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I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Custodians 

of the Land 

Ecology & Culture 
in the History of Tanzania 

J A M E S G I B L I N & G R E G O R Y M A D D O X 

Env i ronmen ta l history and the scholarly and popula r 
unde r s t and ing of the T a n z a n i a n past 

In the essay which concludes this volume, one of the 'founding fathers' 
of Tanzanian history, Isaria Kimambo, reflects on the efforts of 
successive generations of historians to strike a balance between external 
causes of change and local initiative in their interpretations of 
Tanzanian history. He shows that nationalist and Marxist historians 
of Tanzania, understandably preoccupied through the first quarter-
century of its postcolonial history with the impact of imperialism and 
capitalism on East Africa, tended to overlook the initiatives taken by 
rural societies to transform themselves.1 Yet there is good reason for 
historians to think about the causes of change and innovation in the 
rural communities of Tanzania, because farming and pastoral peoples 
have constantly changed as they adjusted to shifting environmental 
conditions. Short- and long-term climate change, calamitous droughts 
and excessive rains, exhaustion of soils and grazing, outbreaks of 
disease and infestations of crop pests have prompted East African 
communities to change their patterns of cropping, settlement and trans-
humance, their selection of seeds and cultigens, their management of 
vegetation and wildlife, their treatments of illness and their ways of 
thinking about good and evil. 'If we avoid assumptions about environ-
mental equilibrium/ writes William Cronon, a historian of American 
environmental change, in a similar vein, 'the instability of human rela-
tions with the environment can be used to explain both cultural and 
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Introduction 

ecological transformations.' In other words, once we begin to think 
about farming and pastoral societies inhabiting ever-changing environ-
ments, we are led to consider how economic institutions, political 
and gender relations, intellectual leadership and moral imperatives 
may have been involved in the process of environmental adaptation. 
This relationship between environment and rural culture, politics and 
economy is the subject of this volume. 

Our interest in exploring the initiatives taken by rural communities 
in response to environmental change immediately brings us face to 
face with problems which surface not only in the narrowly academic 
domain of East African environmental and demographic history, but 
also in the modern political life of Tanzania. Debate among historians 
about environment and demography has swung between two extremes: 
the 'Merrie Africa' approach, which sees stable precolonial commu-
nities as having lived in harmony with nature before suffering depopula-
tion, ecological disasters and economic exploitation under colonial 
rule, and the 'Primitive Africa' approach, which depicts precolonial 
Tanzanians as having inhabited a hostile environment in perilous proxi-
mity to famine, epidemic and demographic reversals before achieving 
somewhat greater security in the colonial period.3 Aside from other 
objections to these approaches, which are discussed below, both the 
'Merrie Africa' and 'Primitive Africa' perspectives can be faulted for 
failing to consider sufficiently how rural societies change and develop. 
This tendency would seem to be more pronounced in the 'Primitive 
Africa' approach, but in fact the 'Merrie Africa' perspective also under-
estimates the capability for constructive transformation in rural com-
munities. Its proponents tend to prefer images of stability over those 
of development, and place such heavy emphasis on the damage suffered 
by Tanzanians under colonial rule that their adaptability, innovative-
ness and occasionally successful struggles to achieve progress during the 
colonial period are obscured. 

The historians' stress on precolonial harmony destroyed by colonia-
lism and their tendency to neglect the detail of rural efforts to innovate 
and achieve development are reflected both in Tanzanian nationalist 
ideology and in the views of many social scientists who study Tanzania. 
Furthermore, these elements of historical interpretation have perhaps 
played a small part in encouraging a disturbing feature of modern 
Tanzanian political culture - the deep-seated scepticism held by many 
Tanzanians about the ability of their rural societies to endure change 
and achieve progress. In the political discussions which take place 
in rural homesteads, markets and schools, not to mention in the 
bars and offices of the cities, one often encounters an implicit distinction 
between national institutions, which are assumed to be able to effect 
change and improvement, and the villages, 'clans' or 'tribes' of the 
countryside, which are regarded as obstacles to development and 
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Introduction 

progress. The widely held view of rural cultures as being incapable 
of transformation would seem to spring in part from a popular inter-
pretation of the precolonial past. This interpretation holds that 
precolonial societies were held together not by institutions which 
were the products of political wisdom and ingenuity, but rather by 
natural bonds of affinity among members of extensive groups of kin. 
Political institutions, assume many Tanzanians, emerged only under 
colonial rule, and were bequeathed by colonialism to the independent 
Tanzanian nation. An interpretation such as this, which regards kinship 
rather than political institutions as the glue which held together 
precolonial communities and which attributes the creation of modern 
political institutions solely to the intervention of colonialism, leaves 
many Tanzanians doubtful that their own cultures can sustain material 
and political development. 

Such doubts are perhaps more frequently expressed in the current 
period because, as the verities of Ujamaa and one-party rule have been 
swept away since the mid-1980s, Tanzanians in all walks of life have 
begun to face an unfamiliar future, a future that they expect to be 
dominated by the uncertainties of novel interparty debate and market-
driven private enterprise. Thus they have entered a period of worry 
and vigorous debate about the future, a debate to which historians 
can contribute by bringing alive a sense of options and alternatives and 
by questioning interpretations about the past which might, however 
inadvertently, foreclose discussion about certain possibilities for the 
future. We believe that historical studies which situate farming and 
pastoral societies within their ecological contexts can be particularly 
effective in restoring confidence that rural cultures can develop, 
because, if they avoid the 'Merrie Africa' and 'Primitive Africa' 
extremes, they can demonstrate that communities have continually 
used their economic, political, cultural and moral resources to prosper 
in ever-changing ecological circumstances. 

Historical research which emphasizes rural initiative and innovation 
inevitably challenges a rather simplified view of the Tanzanian past that 
has taken hold in scholarship which concerns itself more with questions 
of development than with history. In a number of studies of national 
development and current political issues, one finds precolonial societies 
portrayed as having been small in scale, relatively homogeneous and, 
to a great extent, self-enclosed. These studies tend to regard trade 
and other economic relations with the outside world, whether they 
be the nineteenth-century slave trade or cash crop production in the 
colonial period, as influences which corroded precolonial cultures.4 

The tendencies to overlook the complexity of political relations and 
conflicts in precolonial societies and to see trade and economic change 
as destructive forces have led a good many observers of Tanzania 
to ignore the agency of Tanzanians in economic change. Rather than 
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identifying individuals, groups and social classes that might have 
welcomed economic and social transformation,5 they have tended to 
regard Tanzanian communities as being on the defensive. Certainly the 
most influential example of this tendency is Goran Hyden's work on 
the 'economy of affection'. Along with a number of other studies, 
including some which modify or reject Hyden's theses outright, it 
sees Tanzanians as struggling to resist the influences of colonialism, 
commodity production, markets and modernity.6 

The seductiveness of this kind of work (and, indeed, of the ideology 
of Ujamaa as well) lies in the fact that it counterposes certain 
indigenous cultural values and institutions against the influence of 
Western imperialism and capitalism. Like Ujamaa thought itself, 
however, it fails to examine the social, economic and political relation-
ships within what it takes to be 'traditional' culture. As a result, studies 
which proceed from assumptions about the 'economy of affection' or 
about a Tanzanian predilection for avoiding market relations are less 
critical of state policies and ruling ideology than their authors probably 
intend. Like Ujamaa ideology, this approach precludes from the outset 
enquiry about a range of alternatives, including the historical role that 
capitalism and market relations might play in development. Rather 
than looking for the sources of agency and entrepreneurship which 
might shape economic transformation, a good deal of literature which 
is intended to be critical of the Tanzanian state finds only 'traditional' 
homogeneous societies united in defence of their values and way of 
life. Thus the fundamental weakness of the historical perspectives 
manifested both in much scholarship and in Ujamaa ideology is 
that Tanzanian societies are assumed to have been composed of 
small, egalitarian, non-political communities which, because they were 
organized primarily by kinship, developed a high degree of solidarity 
through constant interpersonal contacts. Both ideologues and scholars 
presume that Tanzanian societies were not divided by political conflicts 
in the past and did not produce groups and classes which were likely 
to seize opportunities for transformation. 

While recent historical studies of Tanzania have often questioned 
these views, they nevertheless contain some implicit elements which 
may inadvertently contribute to such interpretations. An example of a 
study whose implicit assumptions are somewhat at odds with explicit 
intentions is the most comprehensive history of Tanzania, John Iliffe's 
A Modern History of Tanganyika,7 a work which is deeply concerned with 
political history and with African innovation and adaptation. Through-
out A Modern History, one encounters Tanzanians of the colonial 
period struggling through what Iliffe had earlier termed 'the age of 
improvement'8 to come to terms with the new world of imperial 
politics, science and capitalism. Iliffe, like other nationalist historians 
of the 1960s who borrowed the concept of 'enlargement of scale' (see 
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Kimambo, 'Concluding Essay/ in this volume), was strongly influ-
enced by the social anthropologists Godfrey and Monica Wilson. The 
Wilsons believed that when African societies were integrated into 
colonial systems they underwent 'expansion of historical scale', a 
process which exposed them to the stimulus of outside influences. The 
arrival of outsider innovators such as missionaries and colonial adminis-
trators, argued the Wilsons, broke down 'the conservatism of the 
African' and encouraged rapid social change.9 Thus Iliffe was taking 
a viewpoint that was already well established in studies of Tanzania 
when he emphasized the innovating role of certain individuals, such 
as early Christian converts, who stand on the margins between two 
societies. For, like the Wilsons, Iliffe regarded contact between different 
societies, rather than the internal dynamics of Tanzanian societies 
themselves, as the sources of innovation and adaptation. Moreover, 
his interpretation was not intended merely to explain developments 
resulting from the clash of African and European cultures during 
the colonial period. Instead, it is integral to Iliffe's view of the entire 
sweep of Tanzanian history, for even in precolonial history, asserts 
A Modern History, the migrating ancestors of modern Tanzanians who 
converged on present-day Tanzania, from various directions experi-
enced 'dynamic autochthonous change which came from the mingling 
of diverse colonists'.10 

Thus, although historians have often rejected the idea that pre-
colonial Tanzanian societies were self-enclosed and isolated, little 
concerned with trade, organized by kinship rather than politics and 
unchanging, some of the implicit aspects of historians' interpretations 
may nevertheless remain compatible with views of the past found both 
in development-orientated scholarship and in the ideology of Ujamaa. 
The challenge for historians now is to restore a sense of the possi-
bilities of change by showing, first, that transformation does not occur 
solely as a consequence of culture contact; secondly, that in the past 
Tanzanian societies were dynamic and capable of transformation; and 
thirdly, that it is far from certain that historical experience, culture and 
harshness of climate have left Tanzanians ill-equipped or little inclined 
to enter markets, accumulate wealth and pursue other paths towards 
development. The emphasis on rural initiative which informs studies 
of Tanzanian ecological history can carry us far towards these goals, 
but we must beware of difficulties which have emerged in an earlier 
generation of historical work on the Tanzanian environment. 
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Introduction 

T h e cont inu ing t radi t ion of env i ronmenta l 
history in T a n z a n i a 

The studies presented in this volume build upon one of the strongest 
traditions of ecological studies for any African nation, a body of lite-
rature on history and environment in Tanzania that includes not only 
numerous impressive local studies conducted by ecologists during the 
colonial period, but also the work of Steven Feierman, John Ford, 
Helge Kjekshus and Meredith Turshen.11 Indeed, these studies are 
a distinct extension of this tradition, because, while they share with 
these earlier works the view that human societies and nature cannot be 
regarded dualistically as separate systems,12 they move beyond the 
debates which dominated some of the earlier work about whether 
precolonial Tanzanians exercised control over the environment. 
Instead, they examine the complex relations which link environmental 
concerns, political and economic structures and systems of belief. These 
studies take up some themes which have always been important 
elements of the environmental tradition - particularly demography -
but at the same time they also treat other issues which have not 
often been studied in the context of ecological change, such as the 
morality of resource use and the interrelationship between environment 
and politics. 

These essays also try to overcome problems in the environmental 
tradition created by time and space. Like most work on Tanzanian 
environmental history, they deal with the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, the period when Tanzania entered the capitalist world 
economy. During the nineteenth century, almost all of Tanzania 
became part of an international division of labour, initially by trading 
with caravans from the coast which sought ivory and slaves. The subse-
quent imposition of colonial rule gradually transformed some regions 
into producers of agricultural commodities and others into providers of 
migrant labour. New forms of political authority, new crops and 
agronomic practices and new patterns of mobility all affected the use 
of the Tanzanian environment. 

The overwhelming importance of the passage from precolonial to 
colonial society has encouraged starkly dichotomous views of this 
era. Both the 'Merrie Africa' and 'Primitive Africa' approaches to 
Tanzanian history have found great differences and abrupt discon-
tinuities between precolonial and colonial periods. In the Tanzanian 
environmental tradition, however, no one has seen greater contrast 
between these two periods than Helge Kjekshus, who, in Ecology Control 
and Economic Development in East African History, argued that the imposi-
tion of colonial rule destroyed the ability of Tanzanian societies to 
control their environments. He blamed the spread of tsetse fly and 
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human and bovine trypanosomiases, as well as the breakdown of 
indigenous systems of production and redistribution, on the violence of 
colonialism and the colonial restructuring of local economies.13 

Moreover, Kjekshus's book has been shown to exemplify not only the 
problem of chronology in Tanzanian environmental history, but also a 
problem of space. This difficulty has been discussed by James McCann, 
a latecomer to the legion of Kjekshus critics, who has asserted that his 
'wooden, two-dimensional image of precolonial African agriculture' 
resulted from his failure to do careful empirical study of 'agronomy, 
crop repertories, disease, and climate patterns'.14 The lack of careful 
'empiricism' which McCann decries seems to arise in studies which, like 
Kjekshus's book, attempt to achieve nationwide coverage. In contrast 
with Kjekshus and some other studies of the environmental tradition, 
however, the research presented in this volume attempts to show that 
the transition from precolonial to colonial society involved continuity 
as well as change, and that histories of environmental change must be 
rooted in close examination of specific and often highly localized 
ecological circumstances. 

Despite its flaws, including the ahistorical and romanticized view 
of precolonial conditions which has drawn persistent criticism,15 

Kjekshus's widely read book has been influential and has done an 
important service by inspiring debate and much additional research 
about environmental history in East Africa. His argument has been 
refined by Juhani Koponen, who in People and Production in Late 
Precolonial Tanzania16 sides with neither the 'Primitive Africa' nor 
the 'Merrie Africa' approaches. Although Koponen rejects Iliffe's 
characterization of nineteenth-century Tanzania as a hostile frontier 
zone where agriculturalists struggled for survival,17 he also opposes 
Kjekshus's claim for Tanzania-wide precolonial environmental con-
trol and instead argues that 'environmental and social control and, 
ultimately, survival in precolonial Tanzania was not a "national" 
achievement but essentially a local affair. . . . What the Tanzanian 
productive and reproductive systems were adapted to was their local 
micro-environments.'18 In this way, Koponen avoids the difficulties of 
time and space which have arisen in the environmental tradition. 

Koponen's insistence on the need to understand how agronomic 
systems work within specific micro-environments is shared by McCann, 
the critic of Kjekshus who has called for increased attention to the 
detail of agricultural attention. Indeed, McCann has gone further in 
suggesting that agrarian studies in Africa have erred by concentrating 
on the political economy of agriculture at the expense of agricultural 
history. We would argue, however, in favour of a combination of 
agricultural history and political economy, because it provides a 
way of escaping the dilemma which confronts studies of Tanzanian 
environmental history. The dilemma is posed, of course, by the 
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contradictory and equally unsatisfying 'Merrie Africa' and 'Primitive 
Africa' approaches. It can be overcome by recognizing that, in both 
precolonial and colonial societies, ecological relationships have been 
shaped by a complex set of constantly changing variables, which include 
agronomic technique and knowledge, political authority, relations 
of production, gender and morality. When we understand that rural 
Tanzanian societies have always witnessed conflict over control of 
labour and resources and that both political and ecological relationships 
were moulded by such conflict, we are then able to avoid both the 
'Merrie Africa' and the 'Primitive Africa' tendencies. We need neither 
depict precolonial societies in overly romantic hues by making 
untenable assertions about political harmony and demographic and 
environmental stability, nor place so much stress upon the precarious-
ness of precolonial life that we suggest inability to overcome environ-
mental adversity. Of course, speaking of the difficulty caused by the 
'Primitive Africa' tendency in a national historiography which has been 
dominated since the early 1960s by nationalist and Marxist inter-
pretations might appear to be building a straw man, but, in fact, images 
of precolonial vulnerability in the face of environmental vagaries 
continue to influence thinking about Tanzanian history. For, aside from 
the insistence on precolonial insecurity found in the recent and brutally 
pessimistic book by Ronald Seavoy,19 the same tendency is also 
evident in the incomparably more subtle and sensitive writing of Iliffe, 
who, as he describes early nineteenth-century Tanzanian communities 
in the memorable opening passage of A Modern History, borrows his 
central image of a Vast and empty land' directly from H.M. Stanley.20 

Thus Iliffe seeks less to challenge descriptions of precolonial insecurity 
than to explain them by arguing that early nineteenth-century Tanzania 
was still a thinly settled frontier. 

Another way to describe the way out of the 'Merrie Africa'/'Primitive 
Africa' dilemma is to say simply that we need to develop a truly 
historical perspective on environment and ecology. One need accept 
neither the view that precolonial societies were unaffected by demo-
graphic and subsistence crises nor the idea of primitive scarcity if, as 
McCann urges, one adopts an approach that embraces both the 
possibilities of progress and stability and the likelihood of reversals and 
crises. The causes of setbacks and failures in agriculture and environ-
ment control are all the more comprehensible, moreover, when we 
realize that, as Jan Vansina has long argued,21 changes in agricultural 
productivity, division of labour, cropping patterns, selection of cultigens 
and vegetation management are all intimately related to political 
relations and structural transformation. Historians of Africa have come 
to realize not only that precolonial Africa developed an extraordinary 
diversity of political institutions, but also that those institutions were 
constantly changing.22 What historians of environmental and agricul-
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tural change have to bear in mind is that structural changes have always 
affected productivity, the likelihood of adopting or resisting agronomic 
innovations and the scale and effectiveness of control over vegetation, 
disease, wildlife and crop pests. Thus what we should do is not so much 
to emphasize agricultural history in place of political economy, but 
instead to achieve greater awareness of the interdependence between 
social and political structures and the course of agricultural change in 
African history. When we speak here of political economy, however, we 
have in mind a theory and method which do not limit themselves merely 
to economic and political relations. Instead, we envisage an approach 
which, in so far as it considers culture, ideology, language, religion and 
morality to be integral dimensions of an economic or political system, 
is somewhat akin to the more sophisticated conceptions of a mode 
of production. Hence we are advocating an approach which is some-
what similar to that of the Indian historians Madhav Gadgil and 
Ramachandra Guha, for their concept of a 'mode of resource use' 
encompasses technology, economy, social organization and ideology, 
without neglecting 'the nature of the ecological impact itself.23 

In the African past, the ability of societies to achieve development 
and avoid crises depended largely upon the ability of social and 
political systems to promote production and ensure redistribution. If 
historical research on the African environment succeeds in combining 
an understanding of dynamic change in the spheres of both political 
economy and ecology, it may help to avoid the gravest danger in the 
current discussion of the African environment, the danger that such 
discussion may become a substitute for, or a way of evading, debate 
about the political and economic structures which shape the lives of 
modern Africans. 

Assumpt ions under ly ing colonial views of 
conservat ion and demography 

Because several of the essays in this volume discuss the impact of conser-
vation policies and demographic change in the colonial period, it is 
useful to consider some of the assumptions which influenced colonial 
thinking about these matters from the time they began to attract con-
siderable official attention in the 1930s. British colonial administrators 
of the period confronted environmental conditions that had worsened 
dramatically during the preceding thirty years of colonial rule as a result 
of population decline and diversion of labour to an export sector which 
provided little return to workers. Population reversals had many causes, 
including a series of devastating famines and epidemics and the violence 
of colonial conquest and rebellion. The consequence of demographic 
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decline was the loss of control over vegetation across wide areas and the 
spread of disease-bearing wildlife and insects.24 By the 1930s, colonial 
officials had also begun to perceive a great threat from soil erosion.25 

From then until the end of the colonial era the colonial government 
made a great many efforts at both conservation and maintenance of 
agricultural and pastoral productivity. The great majority of their 
efforts failed, partly because of almost universal opposition from African 
producers. In the last colonial decade, moreover, conservationist efforts 
were complicated by rapid population growth. 

Colonial efforts to promote conservation floundered because of two 
assumptions which were shared by most colonial bureaucrats. First, 
administrative and technical staff assumed a duality between humans 
and nature. The goal of their conservation schemes was either to 
preserve nature in its 'pristine' state or to protect resources for exploi-
tation as exportable commodities. Jamie Monson's essay in this volume 
describes this second situation, for she shows that, in order to establish 
control over valuable exportable timber, the British created forest 
reserves in the Kilombero Valley even though they disrupted a sus-
tainable and productive agronomic system. 

Colonial conservationists also assumed that African labour was a free 
resource, a view which sprang from the belief that there was a division 
in African societies between necessary and surplus labour.26 Colonial 
policy assumed that Africans living a life of 'barbarous plenty'27 had 
ample surplus labour which could be utilized by the state and foreign 
capital. Partly for this same reason, moreover, colonial conservationists 
made little investment in agricultural productivity, for, although the 
Department of Agriculture maintained a large staff, its efforts concen-
trated on exhortation and marketing.28 Consequently, in a region such 
as the Uluguru Mountains, which is described in this volume by Pamela 
Maack, colonial bureaucrats expected Africans to build terraces, dig up 
crop stubble and plant trees, and to do so without receiving monetary 
compensation or any other appreciable benefit. In lowland pastoral 
areas, in contrast, conservationists often concentrated on destocking to 
maintain a balance between land and carrying capacity. Cattle owners 
stoutly resisted efforts to reduce their herds, although they were willing 
to pay for measures such as improvements in water supply that increased 
carrying capacity.29 Indeed, measures such as bush clearing which 
brought benefits were often organized by the communities themselves. 

Although some colonial officials began to see a link between popula-
tion growth and environmental deterioration as early as the 1920s, 
demographic expansion became a much more pressing issue in the 
1950s, when population began to grow at an even faster rate. Indeed, 
whereas Tanganyika Territory contained about 7 million inhabitants 
in 1948, Tanzania's population today exceeds 20 million. Colonial 
thinking about population tended to rely upon the classic Malthusian 
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equation between resource base and population, a perspective which 
resembled the dualistic colonial view of society and nature. This 
perspective has been challenged by recent work on African demography 
which argues that colonial demand for labour called forth population 
growth in much of Africa. Recent studies also show that greater 
mobility and the creation of a market and transport infrastructure 
capable of moving large quantities of crops and famine relief removed 
the brake on population growth imposed by periodic famine.30 In addi-
tion, this work suggests that constraints on fertility disappeared as 
households and communities faced demands for increased production, 
which could be met only through increased labour. As Iliffe has argued, 
however, the cost of removing famine and other checks on population 
growth was the emergence of structural poverty among the large 
portions of African populations which were denied access to various 
resources, including land.31 

T h e organizat ion of this vo lume 

This volume is divided into: Part I, which consists of essays by Juhani 
Koponen and Gregory Maddox on demographic history; Part II, which 
presents studies of northern Tanzanian mountain regions by Isaria 
Kimambo and Christopher Conte; Part III, which explores the connec-
tions between environmental change and politics in essays by James 
Giblin and Pamela Maack; Part IV, which contains contributions by 
Michelle Wagner, Jamie Monson and Thomas Spear on institutions 
and moral thought which affect resource use; and a concluding chapter 
by Isaria Kimambo which considers the significance of environmental 
studies within the wider body of historical literature on Tanzania. 

Each group of essays is preceded by introductory comments which 
identify important themes and show how they develop throughout the 
book. The essays build an argument in this way. In Part I, Koponen 
and Maddox establish a link between environment and political 
economy by showing that demographic change, which has an enormous 
impact on ecological conditions, is heavily influenced by economic and 
political structures. Moreover, their essays find a relationship between 
culture and demographic trends, for culture affects fertility as well as 
possibilities for easing the pressure of population growth through migra-
tion. In Part II, Kimambo and Conte consider the relationship between 
environment and political economy in a portion of Tanzania where 
the precolonial history is particularly well understood - the northern 
highlands. They discuss the precolonial initiatives taken by farming and 
pastoral highlanders to achieve security, and show that there was a 
dynamic interrelationship between innovation in political and economic 
life and environmental transformation. In Part III, Giblin and Maack 
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carry forward the theme of rural initiative by examining the relationship 
between political life and environmental change. Political structures, 
they show, were the basis of environmental control in the precolonial 
period. In the colonial period, however, the dominance of environ-
mentally harmful political authority led impoverished farmers to protest 
and enter the nationalist movement. In Part IV, Wagner, Monson and 
Spear examine the institutions and modes of thought which governed 
the use of natural resources in precolonial societies, and which clashed 
with the very different views of conservation introduced by the Euro-
peans. In their view, ecological relations possessed a moral dimension 
in precolonial society. Hence the violation of the morality of resource 
use by colonial governments provided a powerful incentive to join in 
anticolonial protest. 

Thus each group of essays explores a different dimension of the rela-
tionship between environmental change and society, and finds different 
ways of demonstrating that rural societies constantly make agronomic, 
political and ideological innovations as they learn to preserve natural 
resources and overcome the risks imposed by their environments. 
Taken together, they present a complex view of ecological relations 
which encompasses not only agronomy, land use and population 
growth, but also the economic activities, political institutions and forms 
of religious and moral thought which inspire innovation. 

They do so, moreover, while also reflecting Tanzania's impressive 
environmental diversity. No book of this length, of course, could do 
complete justice to the range of climatic, topographical and environ-
mental conditions which exist across the nation. Nevertheless, the 
contributors to this volume describe a wide variety of ecological 
conditions, from the high forested plateaux of Usambara to the vast 
savannahs of Buha, from the lush banana-and-coffee farms of Arusha 
and Kilimanjaro to the hot, tsetse-infested miombo woodland of 
Handeni, and from the plains of Ugogo and eroded hillsides of Uluguru 
to the marshes and waterways of Kilombero. The great variety of 
environments in Tanzania has of course been one of the factors which 
has impeded the writing of Tanzanian environmental history on a 
nationwide scale. Yet this diversity is more appealing than daunting, 
for certainly no aspect of Tanzanian history is more compelling than 
the story of how its rural communities have adapted to and benefited 
from a great variety of natural surroundings. 
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