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a b s t r a c t
Tanzania’s President sent a plane to Madagascar in May 2020 to bring a shipment of Covid-Organics, a
purported cure and prevention for COVID-19. The herbal remedy was described as a gift to help
African countries in need. Drawing on preliminary data in English and Kiswahili from unstructured participant observation, social and legacy media available online and shared through contact channels, and
ongoing conversations, we explore the Tanzanian policy response to COVID-19. What can the exemplary
case of Covid-Organics in Tanzania help us to understand about South-South humanitarian assistance
(SSHA) in times of crisis? We suggest that Covid-Organics has enabled the government to project a link
to latent debates about Pan-Africanism and Julius Nyerere’s legacy and Madagascar’s SSHA has provided
an opportunity for a public reflection on Africa’s place in the world. For some, the remedy’s ‘Africanness’
is its comparative advantage, even promising a continental renaissance. For others, the lack of scientific
evidence or approval by global health authorities like WHO is delegitimizing. These findings suggest that
receivers of SSHA make sense of it in both a broad, post-colonial discursive context and in a specific context of local contestation. If the promise of this particular form of aid is its ability to transcend deep divisions between North and South, the case of Covid-Organics suggests that SSHA draws on deep ideologies
of Pan-Africanism; is increasingly important in crises that are global; and like other forms of humanitarianism, reflects elite politics and priorities rather than prioritizing the distribution of humanitarian goods
and decreasing inequality.
Ó 2021 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Introduction
On 8 May 2020, the government of Tanzania received a shipment of Covid-Organics, a purported cure and prevention for
COVID-19, the illness following infection with SARS-CoV-2 virus.
Covid-Organics is a herbal remedy made from sweet wormwood
(Artemisia annua) and various other plants, developed by Madagascar’s state-owned Malagasy Institute of Applied Research.1
Coverage in Al Jazeera documented this transaction as ‘help’ even
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Steinhauser, G. (2020). ‘Another malaria cure draws notice in coronavirus
outbreak, this time in Africa’, The Wall Street Journal. 12 May. Retrieved from
https://www.wsj.com/articles/another-malaria-cure-draws-notice-in-coronavirusoutbreak-this-time-in-africa-11589285981.
2
‘Tanzania gets Madagascar’s anti-coronavirus drink disputed by WHO (2020). Al
Jazeera. 8 May. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/tanzaniamadagascar-anti-coronavirus-drink-disputed-200508164354282.html.

as its title—’Tanzania gets Madagascar’s anti-coronavirus drink disputed by the WHO’— intimated controversy.2 The World Health
Organisation (WHO), while supporting the use of traditional medicines, also explicitly warned against using untested remedies.3 Still,
President John Pombe Magufuli warmly endorsed the remedy and
sent his Minister of Foreign Affairs and East African Integration, Palamagamba Kabudi, to Madagascar to pick up the boxes in person.4
Magufuli’s government is not alone in its herbal strategy to
fight COVID-19. Governments in Central African Republic, the
Comoros, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Equatorial Guinea,
Guinea Bissau, Liberia, and Niger have received donations of
thousands of units, while Nigeria, South Africa and Senegal have
offered to test Covid-Organics in their laboratories. In Tanzania
and across the continent, governments and citizens are engaging

3
WHO Africa (2020). ‘WHO supports scientifically-proven traditional medicine’. 4
May. Retrieved from https://www.afro.who.int/news/who-supports-scientificallyproven-traditional-medicine.
4
‘Tanzania gets Madagascar’s anti-coronavirus drink disputed by WHO (2020). Al
Jazeera. 8 May. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/tanzaniamadagascar-anti-coronavirus-drink-disputed-200508164354282.html.
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in processes of legitimation and contestation around this intervention in the fight against coronavirus. Both international and
Kiswahili media reported that Madagascar has been giving CovidOrganics as a gift to African countries interested in the medicine.5
The politics of such a gift can be understood as a case of SouthSouth humanitarian assistance (SSHA) and it can help to contextualize
the anomalous politics of responding to COVID-19 in Tanzania.
Humanitarianism is an expanding and highly contested field. Critics from different disciplines argue that intervention in the domestic
affairs within states on the grounds of a shared humanity serves to
support the interests of powerful elites and undermine the moral
basis of human rights on which this intervention is predicated (see
Belloni, 2007; Redfield, 2013; Duffield, 2014; Ticktin, 2014). This leads
to ‘depoliticizing’ or to a different kind of politics: from a ‘politics of
compassion’ (Ticktin, 2011) to a ‘politics of testimony’ (Fassin, 2008)
or a ‘politics of disapprobation’ (von Czechowski, 2016). Historians
argue that the friction between humanitarianism and human rights
has deep theoretical roots, which complicate interventions by citizens
or private actors as well as those by states (see Sasson, 2016). Still, all
these understandings share the presumption that Northern interveners and distant Southern recipients are creating the politics (Daley,
2013; Pacitto & Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2013). South-South humanitarian
assistance shifts the debate from its North-South axis.
This article carves out one example from the COVID-19 response
policies of the Tanzanian state, the procurement of Covid-Organics,
to shed light on the discursive and ideological context of SSHA in
Africa. Few scholars acknowledge the historical roots of SouthSouth cooperation and the great variety of Global South actors it
involves. The role that Southern actors play in humanitarian situations remains understudied. As an exemplary case, Covid-Organics
is highlighted as a key indicator in international English-language
media of the Tanzanian government’s mismanagement of the crisis,
yet in Kiswahili-language media there is considerably more divergence in the discourse. Nyabola has issued a wise warning that
‘flawed and partial accounts of pandemics that understate the
agency of affected communities and overstate the contribution of
foreign interventions can have consequences long after the emergency period.’6 The COVID-19 emergency was declared over by the
Tanzanian President in June 2020, and the country has no plans to
import any vaccine, but will continue testing herbal remedies.7 What
are the stakes of the debates around an imported herbal remedy
for COVID-19 and how should we understand these in a postcolonial context? What are the effects of this work on the national
political discourse and on the international discourse? This paper
examines these questions of SSHA in times of crisis. Thereby it furthers our understanding of humanitarian assistance, South-South
collaboration, Pan-Africanism and Tanzanian politics.
The following analysis is based on a bricolage approach (Kincheloe,
2001; cited in Budabin & Richey, 2021) combining preliminary data
from participant observation, social and legacy media available online
and shared through contact channels, ongoing conversations between
our collaborators and their interlocutors, and secondary data. The
authoring collective engaged in auto-ethnography: documenting our
own everyday practices because of COVID-19 in a shared document
and discussing these experiences and ideas with the team and other
informants. The issue of Covid-Organics was selected to analyze more
5
Ibid.; @TZMsemajiMkuu (2020). ‘Tanzania leo imepokea msaada wa dawa
zinazofubaza Virusi vya Corona kutoka Serikali ya Madagascar’. Twitter. 8 May.
Retrieved from https://twitter.com/TZMsemajiMkuu/status/1258752766144589825.
6
Nyabola, N. (2020). ‘Africa is not waiting to be saved from the coronavirus’. The
Nation. 11 May. Retrieved from https://www.thenation.com/article/world/coronavirus-colonialism-africa/.
7
‘Rich countries roll out vaccines for their people, poor EA waits at back of the
queue’ The East African. 14 December 2020. Retrieved from https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/news/east-africa/rich-countries-roll-out-vaccines-for-their-peoplepoor-ea-waits-at-back-of-the-queue-3228072.
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systematically after it was identified as a topic receiving considerable
attention in peoples’ lived experiences as well as in global and Tanzanian media at the time. The usual challenges faced when conducting
fieldwork-based research by participants in a multi-geographical,
multi-lingual team became exponentially complex in the context of
COVID-19. While the viral pandemic may be global, the reactions to
it, management of it, and governance of work in places that may or
may not be experiencing COVID-related health crises at the individual
or societal level are local.
Conducting collaborative research that strives to engage in decolonizing practices, while being structured by fundamental inequalities
has been a challenge worthy of reflection (see Kontinen &
Nguyahambi, 2020). Conceptually, focusing on Tanzania’s response to
COVID-19 challenged all of us not to ‘localise’ global phenomena like
the multiplicity of healthcare practices in response to an unknown malady8 like the virus. Methodologically, we remain mindful of the tendency
for social science to expect predictable inequalities in the production of
knowledge about countries like Tanzania. ‘Dangerous’ research environments are typically navigated through using what Bisoka terms ‘bodyinstruments’ or African research assistants to produce data for Western
academics who commission studies in the Global South.9 We counter this
expectation rooted in racism and colonialism by engaging instead in collaborative research based on the fieldwork and knowledge production
that was possible for us all. Our collaboration can be seen in the scholarship we have learned from, a more nuanced and open-minded analysis
that resulted from the interpretive friction of multiple authors, and a
mindful engagement of the importance of the politics of knowledge production. We have been aware at points in the research process that the
actions of one of us could affect us all, and thus we have followed the
most precautionary institutional regulations for safety and applied those
to our entire team. Due to the national lock-down or quarantine situations
of the authors based in Africa and Europe much of our data were collected
online, on TV and radio broadcasts, and by phone. While mobile phone
and internet usage in Tanzania is widespread,10 scholars have raised questions around mediated expression and self-censorship online (Cross,
2019). Even though we have expanded our data beyond internet and
media sources, it remains elite biased and shaped by the context of both
COVID-19 and the pre-elections 11climate in Tanzania at the time of the
research.

8
Here we use the term ’malady’ as argued by Langwick (2011, 20) to reflect the mix
of nature and culture, subjects and objects that is embodied in the Kiswahili term
’ugonjwa’.
9
Bisoka, A.N. (2020) ’Disturbing the Aesthetics of Power: Why Covid-19 is not an
”Event” for Fieldwork-based Social Scientists.’ Retrieved from https://items.ssrc.
org/covid-19-and-the-social-sciences/social-research-and-insecurity/disturbing-theaesthetics-of-power-why-covid-19-is-not-an-event-for-fieldwork-based-social-scientists/.
10
According to the Tanzanian government, 82 per cent of Tanzanians are using mobile
phones and 45 per cent use the internet. Tanzania Communications Regulatory Authority
(2020). ‘Quarterly Communications Statistics, January-March 20200 . Retrieved from
https://tcra.go.tz/statistic/2020%20Quarterly%20Statistics%20Reports/march
11
Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM), Tanzania’s ruling party (and its predecessor parties
TANU and ASP), has held power in Tanzania since independence from Britain in 1961.
From 1965 to 1992, it ruled during the single party era and from the country’s first
multi-party election in 1995, it has ruled through democratic elections. General
elections were held on 28 October 2020, and CCM won the presidency with 85% of the
vote although results were contested by the opposition and processes were called into
question (see Kanyinga, 2020). Tanzania has been known by the constant of its
‘peaceful nationalism’, a politics that excludes ethnicity and regionalism (see Lofchie,
2014; Phillips, 2018) and draws heavily on the country’s founding President Julius
Nyerere. Even in Tanzania’s first multi-party elections, ‘the most influential player in
the Presidential campaign was not a candidate, but former President Julius Nyerere’
(citation removed, 82). This legacy of direct and indirect inheritance continues to
shape the present elections. Paget (2020, 2) characterizes Magufuli’s backwardlooking nationalism as a partisan imaginary of Nyerere’s Tanzania ‘a nation organized
for and dedicated to development’. Critics situate the country’s contemporary
partisan politics within the ‘authoritarian turn’ globally and in Africa (see
Cheeseman, 2018; Paget 2020; Richey & Ponte, 1996).
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The paper is organized as follows. First, we discuss the context of
increasingly important South-South humanitarian assistance
(SSHA). Then we examine the Pan-Africanism that provides an ideological foundation for understanding the case of Covid-Organics.
Pan-Africanism is the ideational pillar, while SSHA is the implementation of these ideals in ways that manifest the Pan-African desires
while also benefitting from them. Afterwards, we explore the case
of Covid-Organics from the perspectives of Tanzanians. Finally,
we discuss SSHA, Pan-Africanism and the politics of COVID-19 in
Tanzania. We then offer conclusions on how understanding of
Covid-Organics in Tanzania articulates SSHA in times of crisis.

2. South-South humanitarian assistance (SSHA)
South-South humanitarian assistance (SSHA) predates the
COVID-19 crisis and has become increasingly important in Tanzania and elsewhere in the Global South. Not surprisingly, most of
the literature on South-South cooperation focuses on geopolitically
significant emerging economies like Brazil, China and India, and
concentrates on comparisons with traditional official development
assistance, trade and investments (de Carvalho, 2013; Kragelund,
2019).
SSHA can be traced back to the 1955 Conference on Afro-Asian
Peoples held in Bandung, Indonesia, that brought together representatives of 29 nations and colonies in the decolonising Global
South—approximately half of the world population at that time
(Pham & Shilliam, 2016). The Bandung Communique called for
self-determination, equality of races, and human rights-based politics which alongside the Non-Aligned Movement’s call for a fight
against imperialism and neo-colonialism became cornerstones in
how these collaborations have been portrayed by the involved
partners ever since.
Like North-South development cooperation, the reality of
South-South cooperation is often a far cry away from the official
version of the story. For instance, the dispatch of 70,000 Cubans
to Angola from the mid-1970s to 1991 to assist peoples affected
by civil war was not only part of the fight against neocolonialism (although it also did), but also were part of Washington and Moscow’s proxy wars during the Cold War (Hatzky,
2015). Likewise, the United Arab Emirates’ development finance
to Egypt in 2011–2016 worth approx. USD 10 billion had less to
do with self-determination, equality of races, and human rightsbased politics than the donor’s economic, ideological and security
interests (Al-Mezaini, 2017). In terms of South-South financial
transfers, the most important vectors are trade (making up 28 percent of world trade in 2018 (UNCTAD, 2019a, Fig. 1.2.2)) and
investments (making up 47% of all investments in the Global South
in 2017 (UNCTAD, 2019b, Fig. I.23)). A growing, yet underexplored
vector of engagement is South-South humanitarian assistance.
Humanitarian assistance is by definition international but it has
most often been regarded as a North-South endeavour (Pacitto &
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2013). The humanitarian norms around the
core principles of humanitarian action — humanity, impartiality,
neutrality, and independence — also originate in the Global North
(Sezgin & Dijkzeul 2015, 3). SSHA has been understood by some
scholars as part of ‘other ‘‘humanitarianisms”: the grey and black
political economy of those actors who provide succour to people
in crisis and save countless lives but which do not necessarily function on the basis of our (read: Western) established principles and
standards of accountability’ (Donini, 2010, 5222). While there is no
fixed definition of SSHA, Binder & Meier (2011, 1137) describe it as
‘all forms of selfless help to people in need, including religious
charity, development co-operation, and assistance in times of disaster’. It is thus broader and more wide-ranging than traditional
humanitarian assistance. Sezgin & Dijkzeul (2015) disaggregate
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what they call new humanitarianisms into eight partly overlapping
groups including ‘new’ donors like the Arab Gulf states and China,
diaspora humanitarianism, faith-based humanitarianism, and local
and regional humanitarianism.
Few scholars acknowledge the historical roots of South-South
collaboration, the great variety of actors from the Global South that
it involves, and the important role that Southern actors play in
humanitarian situations. Those who do, include, amongst others,
de Renzio & Seifert (2014) who in their mapping of contemporary
South-South cooperation include examples of Brazilian and Turkish
SSHA alongside more common forms of South-South cooperation
from countries like Indonesia and Mexico. Coulson (2019) documents Tanzania’s turn to South-South exchanges at the end of the
2000s, particularly as then President Kikwete looked to the East
Asian Tigers for manufacturing and planning approaches. Focusing
on the individual level of Southern involvement in helping,
Campbell and Çarkoğlu (2019) trace shifts in everyday giving (including humanitarian help) in Turkey from 2004 to 2015 and point
in particular to the propensity to avoid giving via formal institutions and instead give directly to individuals. Lewis (2019) provides
a description of local responses to the arrival in Bangladesh of
Rohingya refugees from Myanmar and analyses the motivations
for giving and how this relates to the givers’ everyday reality. Also,
Bornstein (2012) provides a detailed and vivid account of the lives
and motivations of the great variety of local humanitarian actors
operating in Delhi, India. Specifically relevant for our case,
Phillips’ (2018) ethnographic work documents ‘the predictable
grace’ of neighbours in Singida (a poor, rural region in Central Tanzania) for those suffering from hunger. She explains howgivers and
recipients negotiate the relationally-based political trade-offs
between being a good democrat and being a good patron.
The increasing demand for SSHA is due to a combination of
rapidly growing unmet needs for humanitarian assistance, a tendency to aid people with ‘profound similarities’ with the givers,
and a demand for rapid response to humanitarian situations such
as COVID-19. Oldekop et al. (2020) argue that the pandemic, like
climate change, poses specifically global development challenges
to all countries across North and South. Even before COVID-19,
Sezgin & Dijkzeul (2015, 1) argued that ‘rapidly growing needs
are perilously outstripping the resources and capacities to fulfil
them’. Once a year, the UN assesses the number of people in need
of humanitarian assistance and compares this to those assisted by
official humanitarian actors to calculate both the so-called budgetary gap and the percentage of unmet need. Even if the budget
for humanitarian assistance is growing rapidly (tripling from
2007 to 2017), 47% of the people currently in need of humanitarian
assistance do not receive (official) humanitarian assistance—a
budgetary gap of USD 10.3 billion in 2017 (Maxwell & Gelsdorf,
2019, table 1.1).
Since the Bosnian war in the 1990s it has become apparent that
the willingness to fund (and the speed of humanitarian action)
depends (also) on geographical proximity of the conflict to the
donors and the cultural/historical similarities between the donors
and the recipients (Maxwell & Gelsdorf, 2019). This also calls for
SSHA. Finally, we know that ‘the first response to any crisis is
almost always undertaken by the affected communities themselves’ (Maxwell & Gelsdorf, 2019, 91). These communities include
neighbours, local businesses, volunteers, a host of social networks
as well as national and regional governments (Solnit, 2010). It has
been estimated that in some situations, people’s own communities,
local business communities, and other social networks provide at
least two-thirds of the total assistance to the crisis-affected populations (Hammond, 2013). Yet, responders of first resort, or what
Richey (2018) terms ‘everyday humanitarians’, are rarely documented systematically as givers even though they are often the
first to respond to any crisis; they are the most important actors
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when foreign donors look elsewhere; and they often have a better
understanding of what is needed, by whom and when.
Geopolitically important emerging economies get most of the
Global North’s attention, but SSHA is by no means confined to
grand donations from China, Saudi Arabia or India. Financial
Tracking Service (2020) tracks donors’ financial reporting of
humanitarian assistance. This database lists several African donor
countries. For example, Benin, Burkina Faso and Uganda contributed USD 150 million, 200 million and 100,000, respectively,
to the Haitian earthquake in 2010; Zambia donated USD 80,000
to refugees in Kenya in 2012; and Tanzania provided USD
233,000 to combat famine in Somalia in 2012. Moreover, many
sub-Saharan African countries have responded to calls from organisations such as the World Food Programme and UNICEF for food
security, nutrition needs, and education elsewhere in the Global
South (Financial Tracking Service, 2020).
Many donations from countries like Tanzania are however not
recorded by the Financial Tracking Service. In 2019, for instance,
Tanzania dispatched almost 250 tonnes of maize, medicine and rice
to Zimbabwe, Malawi and Mozambique to cater for people affected
by floods caused by a cyclone.12 Both a giver and a receiver, Tanzania was one of the recipients of the ‘gift’ of Covid-Organics from
Madagascar. The Tanzanian news reported Covid-Organics as a donation abroad and a social enterprise at home, noting that ‘the Malagasy President stated that all profits accrued through the sale of
[the] concoction will be diverted to the Malagasy Institute of Applied
Research.’13 The emphasis on the non-profit nature of the plane-full
of boxes sent to Tanzania presents Covid-Organics as a form of SSHA.
The response by Tanzanians to this intervention—specifically by
making their own herbal remedies—suggests that perhaps this SSHA
is a form of what Hilhorst (2018) terms ‘resilience humanitarianism,’
a point to which we will return in section four. To interpret the
meaning of the SSHA of which Covid-Organics is exemplary, we
examine the public debates through the lens of Pan-Africanism.
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This understanding of the remedy is not confined to the political
elite. Neville Meena, secretary of the Tanzania Editors’ Forum, shared
his observations of how citizens perceived the news of CovidOrganics in a radio program. Referring to the many supportive comments on social media, Covid-Organics invoked ‘a sort of [PanAfrican] patriotism’.16 The sentiment in Tanzania was, ‘Why should
[we] not just support this innovation from our own continent?’17
Interestingly, commercial production of sweet wormwood
began in Madagascar and East Africa only after 2005, following
the 2004 decision by the Global Fund for AIDS, Tuberculosis and
Malaria to shift financial support from chloroquine or
sulphadoxine-pyrimethamine therapy to artemisinin-based combination therapies (ACT) for the treatment of malaria (Kindermans,
Pilloy, Olliaro, & Gomes, 2007). 81 countries, including 44 in Africa,
adopted ACT medicine as their front-line drug against malaria
(Ellman, 2010). As the WHO (2003, para. 2) has documented, up to
80 per cent of Africans use traditional medicine for primary healthcare. Global demand for artemisinin products increased, leading to
an expansion in acreage and processing factories as well as price
volatility on the world market (Ellman, 2010; Kindermans, Pilloy,
Olliaro, & Gomes, 2007). Although the artemisia plant is not indigenous to Africa, the remedy’s ‘homegrown’ herbal nature speaks to
‘traditional’ African medicine and ways of life (Ellman, 2010). The
global developments and capital that took the plant to Madagascar
are subsumed under a narrative of an Africa that ‘is not just dances
and songs’ but can ‘bring real, effective, serious solutions to the various health concerns of humanity.’18 A columnist in The East African
even envisioned a Corona-induced African renaissance:
[COVID-19] was the best thing that happened to the continent.
Today Africa is producing, manufacturing and exporting goods
across the world. It was not so before the pandemic. Many African countries celebrated others and neglected their own.
Imported items made people feel superior. Citizens had poor
health care because their leaders preferred to spend millions
to go abroad for treatment rather than fix their local systems.19

3. Pan-Africanism as a lens for Covid-Organics
Madagascar’s Covid-Organics quickly became an item of public
debate in countries across Africa, not only in Tanzania. This debate
signifies not just disagreement about whether to endorse the herbal pandemic response, but a deeper engagement with the question of Africa’s place in the world. There are two positions in this
debate, which both speak to issues of modernity in Africa. To the
governments in Madagascar and Tanzania, among others, CovidOrganics is an African solution to an African problem, ‘Africa’s first
cure’.14 As a Liberian Minister proclaimed: ‘Madagascar is an African
country . . . Therefore we will proceed as an African nation and will
continue to use our African herbs.’15 The remedy signifies a selfsufficient and independent continent, which produces its own
medicines rather than importing or receiving them as aid. This position is Pan-African, reflecting the African ‘struggle for social and
political equality and freedom from economic exploitation and racial
discrimination’ (Murithi, 2007, 1; see also Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013).
12
Christopher, J. (2019). ‘Tanzania sends relief aid to flood ravaged Zimbabwe,
Malawi and Mozambique’. The Citizen. 19 March. Retrieved from https://
africa.com/tanzania-sends-relief-food-to-zimbabwe-malawi-and-mozambique-aftercyclone-idai-havoc/
13
‘Tanzania to send plane to ferry Covid-19 ‘medicine’ from Madagascar (2020). The
Citizen. 3 May. https://www.thecitizen.co.tz/tanzania/news/tanzania-to-send-planeto-ferry-covid-19-medicine-from-madagascar–2708600
14
Shaban, A.R.A. (2020). ‘COVID-organics: Madagascar launches Africa’s first cure
for virus’. Africanews. 22 April. Retrieved from https://www.africanews.com/2020/04/
22/covid-organics-madagascar-launches-africa-s-first-cure-for-virus/.
15
‘Tanzania gets Madagascar’s anti-coronavirus drink disputed by WHO’. (2020). Al
Jazeera. 8 May. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/tanzaniamadagascar-anti-coronavirus-drink-disputed-200508164354282.html

Supporters of Madagascar’s ‘cure’ suggest that opposition to the
remedy can be ascribed to Africa’s underdog status as the world’s least
developed continent. The West is the Other, initially represented by a
dismissive WHO. As President Rajoelina asked rhetorically, ‘What if
this remedy had been discovered by a European country, instead of
Madagascar? Would people doubt it so much? I don’t think so.’20 Later
in the interview with Radio France 24, he suggested that ‘They want to
slow us down, discourage us, forbid us to move forward . . .’, with ‘they’
signifying the powers that be, the hegemonic West.21
Against this discourse of African solutions, sceptics of the ‘preventive and curative effects’ of Covid-Organics are negotiating a
position of opposition that avoids being anti-African or violating
the ‘Pan-African solidarity norm’, which accounts for Africa’s rela16
Houmfa, M., & Guensburg, C. (2020). ‘Madagascar’s COVID-19 ‘cure’ raises pride,
health concerns and political risks’. Voice of America. 7 May. Retrieved from https://
www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/madagascars-covid-19-cure-raises-pridehealth-concerns-and-political-risks.
17
Ibid.
18
Erick Gbodossou, quoted in Ibid.
19
Akinyemi, W. (2020). ‘Pandemic gives Africa the chance to take charge and
reinvent itself’. The East African. 14 May. Retrieved from https://www.theeastafrican.
co.ke/tea/oped/comment/pandemic-gives-africa-the-chance-to-take-charge-andreinvent-itself-1441304
20
Perelman, M. (2012). ‘Exclusive: Madagascar’s president defends controversial
homegrown Covid-19 cure’. France24. 12 May. Retrieved from https://www.
france24.com/en/africa/20200512-exclusive-madagascar-s-president-defends-controversial-homegrown-covid-19-cure.
21
Quoted in ‘Madagascar Prez Dismisses ‘All Critics’: Would They Doubt European
Cure?’, Africanews.com, 11 May 2020. Retrieved from https://www.africanews.com/
2020/05/11/madagascar-prez-dismisses-all-critics-would-they-doubt-europeancure/.
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tively unified external relations (Tieku 2012, 42). Governments in
Nigeria, Senegal and South Africa and the AU’s Centre for Disease
Control have received the remedy in order to test it in their laboratories (Tangwa and Munung, 2020).22 They are taking the Malagasy
remedy seriously without endorsing its use, conforming to the expectation that as African leaders, ‘at any rate, they ought to act in harmony’ (Clapham, 1996, 107; see also Tieku, 2012). But a lot is at
stake for this second group of governments, as their critical publics
scrutinize and debate the national responses to the global pandemic.
In the politics of the Covid-19 pandemic, the WHO has needed
both the pragmatic position and the solidarity norm. The WHO,
which is currently led by Tedros Ghabreyesus from Ethiopia,23 cannot afford to alienate the continent for health and political reasons. It
needs buy-in from African governments and publics to curb the infection rate in Covid-19 and future epidemics. At the same time, African
countries make up the largest regional block in the body’s executive
board, holding 10 of 34 seats.24 As criticism of Covid-Organics was
perceived as anti-African, the WHO signed a formal agreement with
Rajoelina to scientifically test Covid-Organics. The WHO Director
tweeted afterwards, ‘We discussed how to work together on therapeutics research and development. And we agreed that solidarity is key to
fighting the pandemic and keeping the world safe.’25 This had not
always been WHO’s stance. It had taken a less conciliatory approach
earlier, highlighting the untested nature of Covid-Organics and stating
that ‘Africans deserve to use medicines tested to the same standards
as people in the rest of the world.’26 This position, however, became
untenable as the WHO director himself faced a US-led campaign for
his resignation.27 Upon his agreement with Rajoelina, Ghabreyesus
emphasised global solidarity and thereby reconciled the stark differences in how to remedy the pandemic. In line with the solidarity
norm, moreover, African ambassadors in Geneva closed ranks and
responded with a collective statement opposing the US government’s
attacks on Ghabreyesus (Africa Confidential, 2020).
The significance of the two positions on Covid-Organics map onto
an older discursive field concerned with the question of Africa’s
place in the world. This ‘grand debate’ precedes the establishment
of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) and was initially about
the nature of Africa’s political community. How should the continent’s free countries be organised, in a Pan-African union or through
a coordinating body for independent, sovereign states? (Tieku, 2017,
61). Led by Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah, a small group of countries
(particularly Guinea, Mali, Morocco, Tunisia and Uganda) advocated
continental unity in a United States of Africa in order to ensure economic development and independence from colonial powers and
foster an African culture (Harshé, 2019; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013;
Tieku, 2017). This ‘Casablanca group’, named after the location of
their 1961 conference, considered the boundaries inherited from
22
See also, Dembele, O. (2020). ‘Senegal begins clinical trial of Covid-Organics’.
Agence de Presse Africaine. 7 May. Retrieved from http://apanews.net/en/news/
senegal-begins-clinical-trial-of-covid-organics.
23
According to his official CV, Dr. Ghebreyesus ’is the first WHO Director-General to
have been elected from multiple candidates by the World Health Assembly and is the
first person from the WHO African Region to serve as WHO’s chief technical and
administrative officer.’ CV retrieved from https://www.who.int/director-general/
biography.
24
African states make up the majority (10 of the 34 members) of the WHO’s
Executive Board. Information retrieved from https://www.who.int/about/governance/
executive-board/executive-board-147th-session.
25
‘COVID-Organics trials: Madagascar backtracks on injectables’ (2020). Africanews.
29 May. Retrieved from https://www.africanews.com/2020/05/21/madagascar-prezdismisses-all-critics-would-they-doubt-european-cure/.
26
WHO Africa (2020). ‘WHO supports scientifically-proven traditional medicine’. 4
May. Retrieved from https://www.afro.who.int/news/who-supports-scientificallyproven-traditional-medicine.
27
Kelland, K. & S. Nebehay (2020). ‘Special Report: Caught in Trump-China feud,
WHO leader under siege’. Reuters. 15 May. Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/
article/us-health-coronavirus-who-tedros-special/special-report-caught-in-trumpchina-feud-who-leader-under-siege-idUSKBN22R1IL.
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colonialism illegitimate and an obstacle to the creation of a new
political community. Their ‘continentalist’ Pan-African project was
opposed by many new independence leaders, particularly Liberia’s
William Tubman, whose alternative ‘statist’ vision became institutionalised in the OAU in 1963 (Tieku, 2017). To this ‘Monrovia’
group, independent states provided a useful organising principle. A
continental association should respect state sovereignty and territorial integrity; national independence was, in the words of Malagasy
diplomats (quoted in Tieku, 2017, 69), a cause for which they
‘fought’ and ‘shed . . . blood’ and thus should not be dispensed with.
The grand debate resonates today. South Africa’s former President
Thabo Mbeki – a prominent member of a new generation of PanAfrican leaders – uses the shorthand ‘Casablanca’ and ‘Monrovia’ intuitions on how to relate to non-African countries and foreign actors.28
The Casablanca approach has come to mean political and economic independence from outsiders, whereas the Monrovia approach has come to
mean neo-colonialism (see also Langan, 2018). The new Pan-Africanists
are metaphorically closer to Casablanca than Monrovia. They seek to
reposition Africa as a voice to be heard rather than a problem to be solved,
and worry about the continent’s economic and technological overdependence on the external world, subaltern position in international
relations, and failure to exploit its potential in trade, education and health
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013, 26-27). This Pan-Africanism forms the ideational
backdrop to both government legitimation of their COVID-19 policies and
related public discussions in national or Pan-African media. The political
work carried out by an embrace of the herbal remedy is one of legitimation of inherently contested public health policies and, by extension, governments. As a South African scholar noted, ‘difficult questions about the
advisability and the fitness for purpose of the current approach to the
management of this pandemic will not go away’ (du Toit, 2020). Indeed,
official engagement with Covid-Organics should be understood in the
light of these positions on Africa’s place in the world.
In Tanzania, President Magufuli’s embrace of the remedy seeks
to establish a link back to Mwalimu Julius Nyerere, the country’s
first president and father of the nation (see Yahya-Othman,
Kamata and Shivji, 2020; Fouéré, 2014; Malony, 2014; Becker,
2013). As 76 per cent of Tanzanians were born after Nyerere
stepped down in 1985, the legacy of Mwalimu is deeply malleable.
Paget (2020, 7) argues that CCM leadership today draws on Nyerere’s Tanzania as a discursive moral abstraction from which it borrows selectively to signify ‘a purposeful social order which it
imagined and promised to reinstate’. Nyerere was a PanAfricanist who established the first East African Community
together with his Kenyan and Ugandan counterparts as ‘a practical
step towards the goal of Pan-African unity’ (Kenyatta, Nyerere and
Obote, cited in Nye, 1965, 4). Committed to this idea, Nyerere even
famously offered to delay Tanganyika’s independence in 1961 in
favour of a regional federation (Nye, 1965). Magufuli sent his Minister for Foreign Affairs and East African Integration, Palamagamba
Kabudi, an avowed Pan-Africanist, to collect the boxes of CovidOrganics, not his Minister of Health.29 This signalled the official

28
Gyezaho, E. (2012). ‘Thabo Mbeki speaks on African problems: ‘‘Ugandans
shouldn’t wait for AU to teach them how to manage oil”’. Daily Monitor. 22 January.
Retrieved from https://www.monitor.co.ug/Magazines/PeoplePower/689844–
1312586-r248ttz/index.html Alternative source https://allafrica.com/stor
ies/201201240117.html
29
Palamagamba John Aidan Mwaluko Kabudi is described as a nationalist and a
pan-African. When he was introduced on 30 May 2019 as new Foreign Minister and
Minister for East African Cooperation, Kabudi told the ‘parliament that, under
President John Magufuli, Tanzania would never ‘‘kneel” before donors to obtain aid’.
Oxford Analytica (2019). ‘Rising nationalism will drive Tanzanian foreign policy’,
Expert Briefing. 21 June. Retrieved from https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/OXAN-DB244682/full/html. Tanzania held the chairmanship of
SADC until August 2020. In one of the most recent pan-Africanist moves, as the
SADC Heads of Government Summit, Kabudi called for the removal of sanctions
against Zimbabwe. Information retrieved from https://www.herald.co.zw/sadc-summit-to-call-for-sanctions-removal/.
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endorsement of Covid-Organics as act of Pan-African solidarity, particularly as Tanzania at that time held the chairmanship of the
Southern African Development Community (SADC), a regional body
that includes Madagascar.
The herbal nature of Covid-Organics also helps to thicken the
link back to Mwalimu. Nyerere’s governments hoped that traditional herbal medicines could become ‘commodities supporting
the [non-aligned] socialist and Pan-Africanist project’ (Langwick,
2010, 16). They funded research into medicinal plants, established
South-South bio-medicinal education and research collaborations
withChina, and promoted herbal medicine as a means of becoming more self-reliant. An Office of Traditional Medicine was established in the Ministry of Health ‘to help establish regulatory
controls for the investigation of herbal medicine’ (Langwick,
2010, 73). Regionally, the OAU introduced a shift from colonial
prohibition to post-colonial funding, research and legalisation of
herbal medicine (Langwick, 2010). The first Symposium on African Medicinal Plants occurred already in 1971. Almost five decades later, having ‘defeated’ Covid-19, Magufuli rekindled the
herbal agenda in national and international debates, while supporting the momentum it had never lacked locally in Tanzania.
He gave an additional budget allocation to the Office of Traditional Medicine, urging Tanzanians to remember that this medicine comes from ‘the exact plants used in the making of
prescription drugs’.30 The June 2020 budget speech spoke of the
use of traditional medicines as one of several ‘opportunities associated with the pandemic’, while the latter’s key lesson was ‘the
importance of using strategies suitable for our localities instead
of copying strategies from other countries. Likewise, COVID-19
has reminded us of the importance of ensuring self-sufficiency
and reducing dependency on imports by increasing production’
(Government of Tanzania, 2020, para. 58).
Finally, when the EU criticized Magufuli’s management of
both the elections and COVID-19 and threatened to halt further
aid, Mwalimu’s Pan-Africanism was brought back in response.
The televised Tanzanian communication to the EU was given
by Foreign Minister Kabudi, the same politician who collected
the plane full of Covid-Organics. In a stirring mostly Kiswahili
speech that included English for phrases directed at a European
audience, Kabudi emphasized Nyerere’s legacy of sovereignty
and human dignity.31 The debates over COVID-19 were not given
significant focus in the response, but instead, Tanzania’s place as
a Pan-Africanist leader was the foundation for the Kiswahili
speech.

4. Tanzanian perspectives on COVID-19 management
While the Tanzanian government accepted Covid-Organics as a
gesture of Pan-African SSHA, its citizens were debating the government management of Covid-Organics on social media.32 The use of
social media in Tanzania has increased rapidly within the past decade with the construction of the National ICT Broadband ‘backbone’ and a market providing cheaper mobile phones. Twitter is
part of ‘a space where some of the most exuberant and insightful
political conversations are happening’ (Nyabola, 2018). Most data
here are from informal conversations, legacy media, and ‘traversing’
30
‘Magufuli Touts Herbal Remedies’, Daily News, 12 June 2020. Retrieved from
https://allafrica.com/stories/202006120207.html.
31
Jacob, T. (2020). ‘Tanzania should account for COVID funds and stop hiding behind
the facade of sovereignty’. DIIS Comment. 25 November. Retrieved from https://www.
diis.dk/node/24397. Jacob cites one of the English phrases in Kabudi’s speech.
32
In East Africa, digital media provide ‘both an opportunity and an imperative to
return to basic questions about how flows of information and ideas amongst
connected strangers animate and configure social and political life’ (Srinivasan et al.,
2019, 13).

World Development 141 (2021) 105375

Twitter (Hine, 2015) for most significant debates since the COVID
index case on 16 March 2020.33
When the Tanzanian government reported the first case until
Kabudi returned with the boxes of Covid-Organics, the polarized
debates34 amplified older narratives around dependence on foreigners and Tanzania’s ‘humanitarian hangover’ (Landau, 2008).
A highly-contested label mabeberu (imperialists) became popularized with Ujamaa to describe Western powers,35 and is linked to
anti-colonial struggles to signify ‘someone who tramples on someone else’ (Scotton, 1965, 537). The term is now used to divide
government from critical activists and opposition politicians, international media, and foreigners.36 Tanzanians and scholars of Tanzania have noted that they are very conscious about how they
behave online (that is, who retweets and/or likes tweets) and
often they do not tweet, or tweet ‘neutral’, and they debate in
chat-groups about how they are perceived and how they perceive
others.37 Anecdotally, it seems that some high-profile accounts
that seek alliances to support internal critique, do so in English,
while those in support of the ruling party and the president most
often express their views in Kiswahili.38
The Tanzanian government began with regular COVID-19 Twitter updates aimed at reducing fear and at managing communications around the pandemic.39 The Minister of Health, Ummy
Mwalimu, asked citizens not to ‘panic and to listen to experts’.40
Details of the first cases were communicated in a positive tone
emphasizing recovery, such as the story of a celebrity rapper Mwana
FA, who was hospitalized for 28 days with Covid-19 and received a
call from President Magufuli (The Citizen, 2020).41 Tanzanians
33
One author took notes on how social media and online media debated COVID-19
in Tanzania, transferred them into a ‘digital notebook’ as a timeline from 15 March to
31 May 2020. Another author conducted similar research focusing particularly on
Tanzanian media discussed in the country at the time. These data include tweets,
Tanzanian and Swahili online newspapers, and references made to Zoom panel/
debates, cartoons, memes, music videos, etc.
34
Kwayu, A. (2019). Social media as an alternative in Tanzanian politics. The Citizen.
13 February. Retrieved from https://allafrica.com/stories/201902140088.html
35
Paget, D. & A. Kwayu (2020). ‘COVID-19 is casting Magufuli in the worst light, in
an election year’. The Conversation. 13 May. Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/covid-19-is-casting-magufuli-in-the-worst-light-in-an-election-year138329.
36
Other African countries have similar debates and use other terms. Kwayu, A.
(2019). ‘Social media as an alternative in Tanzanian politics’. The Citizen. 13 February.
Retrieved from https://allafrica.com/stories/201902140088.html
37
Because Twitter is largely limited to elites, and its use is restricted by the
regulations of freedom of speech online in Tanzania, triangulation between Twitter,
other media and chat-groups, and offline conversations is important. A Tanzanian
interview informant explained how Twitter accounts and ‘the talk’ on Twitter are
debated in closed chat-groups on WhatsApp and Signal, which are seen as safer than
tweeting. Twitter emphasises written communication, and chat-groups favour a style
supportive of oral communication by allowing voice notes and visuals as well.
38
A Tanzanian interview informant explained that high-profile accounts critical of
the Tanzanian government tend to shift between English and Kiswahili. While
tweeting in English may connect them to an international audience, it may also
disconnect them from Tanzanians. The informant referred to his own experience of
shifting from English to Kiswahili as generating a more positive type of engagement
with audiences. Tanzanians using social media accounts only in English are perceived
‘as if you are only reporting to the mabeberu in the North’.
39
‘The Elephant publisher John Githongo talks to Dr. Chambi Chachage on
Tanzania’s controversial approach to the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the
emergence of potential COVID-19 cures from African medicine’. Retrieved from
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ng_5ZywUC2w
40
@umwalimu. (2020, March 18). #covid-19 Tusipanic Ili kujikinga na maambukizi
ya Virusi ya Corona, ni muhimu kuzingatia Maelekezo ya Wataalam. Twitter.
Retrieved from https://twitter.com/umwalimu/status/1240332750500048897
41
‘Covid-19: Tanzanian rapper Mwana FA released from hospital after 28 days’ The
Citizen. Monday 27 April 2020. Available at: https://www.thecitizen.co.tz/tanzania/
news/covid-19-tanzanian-rapper-mwana-fa-released-from-hospital-after-28-days2708312. Hamis Mwinjuma, who performs under the artist name Mwana FA, was
elected CCM MP for Muheza Constituency in Tanga Region during the 2020
parliamentary elections. Retrieved from https://www.thecitizen.co.tz/tanzania/
news/rapper-prof-jay-beaten-in-mikumi-as-mwana-fa-wins-in-muheza-tanga2728212.
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reacted through sharing and debating WHO guidelines, while the
Ministry of Health disseminated safe hygiene messages in Kiswahili
across the country.42 Discrepancies emerged both on– and offline.
‘Tomorrow when I walk into the office with hand sanitizers and
mask [masked emoji] [how] #CoronaReady are you?’ a former MP,
businessman, and billionaire tweeted, wearing the protective N95
mask.43 However, for the majority of Tanzanians, as elsewhere, this
type of mask would never be an option, and few would be able to
wash hands frequently and adapt physical distance in the densely
populated cities.
Instead of following its neighbours into lockdown, President
Magufuli chose a different path, citing the risk of starvation
and heavy burdens on the poor who depend on hand-tomouth jobs.44 In late April, the WHO criticized Tanzania for its
slow submission of numbers on COVID-19 cases.45 Critics took
on the Tanzanian government for not taking WHO health reporting advice seriously.46 In response, a ‘Casablancan’ position of
Tanzania as a self-reliant and independent nation emerged. Tanzanian scholar Chambi Chachage pointed out that the Tanzanian
authorities had in fact taken scientific advice seriously from the
start.47 Others applauded President Magufuli for ‘being his own
man’,48 not locking down Tanzania, and putting the economy
first.49
Turning to SSHA, Tanzania initially put faith in China,50 which
was unsurprising given the long history of health care collaboration between the two countries (Langwick, 2011, 58-84). However,
the government later accused China of having provided faulty test
kits.51 Concerns about the quality of testing materials and other
foreign donations led to the President’s call to test nonhuman
objects52 and later to warn explicitly against accepting any dona-
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Details shared in interview with Tanzanian informant.
@moodewji. (2020). ‘Kesho napoingia ofisini na hand sanitzers na mask ?
#CoronaReady wewe je? #COVID19.’ Twitter. 16 March. Retrieved from https://
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tions not tested by the Ministry of Health.53 After the arrival of
Covid-Organics, some Twitter accounts defended the choice on
the basis of science. For example, @KwaMhlanga123 said: ‘The
President who has advanced degrees in the physical sciences,
(Chemistry) was the first group of African leaders ordering
Madagascar Covid Organics’.54 The link between Covid-Organics
and a resurgence of African herbal treatments in Tanzania was
seen across different scales of production, distribution and
consumption.
In the context of a long history of herbal remedies, considerable
mistrust of ‘imperialists’, and a pandemic whose treatments were
debated across the globe, some Tanzanians turned to local
COVID-19 remedies, while the government recommended steaming with ginger, lemon and neem.55 Moreover, saunas emerged
around the cities where users pay Tsh. 1,000 per 10 min, and at
home some Tanzanians simply put their head under a towel and
steamed over a basin with herbs.56 One of the interesting responses
to the arrival of Covid-Organics from Madagascar was the local production and marketing of similar products made in Tanzania. These
include: Mafuta ya mchaichai (15mls sold at price of Tsh. 10,000);
NIMRCAF (1000 mls. Tsh. 10,000)57; Covidol (Produced by TIRDO
Tsh. 40,000) and Baycaro58 (Tsh. 30,000); and various blends of traditional medicines (ginger, garlic, chili, lime) (Tsh. 30,000). A highprofile Tanzanian MP and former Under-Secretary General of the
UN, Professor Anna Tibaijuka, called upon the Tanzanian government to move forward with local traditional practices.59 She referred
to a ‘plan B’ in the fight against COVID-19, noting that the whites
who bring their remedies to Tanzania actually discover that Tanzanians already had their own alternative therapies based on practices in
their communities.60 Interestingly, while Hilhorst’s (2018) ‘resilience
humanitarianism’ paradigm that focuses on the active response by
local communities like this one typically works with private actors
and diffuse governance, Tanzanian localization of the CovidOrganics response was actually used to support the state, not undermine it. This import-substitution model allowed Tanzanians to profit
from COVID-19 treatments, support Magufuli’s policies of domestic
industrialization,61 and respond to the realization that the SSHA
from Madagascar was not actually intended for distribution to
everyday Tanzanians. Uganda’s Daily Monitor clarified: ‘Tanzania will
not administer the medicine which was yesterday collected from
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Global TV Online (2020). ‘Magufuli aagiza – ‘‘wapeni kesi ya mauaji, hii ni vita,
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youtube.com/watch?v=ulkanB-1irA
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Framing COVID-19 traditional medicine responses as a ‘Tanzanian response to
Tanzanian needs’ replicates the country’s response to previous global health needs
around HIV/AIDS and reproductive health (Richey, 2008, 142).
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Industrialisation has been an important part of the state’s priorities since the
reemergence of the five-year development plans in 2011 and with increasing
emphasis in the plan of 2016 (Bofin et al., 2020, 15).
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Madagascar on patients until a clinical trial has been carried out by the
National Institute for Medical Research (NIMR). . . [Minister Kabudi
stated] ‘‘I have received many calls, WhatsApp messages as well as
many text messages from people requesting for the medicine. Please,
I have no medicine with me for distribution. We have come with a
consignment that allows us to do some research and analysis. . .”’62
The significant impact of Covid-Organics in Tanzania was to claim
Casablancan international legitimacy for local responses using herbal
remedies against the maladies of COVID-19. While domestically, this
turn toward African indigenous medicine was uncontroversial, internationally, it provided an indicator of what would be deemed as Tanzania’s inadequate handling of a global pandemic, albeit one for which
there was no recognized allopathic treatment.
5. Discussion
As we concluded this research, Tanzania had called for three
days of national prayer to ‘thank God for saving the nation from
the Corona disaster.’63 The government announced that tourist
flights and national sports would resume.64 This sparked a parody
announcement on social media proclaiming that Tanzania has
defeated Corona and now ‘we will just continue to wash our hands’
and ‘Buses should again fill with people as they did in the past, and
all schools should be opened’. ‘KWAHERI CORONA’ [GOODBYE CORONA] the fake proclamation concluded.65 In a country of nearly 60
million people, only 509 cases of COVID-19 had been confirmed
and no new cases had been reported for over three weeks when residents were urged to celebrate loudly in the streets to show that the
suffering and fears brought by Corona were over.66 The Regional
Commissioner of Dar es Salaam, Paul Makonda’s encouragement
for his citizens to buy new clothes at discount prices in order to look
their best for the weekend celebration of Corona’s defeat67 appeared
to have worked for some. Videos were circulated in Tanzanian social
media of jubilant crowds singing and dancing in the muddy streets
and a packed swimming pool crowd at the Kunduchi Wet N’ Wild
Waterpark in Dar es Salaam chanting ‘Corona!’68
Whether Corona had been banished from Tanzania in late spring
2020, by prayers, herbal remedies, herd immunity, or any other confla62
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and damning at the same time’ by scholar Ned Bertz, personal communication.
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tion of factors was unclear to people both inside and outside of Tanzania. At the end of May, 50 truck drivers from Tanzania tested positive
in a single day at the Kenyan border, and the US Embassy released a
statement that ‘the chance of contracting the virus was extremely high’
and ‘hospitals in Dar es Salaam were struggling to cope.’69 President
Magufuli cited declining numbers of Corona patients in hospitals across
the country,70 the Regional Commissioner in Arusha issued border testing results that dispute the truck driver testing calling it a ‘sabotage strategy designed by Kenya against our tourism industry,’71 and the US
embassy did not come forth with further substantiation after its claims
were queried and the Ambassador summoned.72 On 28 May, Dr. Elisha
Osati, then Head of the Medical Association of Tanzania endorsed the
narrative of the President and the government ‘that COVID-19 cases have
declined, and government has it under control’ (@ElishaOsati, 2020).
Given the conflicting evidence, even of what we have seen and heard
with our own eyes, one of our Research Team explained:
Yes, we celebrated the end of corona according to a section of government leaders. Many gullible Wananchi did so. Another section
of government is urging us not to let our guard down. Look, a section here believes corona is defeated by prayer, snake oil and all
sorts of concoctions. It is sad but true. Smart people are in voluntary lockdown. That is the best we can do. Infections are real and
large by observation. In the last month alone I learned of more than
10 deaths of people I knew closely. Last week I lost four relatives.
All due to the virus. They were older. Four younger nephews and
cousins are recovering . . . Enlightened people here think we have
a lot of community infections and have not reached the peak yet,
which is opposite to the idea of celebration.73
Understanding the existing socioeconomic and political systems in countries like Tanzania can help to combat national and
international misunderstandings in fighting the global pandemic.
As noted by Law (2020), these misunderstandings may lead to further destruction of life, economy, and political relations. Although
no new data on COVID-19 had been released since the 509
reported cases of 29 April, the European Union (EU) Parliament
held a hearing on President Magufuli’s management of COVID-19
and the November 2020 elections. The EU was intent upon querying its allocation of 27 million Euro to help Tanzania fight COVID19 in a situation where the Tanzanian government has stated that
there is no COVID-19 in the country.74 The EU pointed to other indicators that could be used if Tanzania refused official WHO reporting,
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noting: ‘At the end of June, the estimate was 5.5% growth, today [19
November 2020] the projection is only 1.9%. . . if the government
doesn’t want to take part in the efforts of transparency for the epidemic, we can still base ourselves on this kind of element and not
pretend that the country is Covid free.’ Hans Stausboll, Head of Unit
for the European Commission, continued: ‘Obviously, we are
appalled about the reaction of the government. Obviously, there is
Covid in Tanzania and the support that was provided was not in
the form of budget support but it is in the form of programmes that
can help the people who are affected. . .’75 Divided interpretations on
COVID-19 were directly linked to the EU position on problems with
the 2020 elections in Tanzania.76 The interplay between realistobjectivist (Jacob & Pedersen 2018) and interpretivist ideological
understandings (Paget, 2020; 2017) of Magufuli’s politics is needed
to grasp his leadership in an alternative, Casablancan, approach that
prioritizes Pan-Africanism together with nationalism, maendeleo
(development) and continuity.
The COVID-19 vaccines were being released as we made final
revisions to this paper. Gerald Chami, a spokesman at the Ministry
of Health stated to The East African: ‘There are no plans in place yet
of importing vaccine for Covid-19, our health experts and scientists
are still researching and undergoing clinical trials for the local
herbs for covid-190 , when asked about the country’s plans to
approve, procure, import and distribute a Covid-19 vaccine.77 The
article about the disparity between rich and poor countries in
accessing COVID-19 vaccines concluded with Covid-Organics: ‘[Tanzania] received its first shipment of Madagascar’s self-proclaimed,
plant-based Covid remedy on May 8, despite warnings from the
World Health Organization that its efficacy is unproven.’78 Similarly,
an article in the Lancet entitled ‘COVID-19 in Africa: Half a Year Later’
characterised Magufuli’s rejection of imported testing kits as one of
the ‘difficult moments during the pandemic’ (Makoni, 2020, 1127).
Makoni then turned to Covid-Organics noting: ‘An herbal concoction
touted by Madagascar’s President as a cure for COVID-19 woefully
failed, as witnessed by rising cases in the island nation, but incidentally sparking a renewed interest in African herbal medicines
research’ (Ibid.). Covid-Organics remained the pivotal example of
Tanzania’s contentious management of the pandemic, and it is used
to invoke the possibility of a Pan-African alternative.

75
Full video transcript available at: https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/committee-on-foreign-affairs_20201119-0900-COMMITTEE-AFET_vd Starting at time
11:22
76
Council of the EU Statements and remarks, see ‘Tanzania – Declaration by the
High Representative on behalf of the EU on the elections in Tanzania’ (2020). Press
release. 2 November. Retrieved fromhttps://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/02/tanzania-declaration-by-the-high-representative-onbehalf-of-the-eu-on-the-elections-in-tanzania/#.
77
Rich countries roll out vaccines for their people, poor EA waits at back of the
queue’ (2020) The East African. 14 December. Retrieved from https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/news/east-africa/rich-countries-roll-out-vaccines-for-their-peoplepoor-ea-waits-at-back-of-the-queue-3228072.
78
Ibid.
79
Magufulification of the economy is the term coined by P.L.O. Lumumba, a
renowned Kenyan lawyer and pioneer of Pan-Africanism, who praised what President
Magufuli has done in the country in two years after his first election. In his speech, at
Nkurumah Hall at University of Dar es Salaam in June 2017, Lumumba called for
‘political hygiene’ as a process of becoming politically clean for African leaders. This
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6. Conclusions
Tanzania’s welcome of Covid-Organics as Pan-Africanist SSHA is
less controversial when interpreted through political debates
around management of the pandemic. The Tanzanian context of
aid dependence, the presidential and parliamentary elections in
October 2020, and the ‘Magufulification’ of the economy79 played
a major role in shaping how Tanzanians reacted to COVID-19 and
the giving and receiving of humanitarian assistance. Tanzania has
been singled out as the ‘bad’ example in international media and
condemned by the European Parliament,80 but important debates
continue over effective responses to COVID-19 in Pan-African and
Tanzanian politics. These debates over the response and the situation that is being responded to are complicated by the government’s
control over the narrative. As described by African Business, the government is ‘banning journalists from reporting on the subject and
creating an environment where NGOs and doctors are scared to talk
to the press’.81 In spite of similar demographics to neighbouring
countries, Tanzania appears to our authors living there to have not
experienced any crisis in its public health systems or significant
changes in people’s day-to-day lives since President Magufuli
declared the country free of COVID-19 in June. Our research has
demonstrated that focusing on the possible solutions of SSHA in
the form of Covid-Organics and local, traditional remedies practiced
by Tanzanians themselves has been a useful way for the country to
enact a Casablancan vision of Pan-Africanism that supports other
political ideologies of the current leadership.
While the global Covid-Organics debates we documented here
divide into Casablancan or Monrovian readings—an ‘African’ alternative or a negligent response to the pandemic—some Tanzanian
debates on the SSHA took a different track. Here the discourse
was about managing expectations that Covid-Organics would actually be provided to Tanzanians, as it had been to the citizens of
Madagascar where it has been freely distributed in powder form,
even as the bottled product is sold.82 One of our team explained:
‘When the Covid-Organics from Madagascar arrived, our peoples’
expectation was that the medicine will then be available to ‘those
in need’, those who were hospitalized. However, the Minister of Foreign Affairs was heard speaking in public that it is not for us, but for
research and that only the President will be distributing it.’83 At this
time, Tanzanians were already making and selling their own herbal
Covid tonics. The important difference here is that none of these are
freely available as humanitarian assistance to those in need.
The magnitude of this global crisis calls forth a multiplicity of
interventions aimed at ‘helping’ individuals and nations to mitigate
the effects of COVID-19. The Global North, thus far most affected
by the pandemic, has concentrated on saving their own citizens
and economies before helping distant others. EU countries have
encountered considerable difficulties to even come together for
mutual aid to member countries like Italy and Spain that have suffered the most damage.84 The Covid-Organics debates over an African Renaissance resulting from SSHA are far removed from the
debates over access to affordable, effective strategies for survival
needed across the globe. There is still no consensus on the ‘right’
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pandemic response and differences in how citizens understand the
appropriate policies are significant.
This paper has argued that in Tanzania, Covid-Organics has
enabled the government to project a link to latent debates about
Pan-Africanism and Julius Nyerere’s legacy. While Tanzanian citizens do not all recognize this legitimation – indeed, debates about
the pandemic often fall into government and opposition camps –
Madagascar’s SSHA has provided an opportunity for a public reflection on Africa’s place in the world. For some, the remedy’s Africanness is its comparative advantage, even promising a continental
renaissance. For others, the lack of scientific evidence or approval
by global health authorities like WHO is delegitimating. Still others
are left wondering what actually happened to the doses of CovidOrganics from the airplane, while many Tanzanians have just gone
on to use locally-produced traditional remedies and practices.
These findings suggest that receivers of SSHA make sense of it in
both a broad, post-colonial discursive context and in a specific context of local contestation. If the promise of this particular form of
aid is its ability to transcend deep divisions between North and
South, then understanding SSHA, its ideologies and intersection
with local practices and politics become important. Our study of
the case of Covid-Organics in Tanzania demonstrates that SSHA
draws on deep ideologies of Pan-Africanism; is increasingly important in crises that are global; and, like other forms of humanitarianism, reflects elite politics and priorities rather than prioritising
the distribution of humanitarian goods and decreasing inequality.
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