilizer plant used only im-
ported inputs and took 167,000 tons of rawmaterials tomake 105,000 tons
of fertilizer.72 In a survey of thirty-nine plants in 1974–1975, 38 percent
were already running at half their capacity, 80 percent felt the pinch
of foreign exchange shortages, and more than half imported in excess
of 80 percent of their material inputs.73 By the early 1980s things had
gotten worse, as many factories could not rely on the regular delivery
of electricity or water.

In response, parastatal factory and private sector firm managers
who failed to win over the favor of import licensing authorities began
to experiment with sourcing their raw materials locally. The Kibo pa-
per factory, for instance, appealed to individuals and businesses to save
their wastepaper so it could be remade into packaging materials, oth-
erwise in dire shortage.74 Likewise, at the behest of the Ministry of In-
dustries in 1983, plastic firms began making crates from local wood re-
sources instead of waiting for petroleum-rich raw materials. Simba
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Plastics Company, the largest plastics manufacturer in East and Central
Africa, survived for three years with no foreign exchange. The company
collected used plastic from industries and individuals, and in 1984 they
produced 572 tons of products from plastic waste and the dwindling re-
maining stock. Dar es Salaam’s aluminum factory, Aluminum Africa
(ALAF), inaugurated a widespread salvage campaign to boost its stock,
working to locate twenty-three thousand tons of scrap metal yearly to
produce its products, which were crucial for the construction industry.
The company was aided in this by Dar es Salaam’s city council, which
gave it permission to collect abandonedmotor vehicles, carts, andwag-
ons across the city for conversion into scrap metal. Meanwhile, the tex-
tile industry explored new local sources for dyeing cloth such as the
bark of mangrove trees, while smaller industries were encouraged to
find any way to recycle “industrial and agricultural waste.”75 Other fac-
tories, locked in by their technology, could not change as easily. In one
particularly ironic example, a fishing net factory with machines that
could only work with nylon could not easily adapt to using sisal, despite
Tanzania being the world’s largest exporter.76 While Tanzania’s urban
shortages in the 1980s have been narrated as a key reason for the emer-
gence of Africa’s “informal economy,” the ways in which industrial
managers and workers found innovative forms of reuse also deserve a
place in the broader history of recycling and reuse that has mostly been
written as emerging due to an excess of waste and a dearth of disposal
options in the Global North. While the latter has been written into his-
tories of the emerging environmental movement, the former risks rel-
egation to an ahistorical reading of poverty as simply “making do,” out-
side of a larger moment of reckoning over resources, politics, and
transnational relationships.

By the time of Kohler’s visit and meeting with ministry officials to
reduce dependencies on imports, many of Tanzania’s infrastructures
and industries had ground to a halt. As communities and the state sought
new resources to replace old ones, landscapes were reshaped by the cas-
cading effects of chronic shortages and breakdown.77 As Carl Death
notes, “the orderly, hierarchical state is a doubtful prospect” in manag-
ingTanzania’s natural resources.78However, asMichael Sheridanwrites
in his work on conservation and communities in the North Pare region,
his informants recalledNyerere’s order to “farm for life or death” in 1974
and “could quote Nyerere’s orders from radio broadcasts during this
campaign.”79 Farmers readily expanded their agricultural practices in
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line with state orders, reterritorializing the region in the process, but de-
parted from suchmandates when it suited them. For those in proximity
to the Kenyan border, the opportunity to smuggle goods and crops
when it benefited them proved tempting and undermined state visions
of recovery and prosperity. Similarly, while the official gold mining in-
dustry floundered in Tanzania, artisanal miners prospered by forming
their own labor-intensive “enclave economy,” as Nathaniel Chimhete
argues.80 By the 1980s, small-scale operations produced between eight
and fifteen tons while the formal sector produced .07 tons a year. They
did so explicitly because they were not mechanized. Whereas major
operators needed fuel and spare parts, small-scale operators dug and
processed the ore by hand, using mercury from local goldsmiths in
Kenya to amalgamate it, and often illegally traversing the border to sell
it. Finding labor-intensive ways around capital-intensive endeavors be-
came the way to survive and sometimes even thrive.
Conclusion

The anthropologist JaneGuyer argues that the 1970s ushered in an “evac-
uation of the near future” in both religion and economics; themid-century
prospect of impending prosperity evaporated and was replaced by new
temporalities. She opens her essay “Prophecy and the Near Future” by
recalling how in Nigeria in the aftermath of the debt crisis and struc-
tural adjustment, “vistas of long-term growth were invoked in newspa-
pers that were diligently recycled as market packaging, window cover-
ings, mop-up material, and toilet paper.”81 The very words that sought
to reassure Nigerians of developmental progress were useless until turned
into scrap by thosewho “managed the actualities of desperately disturbed
everyday life.”Guyer’s imagery here forces us to confront the jarringly in-
congruent worlds of political promises and lived reality. Over time, poli-
ticians and economists startedmaking different promises, abandoning the
Soviet-style five-year plan and its more palpable and measurable sense of
incremental improvement. With this evacuation of the near future, new
temporalities of hope had to fill the vacuum left by the end of cheap
oil; African livelihoods volleyed between a state of “enforced presentism”
and the far-off promise of economic or even spiritual redemption.

But what are the material transformations that emerged alongside
this new temporality, as economic forecasts became market packaging?
While the financial crisis that descended on Tanzania in the 1980s
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required practical and desperate reinvention, it also became amoment for
Nyerere as well as other leaders of the Third World to attempt to re-
territorialize the future—at both the state level and as a larger economic
bloc—in amanner less dependent on the resources andfinancial entangle-
ments of Western-led development. This attempt to reenergize Global
South solidarities in a world changed by the rising cost of oil was both
an ongoing project with roots in earlier imaginings of an emancipatory
future and a final attempt in the face of structural adjustment to collec-
tively oppose the economic monopolies of the West. And in seeking to
salvage their economic sovereignty, the Tanzanian state and its citizens
(sometimes in collaboration and other times at odds with one another)
necessarily reworked their relationship with their local environments.

Scholarship on the future in Africa (both futures of the present and
the past) frequently invokes the material world. The nostalgia and grief
for foreclosed futures are found in traces that embody past promises
and projects.82 Images of ruin—“cement carcasses,” infrastructures in
disrepair, unfinished buildings, promising ventures frozen in time—
capture what it might be like to live in a present that seems to be a per-
verse inversion of past futures.83 More critically, the presence of ruins
on the landscape can wordlessly point a finger at the crimes of late
twentieth-century capitalism and state power in Africa.84 But these
images of a ruined future can also sit uneasily alongside past visions
of “timeless”Africa.85 Together, they can render the continent perpet-
ually at odds with time and its environment. Overlooked in these reck-
onings with the undone “future” is an engagement with the ecological
regimes that come to replace thwarted aspirations. What is left is not
simply the absence of progress, but a new material reality.
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