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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Calls to adhere to the ‘adaptation imperative’ have become common (WRI, 2011). 

Alongside mitigation, adaptation requires action due to ‘locked in’ future changes in 

climate that will result from past and current carbon emissions, regardless of progress 

toward reduction of carbon emissions. The Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC’s) believes that ‘for many in Africa adaptation is not an option but a necessity’ 

(Boko et al., 2007). With the plight of the most vulnerable often invoked in the name of 

the adaptation imperative, there is need for analyses of the discursive framings of 

adaptation and what they reveal about power relations, including the roles of 

differentiated rural populations, government and elites in setting and pursuing adaptation 

priorities.   

 

We use the term ‘discourse’ to refer to the interweaving of knowledge and power 

(Foucault, 1980) and the messages, narratives and policy prescriptions that emanate from 

this intersection (Adger et al., 2001). Our usage thus aligns with that of the editors of this 

theme issue. We favour a concept of discourse in which strategic representations serve to 

codify and maintain power asymmetries. Our work reflects a concern that exclusive 

discussive focus on adaptation to climate change – rather than on many other changes -- 

political, economic, and environmental -- may result in obscuring the deeply political 

questions about climate adaptation. As finance is becoming available for greatly 

expanding adaptation activities by government and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), our work reflects a concern that planned adaptation takes on the characteristics 

of Ferguson’s (1994) ‘anti-politics’ machine, whereby adaptation consists of expertly 

designed, neutral interventions that depoliticize poverty and vulnerability.   

 

 

 

************************************************************************ 

 

*This material is based upon work supported by the National Science Foundation under 

Grant No. 0921952. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations 

expressed in this material are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the  

views of the National Science Foundation. 
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************************************************************************ 

 

We share Peet and Watts’s (1996: 16) notion of regional discursive formations, that is, 

for ‘certain modes of thought, logics, themes, styles of expression, and typical metaphors’ 

as well as ‘absences, silences, repressions, marginalized statements’ that have marked the 

development of both local and hegemonic framings of climate change adaptation in 

Tanzania. We argue that a national-scale discourse on climate change adaptation in 

Tanzania incorporates elements of a de-politicized environmental discourse. By contrast, 

we present evidence that local framings of climate change adaptation reflect the 

complexities of community livelihood differentiation and more integrative notion of 

adaptation.  

 

We recognize the long history of a distinction enforced and patrolled by elites in every 

society between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, and between ‘expert’ and ‘lay’ knowledge 

(Wisner, 2010). We will argue below that ‘climate discourse’ in Tanzania has particular 

characteristics given the relationships among English and varieties of Swahili (the 

national lingua franca versus newly minted technical Swahili).  Furthermore, Tanzania’s 

history, geography and politics charges the use of climate terminology with a burden of 

failed development initiatives and rhetorical commitments by the national government 

and ruling party in the past that have not been carried out. Above all, attention and 

popular discontent with poor government policy and practice has long been deflected by 

‘naturalising’ poverty (blaming nature) as well as of blaming the victim. One sees this 

gambit appear yet again in the way that climate discourse is employed by national leaders 

in Tanzania.   

 

The paper begins with a brief discussion of the adaptation and livelihood challenges 

confronting rural communities in Kilimanjaro and the particular livelihood context that 

influences local discourses on adaptation to recently experienced shifts in climate 

variability. We then examine the discursive framings that are the foundation for 

adaptation policy as well as those of related policy initiatives addressing food security 

and rural development that gain new momentum from the ‘adaptation imperative’. The 

third section of the paper examines the implications of Swahilization of these discourses 

and the limitations in connecting – semantically and politically – with local framings of 

adaptation.     

 

2. SPONTANEOUS ADAPTATION OF INTERDEPENDENT LIVELIHOODS 

ALONG ALTITUDINAL GRADIENTS IN NORTHERN TANZANIA 

 

Participatory field research in northern Tanzania has revealed a complex mix of local 

responses to multifaceted change (including climate change) among differentiated 

communities of farmers and pastoralists. Researchers affiliated with the Local 

Knowledge and Climate Change Adaptation Project (LKCCAP) have examined 

responses and their variations from highland villages at the highest inhabited altitudes 

and descend toward the plains (see Figure 1). In the lowland villages one finds a rich 

diversity of livelihood activities: Maasai in five sampled villages carry out pastoral 
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activities with varying degrees of diversification into agriculture and trade. There is river 

fishing, dryland farming, irrigation farming and horticulture (e.g. mangoes). The highest 

sites feature banana and taro roots, coffee, ginger and cardamom (these last two recent 

introductions of high value), fruit (e.g. avocado) and vegetable cultivation, and small 

scale dairying. The middle zone on these gradients is a transition zone that had been 

farmed seasonally and only permanently settled within the last generation. Staple bananas 

give way gradually to maize and cassava and sunflower. In the middle and highland 

zones, commerce is relatively more developed as a non-farm livelihood option. 

Remittance income is also important to these livelihood systems. 

 

Alongside this diversity, livelihoods and means of coping with climate variability entail 

deep interdependence among communities. Many highland farmers have for more than 

two decades accessed irrigated land in the dryland communities at the base of the 

gradient, thus diversifying agrarian livelihoods and spreading risk at the extremes of the 

gradient. Predictably, this has impacted Maasai communities through loss of access to 

riverine areas for dry season grazing and watering of livestock, deepening their reliance 

on inter-clan relationships extending as far as southern Kenya that facilitate forage access 

during drought. Maasai-Pare interactions in lowland communities has also resulted in the 

diffusion of farming knowledge and practices that Maasai have absorbed through 

interaction with their neighbours.  

  

A household survey across all study sites reveals a widely shared perception that drought 

frequency has increased over the past ten years (Wangui et al. 2012). Furthermore, 

community workshop discussions revealed a broadly shared narrative of shifting 

seasonality and irregularity of the onset of the long (March-April-May) rains (the vuli).  

Peoples’ responses to these changes in variability at different scales have entailed both 

new and revived agronomic and resource management practices, including early planting, 

crop diversification, and a renewed emphasis on drought resistant root crops. Livelihood 

diversification strategies range from brick making, to rotating savings groups and group 

investment clubs. These strategies benefit from extremely limited support from 

government and NGOs.  The LKCCAP household survey indicates that fewer than 10 per 

cent of our sample has ever received agricultural or livestock extension support and 

approximately one per cent receives extension services on a regular basis.   

 

While deepening interdependence creates opportunities for the diffusion of effective 

adaptation knowledge and practices, there is also potential for conflict, as competition for 

access to “wetlands in drylands” intensifies in the face of a land tenure framework that is 

often opaque and confusing to long-time residents, and increasingly entails 

experimentation with granting of leaseholds to non-residents and even private foreign 

interests (Bernstein et al., 2000). 
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Figure 1: LKCCAP Project Study Sites 

 Along Four Altitudinal Gradients in the Kilimanjaro Region 

 

 
 

3. CLIMATE CHANGE DISCOURSE IN TANZANIA 

 

Climate change has been framed as an urgent and generalized threat to development by 

national policymakers in Tanzania. This framing contributes to the reemergence of a 

discursive naturalisation of poverty and provides a ready-made excuse for failed 

development plans as well as a justification for attracting foreign agribusiness to 

Tanzania in order to “modernize” agriculture. While climate change discourse elsewhere 

in the world focuses on sea level rise and the loss of land by Small Island Developing 

States (SIDS), increased threat of flood and coastal storms, and changes in disease 

habitats, the dominant national theme in Tanzania is food security, together with 

hydropower energy supply and water availability.  
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3.1 Tanzania’s National Adaptation Plan of Action and Climate Policy 

 

Tanzania was one of the earliest countries to produce a National Adaptation Plan of 

Action (NAPA), a report to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC) through which Least Develop Countries identify ‘urgent and 

immediate needs – those  for which further delay could increase vulnerability or lead to 

increased costs at a later stage’ (UNFCCC, 2012a).  In the global South, NAPAs provide 

a unique insight into dominant adaptation framings that serve as the principle blueprint 

for both national adaptation planning and internationally-financed adaptation programs. 

 

Tanzania’s NAPA paints a stark picture of undifferentiated rural poverty and 

vulnerability exacerbated by climate change. This generalized vulnerability is 

unmitigated by the dynamism and increasing differentiation of rural livelihoods, nor does 

it take into account established, local means of coping with climate stress (e.g., Ericksen 

et al., 2005).  Indeed, the NAPA suggests that climate change is a ‘threat mainly to the 

agrarian population that still depends on subsistence agriculture for their daily livelihood’ 

(URT, 2007: viii). This greatly simplified representation of rural livelihoods is made 

more problematic by a framing of drought vulnerability as wholly produced by climate 

variability, with no role for the wider set of social and political ‘root causes’ of 

vulnerability (Wisner et al., 2004). The NAPA portrays rural communities and their 

development prospects as wholly at the mercy of the vagaries of climate, as ‘the major 

causes of these vulnerabilities at village, district and national levels is climate change 

associated with prolonged heavy rainfall or drought’ (URT, 2007: 13).  

 

The exception to this undifferentiated view of Tanzanian rural society is in the 

document’s evocation of climate stress-driven conflict, whereby ‘shrinkage of rangelands 

is likely to exacerbate conflicts between livestock keepers and farmers in many areas’ 

(URT, 2007: 7).  While no ecological explanation is provided for the imminent decrease 

rangeland area, conflict is said to be likely because livestock carrying capacity has 

already been surpassed. In response, the NAPA recommends controlling movements of 

livestock, a deeply political proposal in light of ongoing land access struggles of 

Tanzania’s approximately 1.5 million pastoralists (Igoe, 2003; Goldman, 2011; Pearce, 

2012).  

 

Tanzania’s NAPA faithfully follows the recommended scientific model promoted by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (URT, 2007). Consequently, nothing 

in Tanzania’s official climate policy acknowledges the pivotal role of public goods and 

infrastructure as the matrix within which farmer and herder adaptations take place. Even 

more important there is little or no reference to issues of governance, poverty or equity in 

adaptation. Early efforts to draw attention to governance issues (Paavola, 1993) and 

issues equity and justice (Paavola and  Adger, 2002) are ignored in Tanzania’s NAPA.  
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Tanzania’s NAPA concludes with a ranking of sectors by their importance to adaptation.  

It identifies agriculture and food security as the top sectoral priority and recommends 

‘increased irrigation to boost maize production in all areas’ as the highest national 

priority. This prioritzation aligns Tanzania’s NAPA with the focus of the national 

agricultural policy initiative known as Kilimo Kwanza (Agriculture First), to which we 

now turn our attention.   

 

3.2 Climate Change and Food Security   

 

The national policy of Kilimo Kwanza (Agriculture First) was adopted in 2009 (URT, 

2009). While the language promoting Kilmo Kwanza is rhetorically similar to many past 

national policy initiatives, the nature of the policy is distinct from past initiatives 

(Coulson, 2012).  Kilimo Kwanza seeks to generate foreign direct investment (FDI) to 

promote large-scale agribusiness and transform small-scale farmers into commercial 

small farmers on the model of the Green Revolution. Indeed, the Kilimo Kwanza 

initiative has won substantial financial support from the Alliance for a Green Revolution 

in Africa (AGRA) (Agdevco, nd; Guardian, 2012).  The report of the World Economic 

Forum on Africa (WEF, 2010: 24) states: 

 

 A new vision for Africa’s agriculture is necessary to provide food for all 

 Africans, promote sustainable development and generate economic growth… 

 In this spirit, international companies created an alliance to support the  

 government of Tanzania in its Kilimo Kwanza Agriculture (Agriculture 

 First) Initiative, a programme expected to help spark a green revolution. 

 

By contrast, critics of Kilimo Kwanza in Tanzania have voiced fears that small farmers 

will not benefit and certainly not be “transformed” (The Citizen, 2012): 

 

 Large-scale farmers dubiously acquire huge tracts of arable land and turn 

 small-scale farmers into labourers in their own country. It is wrong to argue 

 that flows of farming investments into Africa will end hunger if the G8 

 scheme ignores the majority of those engaged in the continent’s agriculture. 

 The bulk of produce from large-scale farms will either be exported or become 

 too expensive for ordinary Africans to buy. 

 

Critics include Tanzania’s National Small Farmer Association and the Tanzania Gender 

Network Platform. The latter criticises Kilimo Kwanza for ‘favouring large scale 

producers at the expense of the smaller ones, and completely locking out the 

marginalized’ (Qorro, 2010). 

 

Similar to the NAPA, Kilimo Kwanza is inspired by a notion of undifferentiated rural 

poverty among small-scale producers. Its prescription lies in raising agricultural 

productivity through increased capital inputs as the primary pathway out of rural poverty.  

It seeks an African Green Revolution through which ‘Tanzania's agriculture will be 

transformed from a backward subsistence agriculture to a modern highly productive one’ 

(Kikwete, 2007: 8). Civil society and academic critics have suggested that the stated 
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concern for poor farmers belies the emphasis of Kilimo Kwanza on ensuring land access 

for large scale, export-oriented production, particularly along the Southern Agriculutral 

Growth Corridor where a major emphasis has been placed on large-scale commercial 

production (Business Times, 2012). A recent agreement between the presidents of 

Tanzania and the U.S. seems to guarantee massive direct foreign investment by U.S. 

agribusiness in Tanzania (Ally, 2012). 

 

By contrast to the overgeneralised account of small holders and herders found in the 

NAPA, Tanzanians understand their local reality and generally have managed to use this 

local knowledge to feed themselves. All of Tanzania’s over 100 language/ cultural groups 

have sought food security by making use of the country’s great physical and cultural 

diversity  Food security practices have taken many forms:  e.g. land preparation sensitive 

to micro-climate and use of a wide variety agro-climatically suitable staples including 

rice, millet, sorghum, bananas, cassava and maize. This mosaic of dominant staple food 

crops was prevalent up to the 1970’s when it was mapped by Mascarenhas (1973).  

Historically, there have been localized food shortages triggered by drought, floods, insect 

pests and conflict. However, at no time did the whole or even a large part of the country 

suffer from famine because of agroclimatic diversity (Mascarenhas, 1967).  

 

Agroclimatic and ethnic diversity is such in Tanzania that local markets may draw 

produce from a number of zones.  Such choice at local markets provides another element 

of food security from the household point of view. For example, Table 1 shows what a 

‘food basket’ offered at Mwanga market – district headquarters situated on one of our 

study gradients. This market draws from highland and middle land zones in the North 

Pare Mountains, and the drier, lower plains below. 

  

If Tanzanians have striven for and, on the whole, achieved food security over the years, 

why does the government insist that maize is the country’s single stable, one threatened 

by climate change? 

 

Table 1: Food Basket Available in Mwanga Market Place 

 

Staples: maize, cooking bananas, rice, wheat, millet, sweet potatoes, yams, cassava 

Leafy Vegetables: cabbage, several varieties of traditional and modern spinach, 

chard, cassava 

leaves, pumpkins, squash, several varieties of wild leafy vegetables 

Beans, pulses, lentils: several varieties of beans including  pigeon peas, gram, 

groundnuts, 

 bambara nuts  

Fruits: oranges, mangoes, fruit bananas, avocado, baobab pods, jackfruit, 

oysternuts, pineapples, 

 pawpaw, passionfruit, fruit bananas, various berries  

Meat/milk: beef, lamb, goat, chicken, duck & milk and milk products 

Fish: including catfish, tilapia, various types of fresh water sardines 
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Spices /medicinal plants: ginger, garlic, onions, pepper, chillies, cardamom, 

tamarind 

Beverages: tea, coffee, cane juices 

 

3.3 Carbon Trading in Tanzania 

Another aspect of Tanzania’s climate change policy involves carbon trading. Carbon 

trading takes many forms around the world.  In Tanzania, there is already some use made 

of the so-called Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) though which companies and 

individuals received payments for planting new woodlots and larger forest areas in order 

to sequester carbon (UNFCCC, 2012b). 

 

Another form the global carbon market will soon take in Tanzania is payment for 

preservation of natural forest, as opposed to the planting of new tree cover, under the 

programmme known as REDD (Reduction of Emissions from Deforestation and forest 

Degradation) – MKUHUMI in Swahili (see section 4.2 below). Since 2008, when 

Tanzania received Norwegian funding for REDD pilot projects, seven have been 

undertaken, all of them administered by NGOs and INGOs (TNRF, 2012).  Some involve 

villagers in activities such as forest monitoring (JGI, 2012); however, currently it is 

unknown whether the Tanzanian government will open up the REDD programme to 

small scale forestry management by village associations of various kinds or ‘guide’ 

REDD funding to large land holders and corporations. 

 

As an example of such village-based forest preservation, our research measured the 

carbon sequestration provided by a range of larger and smaller ‘sacred forests’ (mbungi) 

at the high altitude end of our Mwanga gradient in Ugweno ward (that includes Mangio 

village – see Figure 1 above). We found that such village based forestry management has 

a considerable potential for preserving natural forest cover, hence maintaining carbon 

stocks as well as providing other environmental services such as water supply and 

biodiversity. These sacred forests are managed by clan elders and involve clear 

regulations about land use, access to non-timber forest products, etc. 

 

Sacred forests are among the ecosystems in Tanzania that are ecologically, socially and 

culturally highly significant and contribute greatly to the conservation of biodiversity, 

other ecosystem services and sensitive habitats. Some sacred groves in Tanzania are as 

old as several centuries. Most of these are found in the high global biodiversity hotspot 

areas such as the Eastern Arc Mountains (including our highest altitude study sites), 

making them even more important in conservation of unique biodiversity.  

 

We surveyed four sacred forests belonging to three clan groups – the Vongo, Wasuya and 

Njuweni. Trees were measured in rectangular plots established systematically in each 

forest. In each plot the diameter at breast height (DBH) for all trees ≥ 6 cm were 

identified in by their vernacular names and measured. A further three sample trees (small, 

medium and large) were measured for height in each plot. A model developed by 

Munishi and Shear (2004) was used to determine the volume of each tree. Using the 

mean basic density for trees in the Eastern Arc Mountains (Munishi, 2001; Munishi and 
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Shear, 2004), the tree volumes were converted to biomass by multiplying the volume by 

the basic density. The results were the tree trunk biomass. The biomass of the roots and 

branches was estimated from the trunk biomass using a biomass expansion factor (BEF) 

(Munishi and Shear, 2004). The biomass of the trees was converted to carbon through 

multiplication by 0.49 (as 49 -50% of the tree biomass is carbon).  

 

In this way it was estimated that mean tree biomass carbon was 426 t/ha
-1

 ranging from 

116 t in Njuweni Forest to 615 t/ha
-1

 in Wasuya Kwamajuma forest (Table 2). This 

translates into 1,563 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent per hectare. This is the amount 

of carbon dioxide that would be emitted per hectare if the forests were cut and replaced 

with other land use. The total biomass carbon estimated in these forests is relatively 

higher than estimates from other studies for this type of forests elsewhere.  

 

Table 2: Carbon Stock in Ugueno Ward Sacred Forests 

Measured in January 2012 

 

Forest Carbon Stock (t/ha) 

Vongo 460 

Wasuya Kwa Majuma 615 

Wasuya Ngofi 513 

Njuweni 116 

Average 426 

 

The sacred forests therefore have high potential to contribute to climate change 

mitigation through conservation of the existing carbon. There are thousands of such 

sacred forests in the highland areas of Tanzania alone, although a national inventory of 

these does not yet exist. Carbon storage in sacred forests is likely to be for the long term 

given the cultural value of these forests and the strict local rules that govern their use. 

Clearly maintaining a large proportion of such high value ecosystems on the landscape 

could be an important approach for mitigating climate change through sustainable forest 

management.   

 

The question still stands, however, whether the Tanzanian government is even aware of 

such a potential and whether, once aware, if cronies and foreign companies in Tanzania 

will push aside village-based forestry managers and monopolise REDD payments. One 

should remember the lack of any mention of equity in Tanzania’s NAPA and its 

unrealistic view of ordinary rural dwellers. Such a gap between top down climate policy 

and how rural people spontaneously to adapt to climate changed is manifested in many 

ways.  One is in the use of language.  Thus our argument now turns to the way language 

is used as a tool of power in the struggle over resources and, within an aid-dependent 

country, the distribution of REDD payments and other forms of climate adaptation 

support. 

 

4.  WHAT LANGUAGE TELLS US 
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In this section quantitative and qualitative data on ethnolinguistic differences between 

English and Swahili climate change terms and phrases, and data on household adaptive 

capacity are presented and discussed in terms of climate change adaptation and 

development policy challenges in Tanzania. 

 

4.1 Swahilization as a Political Practice 

 

Since independence in 1961, Tanganyika (and after union with Zanzibar in 1964, 

Tanzania) a vigourous policy of making Swahili an official and vernacular linga franca 

has been pursued.  Swahilization, as this process is called, is well documented (Mazrui 

and Mazrui 1998; Batibo 1995, Blommaert 1999).  

 

Swahilization of the Tanzanian society was an integral part of the construction of an 

ujamaa (African socialist) society between mid1960s and early 1990s. As a result the 

government invested substantially in this project. Virtually all public sectors were 

required to use Swahili as a major medium of communication. Besides announcing 

Swahili as the official language (alongside English) in 1967, government measures 

included introducing Swahili as a medium of instruction in all public primary schools, 

strengthening the Institute of Kiswahili Research (now known as Institute of Kiswahili 

Studies) as a research organ of the University of Dar es Salaam and the establishment of a 

National Swahili Council (BAKITA) as a government agency to promote the 

development and usage of Swahili in the country. 

 

By the time Tanzania abandoned the ujamaa project in the early 1990s, the effects of 

Swahilization had already penetrated deep into the society. The political project died but 

its linguistic companion survived only to find itself serving a new master. In this regard, 

Swahilization has become a political discourse itself and a source of linguistic creativity. 

For example, because the ujamaa ideology demanded the economy to be controlled by 

the state, all major means of production were nationalized and Swahili was there to 

Swahilize the concept and discourse in general with utaifishaji (“nationalization”).  When 

the country switched back to capitalism in the mid 1990s, previously nationalized means 

of production had to be privatized and the process was Swahilized as ubinafsishaji 

(“privatization”). 

 

Such terms as utaifishaji and ubinafsishaji represent top-down linguistic coinage of 

expressions that needed to serve the current ideology. Newly created terms have 

authoritative elements embedded within, and they remain the province of the state or the 

ruling elites. The officially created technical term for climate change (mabadiliko ya 

tabianchi) is also a top-down creation that implies the superior knowledge and authority 

of the Tanzanian state. Although the master narrative is the English literature about 

climate change, newly coined Swahili such as mabadiliko ya tabianchi (“climate change”) 

and related terms carry authoritative elements coming from the top segment of society 

including the political elite, bureaucrats and technocrats (headquartered in the Vice 

President’s Office), climate experts, environmental activists and journalists. Whether or 

not such top down authority carries the credibility required to motivate people to use a 

new phraseology, and, moreover to adopt recommended practices and change their 
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behaviour, is likely to be a question of trust in government and feelings of inclusive 

citizenship.  

4.2 Swahilizing but not Localising new Climate Change Language 

 

We conducted a large household survey (N=640) in the summer of 2010 in the 

Kilimanjaro-Pare mountains and surrounding plains and held subsequent follow up 

conversations in Mangio and Kirya villages on the  Mwanga district (see Figure 1 above). 

The quantitative and qualitative data suggest two things related to climate change 

discourse. Firstly, members of local communities are quite aware of climate changes that 

have taken place, and they have been trying to adapt accordingly. However, the second, 

more striking, observation is that only a tiny minority claim to be familiar with the 

expression ‘mabadiliko ya tabianchi’, the official Swahili equivalent expression of 

climate change.   

 

By the year 2010, date of our original household survey, the Swahili expression, 

mabadiliko ya tabianchi, had been employed widely in bureaucratic circles as well as in 

the print and broadcast media. For example, in 2008 the Tanzanian government published 

a brochure that used the newly created technical terms in Swahili. The brochure 

contained detailed information regarding the causes of climate change, its effects (Athari 

za mabadiliko ya tabianchi), adaptation (kuhimili madhara yatokanayo na mabadiliko ya 

tabianchi), measures that had been taken (jitihada zinazofanywa katika kuhimili athari za 

mabadiliko ya tabianchi) and challenges to be addressed (changamoto). It was quite well 

written but by 2010 no single villager who had come across it. Aimed at Swahili speaking 

bureaucrats, climate change discourse had been Swahilized but not localized. 

 

Official government language for discussing Reduction of Emissions from Deforestation 

and Forest Degragedation (REDD) (see section 3.3 above) is another interesting example 

of bureaucratically based discourse. According to the new coinage, REDD is called 

MKUHUMI (Mpango wa Kupunguza Uzalishaji wa Hewa ya Ukaa inayotokana na 

Ukataji Miti ovyo na uharibifu wa Misitu. Embedded in this long phrase is the notion that 

farmers ‘cut trees at random’, which is simply false, but a good example of blaming the 

victim. In 2011 the program had a brochure written in Swahili and posted on its website. 

Currently the Swahili brochure is no longer available. Instead, the website has a lot of 

information and reports posted but only in English (see http://www.reddtz.org/). The 

government also posted a video on YouTube in Swahili. Both the English-medium 

website and the Swahili-medium video seem not to aim at the masses but a small segment 

of the society that has access to the internet, again Swahilizing the discourse but without 

localizing it.     

 

The reason for Swahilizing these expressions is obvious – Swahili in the national lingua 

franca. For any communication that targets involvement of the masses, Swahili becomes 

a natural choice. The great majority of Tanzanians speak Swahili with reasonable levels 

of proficiency. Our household survey data shows that on all gradients a great majority of 

respondents communicate in Swahili with government leaders and technocrats.  

Nonetheless, Swahilizing a term is one thing and localizing its related concept is another. 

In the case of climate change discourse, it seems that the Tanzanian national 

http://www.reddtz.org/
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bureaucreacy and technocrats have managed to Swahilize the vocabulary of climate 

change but localize it.  

4.3 Voices from the Rural People versus Swahili Media Representation 

 

Between November 2011 and January 2012 members of our study team held 

conversations with Mangio and Kirya villagers while also observing the national scale 

discourse in print media. It was obvious a large gap existed. This period coincided with 

the United Nations Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 17th Conference in 

Durban, South Africa. Tanzanian participation was proudly reported as follows (URT, 

2011). 

 

Meanwhile, in Kiyra, a dry site on our study’s Mwanga gradient, villagers did not display 

the same understanding of the term mabadiliko ya tabianchi as understood by the 

national elite.  For example, in one discussion group, none could describe mabadiliko ya 

tabianchi. However, after the team defined the term, they were able to share their climate 

change experience.  Typical statements include:  ‘Vuli hii impepita bila kuona tone la 

mvua, hakuna mvua hata ya kufuta vumbi”  (This vuli - short rainy season-  passed 

without seeing a single drop of rain); ‘Zamani mvua za vuli zilikuwa zinaotesha lakini 

siku hizi hatuvuni kwa mvua tena’ (In the past vuli would make crops to flourish but these 

days we are no longer depending on rain to haverst);  Pamoja na kwamba tunamwagilia, 

ardhi inapata joto jingi na mazao yanaungua, tunalazimika kutumia madawa mengi nah 

ii inaongeza gharama…’  (Although we are practicing irrigation, the soil is overheated 

and the crops dry out and consequently we are forced to use a lot of pesticides which 

increases the cost of production…). The villagers’ way of talking about climate change is 

detailed and experiential, not abstract. 

 

Another group had various views of ‘mabadiliko ya tabianchi’. For example, Hussein (a 

farmer who lives in the predominantly pastoral sub-village of Emangulai B but owns 

fields in the irrigation zone of Emangulai A) said that it was ‘Mabadiliko ya hali ya hewa. 

Zamani hali ya hewa ilikuwa nzuri lakini siku hizi sio nzuri’ (Change in weather – in the 

past the weather was good but these days it is not). Amani who practices both farming 

and herding understands the newly created Swahili phrase for climate change as 

‘Kubadilika maisha kutoka kimila kwenda kisasa’ (Changes from traditional way of life 

to modern way of life).  He went on: 

 

‘[I]n the past the Maasai were only concentrating on keeping livestock but these 

days they do farming alongside herding … a Maasai is no longer afraid of [eating] 

fish …people are not adding more livestock for the sake of having more but they 

are business-driven ….  

 

Data collected earlier in village focus groups confirm that understanding of climate 

change is experiential as well as being contextual nature.  Problem rankings were done in 

each of the Mwanga gradient study sites. Focus groups suggested “problems” the village 

faces. These were recorded on cards that were taped to the wall. As the discussion 

proceeded, problems were moved up and down to indicate their priority. Also, various 

problems were grouped horizontally to produce problem complexes with strong internal 
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connections (Figure 2).  While climate related changes were mentioned in all focus 

groups, they found their places in such problem complexes.  People do not see “climate 

change” as unique, but one of many other changes and risks that affect them (Wangui et 

al., 2012). 

 

Figure 2: Climate-development complexes that emerge from problem ranking, 

 such as in rainfall decline+farmer-herder conflict+corruption complex 

 identified in Emangulai B 

 

  
 

In our driest site, a sub-village in Kirya called Emangulai B, the focus group composed 

mostly of Maasai men and women identified a complex of problems that linked rainfall 

decline, herder-farmer conflicts and corruption.  Some of the Maasai had diversified and 

begun to irrigate in the adjacent sub-village, Emangunai A.  Others did not farm.  

 

Decreasing rainfall was thought to increase herder-farmer conflict because herders need 

fodder and need access to the river for watering stock and decreased rainfall created 

scarcity.  Conflict was said to provide an opportunity for village leaders to ask for bribes 

in order to expedite or to delay adjudication and payment of fines for livestock 

encroachment onto farms. Village leaders are also the gatekeepers for taking conflicts 

forward to district courts. 

 

While this focus group expressed a local point of view, it is consistent with academic 

analysis of the growth of anti-pastoralist sentiment among Tanzania’s political elite, the 
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move toward agricultural modernization discussed earlier as the government policy of 

Kilimo Kwanza (Farming First).  Local remarks also echo research in other parts of 

Tanzania that document efforts to confine pastoralists to their own villages and curtail 

their mobility, as well as bribery of local officials as a way that pastoralists can attempt to 

protect access to water and grazing (Benjaminsen et al., 2009). 

 

It is instructive to contrast Swahili print media accounts of climate change with the 

experiential interpretations of these dryland farmers and herders.  The daily paper 

Mwananchi carried a report entitled ‘Tabianchi yakwamisha maendeleo Zanzibar’ 

(Climate Change a snag to development in Zanzibar) (December 14, 2011): 

 

Zanzibar’s President […] said that Zanzibar has failed to achieve 

sustainable development due to the high cost of science and technology 

in production related to the climatic condition. 

  

A few days later, Mwananchi (December 22, 2011) carried an article titled ‘Mbadiliko ya 

tabia nchi yatachochea umaskini’ (Climate change will fuel poverty) by Furaha Maugo: 

 

Drought, hunger, unreliable rains, degradation of natural vegetation and the 

increase of chronic diseases are among the effects of climate change … Those 

effects also have effects on the economic activities which in turn cause the 

increase in poverty… 

 

These two newspaper reports demonstrate two things. Firstly, the national media is using 

mabadiliko ya tabianchi as comfortably as the government bureaucracy does when 

people on the ground in places such as Kirya do not know what it means. The villagers in 

Kirya are talking about how they experience climate change; while the bureaucrats are 

concerned with thinking about climate change.  

 

Secondly, to the elite, the concept of climate change has become a political tool.  

Kukwamisha maendeleo (derailment of development) and umaskini (poverty) are 

explained and excused by blaming nature, that is, climate change.  This gets government 

off the hook for malfeasance or even corruption in the implementation of  development 

that has been derailed by an alleged external, natural force. 

  

5. CONCLUSION 

 

The fact that mabadiliko ya tabianchi is used widely by national elite but is less known at 

the village level indicates that the Swahilization of the expression has not necessarily 

translated into localization of the concept. Consequently, the international concept 

climate change (e.g. as formulated by IPCC, UNFCCC, etc.) is still quite distant from 

popular understanding in rural Tanzania. This gap is useful to the elite because those who 

might demand to be included in such programmes as REDD – for example the village 

leaders and clan elders who allowed us to measure carbon locked up in sacred forests – 

are not aware of such programmes. Also, our research suggests that the discourse of 
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climate change in Swahili allows an easy excuse what otherwise might be criticized as 

the failures of politicians. 

 

An even darker side of the new discourse is suggested by the Tanzanian president’s use 

of the term ‘backward’ to describe Tanzanian small holders (cited earlier). Using both 

English and the new technical Swahili discourse of climate change, the political elite 

seem to have found a justification for inviting large scale, foreign agribusiness to ‘teach’ 

small holder farmers (which is likely code for displacing them). Climate change can also 

be used as an excuse for limiting movement of pastoralists where there is claimed to be 

herder-farmer conflict and for expelling pastoralists from land that technocrats judge to 

be degraded or where the exigencies of ‘climate change’ demand that no grazing take 

place. Tanzania’s president has said several times that he sees no future for pastoralism in 

Tanzania (Pearce, 2012: 256): 

 

 I am committed to taking the unpopular steps to [stop] pastoralists, in order 

 to protect the environment for the benefit of the nation and future generations. 

 

Experts and the political elite in Tanzania overlook or marginalise local responses to and 

ways of understanding and speaking about climate change, thus reproducing a 

depoliticized, expert climate change discourse. Blaming nature and blaming the victim 

are not new rhetorical strategies by ruling elites; however, they have taken on a new life 

as the national government seeks to use climate change as an excuse to enlarge national 

forests, push “destructive” herders, farmers and forest dwellers off their lands, introduce 

foreign agribusiness and genetically modified crops into the country and to “modernize” 

small scale farming.  

 

The preceding analysis of local discourses of climate change and development challenges 

reveals framings that should inform national discussions about climate change in the 

context of equity and social justice.     
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