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Abstract

Climate change poses one of the greatest challenges of our time with the impact se-
verely distressing lives and livelihoods particularly in countries of the Global South. 
In Kenya, climate-related disasters and extreme events have plagued the most vulner-
able communities with the most affected as marginalized communities. Through the 
institutionalization of the Kenya Climate Change Act (2016), the government provides 
guidance for the climate change response, proposing measures to build resilience and 
enhance adaptation. Efforts to promote adaption and resilience of communities and 
households often involve multi-pronged approaches promoted through multi-actor 
and multi-level action. Besides the provisions of the Act., climate adaptation discourse 
in the country is shaped through particular narratives which have both internation-
al and national contexts. The narratives have developed over time and often overlap, 
with institutions and individuals working across the different frames. In this paper, we 
review literature on climate adaptation in Kenya and use it to discuss four of the dom-
inant narratives that shape climate change adaption in the country. The narratives dis-
cussed in this paper relate to adaptive capacities, technological and technical, gender 
and feminist, and climate justice framings. We argue that some narratives have been 
dominant in shaping adaptation discourse and practice towards certain solutions, and 
in turn may have obscured and/or subsumed other plausible solutions. 

The working paper was undertaken as part of the gender and social equity research 
work under ClimBeR – Building Systemic Resilience Against Climate Variability and 
Extremes. ClimBeR is an initiative of the CGIAR which aims to transform climate 
adaptation capacity of food and agricultural systems Guatemala, Kenya, Morocco, 
Philippines, Senegal and Zambia. Its goal is to tackle vulnerability to climate change 
at its roots and support countries as they adapt and build equitable and sustainable fu-
tures. 

Key words: climate change, adaptation, Kenya, narratives, equity, agriculture.
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Climate adaptation  
in Kenya
Narratives and frames shaping 
policy and practice

1.	 Introduction

This working paper focuses on agricultural adaptation in the face of climate change in 
Kenya. Agriculture is a key pillar of Kenyá s economy contributing approximately 26% 
of the country’s annual GDP with about 80% of the population depending on it as a 
source of livelihood (Government of Kenya 2018). Most of the agriculture is rainfed 
farming with irrigated agriculture carried out mainly in private and government owned 
irrigation schemes (Kogo, Kumar, and Koech 2021). A majority of the farmers are small-
scale holders, comprising up to 75% of total agriculture production and approximately 
70% of produces at markets (Government of Kenya 2018). This paper reviews selected 
secondary studies to capture narratives on climate change adaptation that shape the 
framing of the challenge of adaption and identification of policy solutions.

The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Sixth Assessment Report 
(IPCC 2023) emphasizes how near-term integrated climate action is urgent and car-
ries many benefits. It also stresses the importance of “prioritising equity, climate jus-
tice, social justice, inclusion and just transition processes … [to]… enable adaptation 
and ambitious mitigation actions and climate resilient development” (IPCC 2022, C,5). 
Questions raised by the need for near-term climate action that is fair and equitable, 
include what policy space exists for action and how opportunities to address equita-
ble and inclusive adaptation can emerge, especially given how the impacts of climate 
change fall unequally upon different groups of people. 

Given concern over climate change and food security, especially for smallholder 
farmers and pastoralists, Whitfield (2015) has pointed to how the future of African ag-
riculture represents a contested political arena. In this view, existing policies and guid-
ance privilege certain knowledge over others. While appropriately designed and imple-
mented policies can be applauded, in many contexts there is the danger of stimulating 
or reinforcing unequal adaptation pathways (Hellin et al. 2022). Hence, the challenge is 
to develop adaptation pathways that are inclusive, and encompass diverse knowledge, 
experience and understandings within agricultural adaptation processes.

The IPCC AR6 II report (IPCC 2022) makes clear that Africa is amongst vulnerable 
regions already experiencing widespread impacts of human-induced climate change, 
with loss and damage being generated in key development sectors, including agri-
culture (Simpson et al. 2023). Agriculture employs 55 to 62 percent of the workforce, 
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and 95% of cropland is rain fed, with agricultural and pastoral households identified 
as experiencing multi-dimensional vulnerability (ibid.). Farmers and pastoralists are 
responding through change in agricultural practices, but these responses err towards 
short-term coping strategies. A policy challenge is therefore how to develop longer-
term sustainable adaptations. 

Kenya’s national climate change plans and strategies define synergies and imple-
mentation mechanisms to guide climate mitigation and agricultural adaptation. In 
2016, Parliament passed the Kenya National Climate Change Act (2016). Thereafter, a 
number of policies, strategies and laws have been developed to shape the country’s cli-
mate change adaptation measures (FAO and UNDP 2017). These include the Climate 
Smart Agricultural (CSA) Strategy 2017-2026 and the Climate Change Finance Law 
(2017). Sector working groups too have been set up including the overarching mul-
ti-sectoral Agricultural Sector Development Support Programme Phase Two and the 
Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) Multi-Sector Platform. 

Before the Climate Change Finance Law came into being, the National Climate 
Change Action Plan 2013-2017 was developed. Within it was envisaged the establish-
ment of the Climate Change Fund to be managed by the Climate Change Council 
(Government of Kenya 2016a). Although development of the Plan was considered con-
sensual and agreeable, implementation was slow and the government at the time failed 
to set up the Council (Naess et al. 2015). Part of the reason implementation was thwart-
ed may have been weak political will, linked to a contradiction in roles for national 
and county level governments. Similar sentiments are expressed in relation to what is 
characterised as lack of political will in the slowness of the government in establishing 
the Climate Change Fund. Other barriers highlighted include capacity gaps, fragmen-
tation in the funding landscape, and a lack of harmonized standards (Dzebo, Shawoo, 
and Kwamboka 2022). 

Besides institutional and political contexts, financial instruments shape national 
processes of climate change adaptation. As with other sectors in the country, the gov-
ernment and other organisations have marshalled significant resources. Financial re-
sources have the power to determine which pathway is selected as key mechanisms for 
framing of climate adaption (Naess et al. 2015). Budgetary allocation at national level 
is managed by the Ministry of Environment and Forestry which coordinates, manages 
and develops policies related to climate change. County governments’ funds for climate 
action come from their own budgets boosted by support from international agencies. 
With devolution, another layer of possible contestation emerges in regards to funding 
as both national and county levels are mandated to coordinate climate finance flows 
and mainstream both public and private funds (Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 2013; 
Dzebo, Shawoo, and Kwamboka 2022). According to Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 
(2013), Kenyan government and political elites easily prioritise and accommodate do-
nor priorities, which may at times create parallel policy initiatives. Control of large re-
sources for climate change like the Green Climate Finance (GCF) is managed at nation-
al level which then allocates finances through budgets or programme support. With 
volumes of financial aid allocated for climate adaption, climate change adaptation pol-
icy processes can become sites of contestation, vested interests and even social injustice 
(Lomax et al. 2021). Financial resources can compromise nationally-driven processes 
and policy autonomy as donor organizations play an influential role in shaping decision 
and determining which development pathways are pursued (Lomax et al (2021; Byrne, 
2018). 
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When considering adaptation pathways for agriculture in Kenya, it is important to 
remember that adaptation responses to climate change are entering historical contexts 
where measures are already under contestation. For instance, land tenure questions, 
which have a bearing on climate action, remain contested in Kenya since independ-
ence. Furthermore, as stated by Hellin, Fisher, and Loboguerrero (2021) is the need to 
recognise that processes of transformative adaptation are inherently political as they 
challenge power relations that perpetuate the vulnerability of marginal small holder 
farmers. Quoting Ngethe (2014), Newell et al. (2014) state that obstacles for adaptation 
of climate change mechanisms in Kenya lie in the political economy and governance 
spaces with the capture of public institutions by political elites for self-interest. It is 
therefore important to place current debates within these contexts and other long run-
ning-debates of land tenure, social and economic inequities that are manifest in the 
present but are products of historical injustices and political marginalization (Autio et 
al. 2021; Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 2013). 

To further understand the political economy of climate change and adaptation in 
Kenya it is relevant to understand which narratives are prioritised for policy uptake, 
and how the policies then shape who has access to adaptation measures. This includes 
consideration of how the identification and promotion of new interventions relate to 
smallholder farmer and pastoralists existing knowledge and experiences. In so doing, 
this places us in a better position to understand how actors negotiate adaptation initia-
tives, with what consequences and for whom, and the processes through which policies 
addressing climate risk are translated into implementation. 

2.	 Narratives of change

Narratives are frames that people use to make sense of the world around them. Through 
narratives individuals are able to organize, process and convey information (Jones and 
McBeth 2010). Therefore, they constitute storylines that shape perceptions and are im-
portant in policymaking process as they can define a problem, and offer solutions to 
address the problem. Narratives are important mechanisms through which people de-
fine and communicate ideas (Preston and Carr 2018). Policy solutions start from an 
idea that is then framed within narratives. It is the narratives that make ideas powerful 
and transportable (Rodgers 2014). In crafting and advocating specific narratives, insti-
tutions and actors capitalise on timings or windows of opportunity to make the fram-
ing acceptable. For instance, narratives promoting digital technologies as solutions for 
agricultural resilience complement the current global technological era. 

Roe (1991) challenged critiques of development project ‘blueprint’ thinking by ar-
guing that policy makers and practitioners could make development narratives more 
plausible, rather than rejecting them outright. To demonstrate this argument, he used 
a much-refuted narrative on land registration in Kenya as leading to increased agricul-
tural productivity. Leach and Mearns (1996) later highlighted how received wisdom on 
African environmental change incorporates narratives in ways that obscure a plurality 
of other possible views. Herein, is the danger of adoption of flawed development pol-
icy. More recently, focusing on agrarian struggles, Borras et al. (2022) have drawn at-
tention to how contrasting narratives frame the climate challenge and emphasised the 
importance of not losing sight of local material histories and power relations, including 



8  |  CLIMATE ADAPTATION IN KENYA

through acknowledgement of how legacies of colonial and imperial inequality shape 
the phenomena of climate change. 

Dominant narratives can command a policy space, while at the same time subsum-
ing and overwhelming other frames leading to solutionism (Leach and Mearns 1996; 
Whitfield 2015). As Roe (1991) argued, these narratives can persist despite evidence to 
the contrary. Different interest groups and institutions coalesce around certain narra-
tives depending on their policy beliefs, preferences and expertise. Often a broad set of 
epistemic communities is required to generate, organize and convey specific narratives. 
Frames aimed at policy can reinforce certain opinions galvanizing others actors around 
it, and can also influence and convert others holding previously divergent opinions 
(Petridou 2014). Depending on the idea, the actors promoting it, and most important 
the resources they possess, narratives become dominant and powerful. Depending on 
how they use resources, idea holders can make certain narratives powerful and even at 
times overpowering other alternative narratives. Advocates of particular narratives can 
deploy particular resources to shape preferred frames, including finances and knowl-
edge. Ideas gain root as they are propagated through various media including both sci-
entific and academic avenues. 

We now turn to review literature on climate adaptation and agriculture in Kenya and 
use it to discuss four dominant narratives emerging from this literature, which form part 
of a wider discourse on climate adaptation in the country. Namely, narratives emphasis-
ing technological and technocratic solutions, adaptive capacities, climate justice and gen-
der and feminist epistemologies. These narratives are not intended to be conclusive but 
rather they should be read within other debates and policies of climate action in Kenya. 

To be clear methodologically, the purpose of highlighting these narratives is to 
stimulate reflection on the political economy of climate adaptation in Kenya. Hence, 
because it is not the purpose, the narratives are deliberately not drawn from a system-
atic literature review or methodology for tabulating discourses. Instead they emanate 
from categories and framings already in the secondary literature. In addition, the paper 
is informed by similar discussions highlighted by Borras Jr. et al. (2022) who draw nar-
ratives from connections between climate change and critical agrarian studies. 

Teasing out narrative strands within discourses on agricultural adaptation to cli-
mate change, necessarily simplifies narratives that have developed over time, often 
overlap, and sometimes contradict, with institutions and individuals working across 
the different frames. This working paper therefore presents a set of frames and ideas 
from reading of secondary literature on climate change adaptation in Kenya. 

2.1	 Technological solutions and technocratic narratives
These narratives focus on technological solutions to climate change, with policy mak-
ers and agencies framing solutions in ways that are technocratic and depoliticised. The 
long-arm of the twentieth century agricultural modernisation agendas and emphasis 
on increasing agricultural productivity through technological development remains 
apparent. This can include approaches towards “technologies of impact-at-scale, as pri-
oritised by the CGIAR system, despite newer discourses reflecting more inclusive agen-
das than in the past” (Whitfield 2015, 5). Development financing and the promotion of 
‘climate-resilient development’ by international institutions becomes a recent iteration 
of how addressing climate change on the African continent becomes dominated by a 
technocratic and depoliticised narrative, with the danger of reinforcing existing une-
qual development categories (Mikulewicz and Taylor 2020). 
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Over the years immense benefits have accrued from technological advanc-
es in transforming agriculture and helping to mitigate the effects of climate change. 
Organizations like the Kenya Agriculture and Livestock Research Organization 
(KALRO) and the Kenya Forestry Research Institute (KEFRI) are among other gov-
ernment agencies that place emphasis on technological solutions as one of the means to 
address climate change. Working with international and national organisations, they 
draw on technological solutions among others as solutions to address climate change. 

Recent narratives in Kenya continue to focus on technical fixes, which include digi-
talization and modernisation of farming techniques, framed as climate smart agriculture 
(CSA). Climate smart agriculture (CSA) refers to “agricultural systems that increase food 
security in the face of climate change, enhance adaptive capacity of farmers to the impacts 
of climate change, and mitigate climate change where possible” (Rosenstock et al. 2016). 
CSA is based on technologies and practices that centre technology as a necessary means 
in agriculture to cope with the effects of climate change. This encompasses the founda-
tional t̀riple wiń  pillars of increasing productivity, enhancing the resilience of farming 
systems, and mitigating greenhouse emissions (Hellin and Fisher 2019). Climate smart 
agricultural technologies also include stress tolerant livestock, building of ridges, the use 
of inorganic fertilizers and carbon credits (Musyoki et al. 2022). Early iterations of CSA in 
Kenya included the state and farmers being encouraged to capitalise on carbon funding 
in the management of intensive farming over pastoralism and dryland farming through 
the Kenya Agricultural Carbon Project (KACP) (Atela 2012). However, criticisms arose 
in relation to carbon credit, with some in Kenya seeing it as an externally imposed agen-
da (Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 2013). It is argued that the idea has not gained much 
traction nationally due to the insignificance of payments (Cavanagh et al. 2021). Part of 
the solutions offered in CSA services include climate information services, which have 
recently gained traction in Africa including Kenya (Mapedza et al. 2023).

This narrative resonates with global trends and frames that view digital technolo-
gies and technological advances as solutions to climate adaptation and a means to in-
crease in agriculture productivity (Deichmann, Goyal, and Mishra 2016; Ajani 2014). 
In Kenya, the debate is buoyed by accounts of the s̀ilicon savannah valley ,̀ which has 
promoted the country as an ICT hub (Mann and Iazzolino 2021). The use of technol-
ogy is therefore considered a low hanging fruit in offering solutions for climate adap-
tation (Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 2013; Boas 2022; Kieti et al. 2022). To cope with 
the effects of climate change, and for sustainable adaptation, agricultural organisations 
in the country such as KALRO, and international organisations like FAO and CGIAR 
agencies promote CSA approaches among farmers through the uses of basic phones, 
smartphones and social media channels including Mkulima Young, Digital Farmers 
Kenya, and Mkulima Hub Kenya among others.

The idea of digital technologies as the panacea for climate adaptation can be problem-
atic. Various barriers including gendered dimensions exist making it difficult for farm-
ers to adopt digital technology. In addition, digital solutions are often developed by firms 
in the private sector in ways that are inaccessible to a majority of small holder farmers 
(Tesfaye et al. 2022). In promoting climate smart technologies and practices, access is im-
portant. Widespread adoption of technology is often reported in Kenya by digital tech-
nology firms. Equally, sentiments express wide adoption of CSA services by farmers. But 
there is dissonance in perceptions to adaptation between state actors and farmers (Autio 
et al. 2021). On the one hand, there is the perception by state actors that farmers’ lack of 
awareness is the barrier to adoption, while on the other hand, farmers themselves express 
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knowledgeability regarding environmental change and climate smart practices but are 
limited and restricted by market mechanisms, land tenure issues and resources (Autio et 
al. 2021; Mann and Iazzolino 2021). Other factors that affect and influence farmer adop-
tion of agricultural technologies are related to farmer’s attitudes to risk, marginalisation 
from modern farming techniques, costs, and challenges related to lack of information 
(Kieti et al. 2022; Ajani 2014; Deichmann, Goyal, and Mishra 2016). 

How gender differences manifest in technological adoption are a particular consider-
ation within this narrative. Using gender as an entry point, studies illuminate inequalities 
based on other intersectional variables like, age, ethnicity and even religion. For instance, 
climate smart technological adoption in Kenya remains low among African small hold-
er-farmers with women having lower rates than men (Mapedza et al. 2023). Research has 
also indicated that women are also unlikely to benefit from technological innovations 
within the agriculture sector in Kenya (Doss 2001; Ngigi and Muange 2022). A case is 
made for the imperative to understand heterogeneity in gender roles in adoption of tech-
nology through robust analysis that takes an intersectional approach (Ndiritu, Kassie, 
and Shiferaw 2014). To ensure gender equality in how technology is accessed, and to im-
prove overall livelihoods, it is important that design of agricultural innovations and in-
terventions take on a more transformative approach drawing upon feminist approaches 
(Bullock and Tegbaru 2019). This would entail challenging norms that hinder the uptake 
and therefore the benefits of technology by segments of the population. 

In as much as technological advances can support climate adaptation efforts, context 
is important. Historical and structural injustices in Kenya, including political margin-
alization, distributional inequity in provision of social services like education and other 
structural barriers hinder uptake of climate smart services (Apgar et al. 2018; van Baalen 
and Mobjörk 2018; Symons 2014). Though often times these hindrances are evaded, ig-
nored or bargained over in narratives that promote technical solutions for climate change 
(Boas 2022). In addition, the issue of technology adaptation ignores history and structur-
al injustices that pastoral and rural farmers in some parts of the country have had to live 
with (Boas 2022). For instance, it would be important to understand that part of the chal-
lenges of pastoralism in Kenya have to do with long term political neglect of pastoral areas 
which includes functional systems that can support the uptake of technology. 

Technical fixes may also lack contextual underpinnings and inadequate alternatives 
without tackling underlying reasons and structures that keep farmers in vulnerability. 
Unless there are efforts to hear and amplify farmers’ voices and their narratives are un-
locked, technological solutions carry the danger of maladaptation, whereby the inter-
vention reinforces existing multidimensional vulnerabilities. In addition, there is need 
to pay attention to heterogeneity that goes beyond gender and see the differences in 
farmers and farming conditions and also the vulnerability of specific ground (Hellin 
and Fisher 2019) .

Hand in hand with promotion of new technology are narratives on adaptive capac-
ity, given that technological development implies change to agricultural practices that 
may constitute adaptation. It is towards these narratives that we now turn.

2.2	 Adaptive capacity narratives
Literature links narratives over adaptive capacities to the argument that individuals, 
farming households, and / or communities need to change their agricultural prac-
tices to cope with the impacts of climate change (Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 2013; 
Musafiri et al. 2022; Rahut, Aryal, and Marenya 2021; Government of Kenya 2016b).  
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An extensive body of research on pastoralism dominates Kenyan literature on 
adaptive capacity. Pastoral livelihoods involve keeping large herds of livestock based 
on extensive systems, often being mobile and in marginal rangelands with the animals 
moving in search of water and pasture. Focussing on pastoral communities’ way of life, 
narratives related to behaviour change argue that besides being one of the contributors 
to environmental degradation (Reid et al. 2004), pastoral lifestyles are becoming un-
sustainable with climate change, therefore for pastoralists to adapt a change of lifestyle 
and livelihood practices is necessary (Mkutu 2008). This is by no means a new narra-
tive, but instead the imperative of climate risk gives it a new appearance. 

Colonial and independent governments in Kenya have considered that mobili-
ty, which is at the heart of pastoralism, is unproductive and inefficient. It has also 
been identified as a causes of conflict (Western and Manzolillo Nightingale 2003). 
However, as others point out, conflict largely arises due to the threat of pastoral live-
lihoods and not the lifestyle itself pointing out that communities are in cases inclined 
to cooperated and share resources when wealth benefits them (Adano et al. 2012; van 
Baalen and Mobjörk 2018; Ide et al. 2021). But these negative arguments on pasto-
ralism stem from long-standing narratives which have been increasingly debunked 
(Semplici and Campbell 2023). For instance, narratives that depicted mobility as 
unproductive and inefficient have been replaced by those that consider mobility as 
essential for coping with variability. New narratives urge for an understanding of 
pastoralism that takes into account the extent to which long-term neglect of pastoral 
areas has impacted on livelihoods while at the same time demonstrating the econom-
ic and cultural value of lifestyle (Reda 2015; Little et al. 2008; Nyariki and Amwata 
2019; Nori and Scoones 2019). 

While a large number of studies focus on pastoralism in Kenya, there is nevertheless 
a growing body of literature on adaptive capacities in small-holder farming. Similarly, 
behaviour change is required of smallholder farming households whose farming prac-
tices are viewed as untenable under current and future climatic challenges. As a solu-
tion to the negative impacts of climate risk on people’s livelihoods in order to build 
resilience, the narrative frames the need to focus on increased capacity of farmers to 
enable them to protect food security and agricultural resources in light of climate var-
iability (Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 2013). Adaptive capacities in behavioural and 
technological responses involves among others taking on mixed cropping, introduc-
tion of new breeds, uptake of irrigation services, water harvesting and improved crop 
traits like early maturity (Silvestri et al. 2012; Kalele et al. 2021). 

Lack of adaptive capacities is often cited as the reason why farmers and pastoralist 
fail to cope with the negative effects of climate change (Kalele et al. 2021; Quandt 2021). 
In addition, behaviour change advocates argue that small holder farmers are resistant 
to accept change though the literature recognises the need to address barriers faced by 
small scale farmers which restrain them from accepting change (Musafiri et al. 2022). 
In addition, it might be noteworthy to acknowledge that behaviour and attitude take 
time, which may be misconstrued as resistance. Though in some cases farmers can also 
choose not to adapt because the practice on offer may not actually work or because it 
does not complement farmerś  reality. Barriers to adaptation highlighted in this lit-
erature include socioeconomic, institutional, and biophysical factors (Musafiri 2022). 
When broken down, reasons that restrict farmers adaptive capacities are lack knowl-
edge, social capital and interpersonal networks, risk perception, adaptation costs and 
perceived feasibility of the adaptive measure (Chepkoech et al. 2020; Wens et al. 2021). 
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In addressing the issue of behavioural change, such narratives tap into long-standing 
debates on the moral economy of the African peasantry (Kimambo et al., 2008).

Part of the narrative on adaptive capacities highlights individual behavioural differ-
ences in capacity to adapt and take on new practices. However, they point out that in-
dividual or household limitations to adaptive capacity result from and are compound-
ed by structural barriers. As mentioned above, these barriers include lack of access to 
credit or saving, and a lack of access to land and inputs, basic infrastructure like roads, 
water and electricity. Kieti et al. (2022) point out that the lack of government support 
to smallholder farmers and insufficient state investment in public policy create these 
barriers. Also recognized in the narratives is the heterogeneity of small-scale farmers, 
and highlight differentials in the ability for adaptive capacity. For instance, Chepkoech 
et al. (2020) argue that unlike large-scale farmers, small-scale farmers have low are dis-
advantaged at adaptation due to lack of financial, social and material resources (see also 
Kalele et al. 2021; Rahut, Aryal, and Marenya 2021). In this respect, across all levels, 
poverty is held to make it difficult for farmers to adapt as it creates structural barri-
ers. From this it follows that to enhance adaptive capacities of farmers, stakeholders 
ought to prioritize public interventions aimed at reducing poverty (Eichsteller, Njagi, 
and Nyukuri 2022).

Pointing at intergenerational inequity, Chepkoech et al. (2020) also argue that older 
farmers have significant higher levels of adaptive capacity compared to younger farm-
ers. While in some contexts one might point to youth having greater adaptive capacity, 
in Kenya, differences between the adaptive capacity of older and younger farmers could 
be due to their ownership of resources, alongside their capabilities. This particularly 
applies to land, given how land shortage, sub-divisions, privatization, and shifts in land 
tenure is a significant issue that has confronted small-holder farming across genera-
tions, especially in dryland areas in rangelands (Jeppesen and Hassan 2022; Hassan, 
Nathan, and Kanyinga 2022; Eichsteller, Njagi, and Nyukuri 2022). 

Closely linked to solutions of adaptive capacities are narratives related to resilience. 
Proponents argue that adaptation interventions ought to pay attention to determinants 
of resilience for effective adaptation enhancing farmers resilience (Awazi and Quandt 
2021) . Resilience refers to the àbility of a social or ecological system to absorb dis-
turbances while retaining the same basic structure and ways of function, the capac-
ity for self-organization and the capacity to adapt to stress and change’ (Mikulewicz 
and Taylor 2020, 629). Resilience is made on the call that countries in Africa ought to 
have their resilience strengthened, empowered and enabled if they are to cope with 
climatic impact. The dominance of the orthodoxy about resilience as promoted in the 
`triple wiǹ  propagated by the World Bank shapes the types of projects that are fore-
grounded and funded and what is excluded from discussions (Mikulewicz and Taylor 
2020). Coping with climatic effects is related to livelihood resilience where the focus is 
on the capacity of individuals, households and communities to sustain, and even im-
prove their livelihood options despite different varieties of shock. Indicators of resil-
ience include farm ownership, access to credit and networks access to capital assets, 
physical capital like transportation and agriculture equipment, and social capital like 
networks of trust and reciprocity (Awazi and Quandt 2021). But as noted, resilience just 
like technical and technological solution has the tendency to depoliticise and also that 
it obscures contextual histories of countries (Mikulewicz and Taylor 2020) A number 
of components constitute that which constitute systems of resilience include structure 
and function, actorś  agency and the capacity of small holder farmers to improve their 
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livelihoods with considerations of adaptive capacity and the ability to learn consid-
ered as some indicators or forms of resilience (Gil et al. 2017) . With expansive focus 
on resilience from influential organizations like the World Bank and FAO (Mikulewicz 
and Taylor 2020) , resilience ought to be studied as a narrative on its own. The first two 
narratives, technological and those on adaptive capacities are closely aligned based on 
their technical orientation. We now turn to a discussion on climate justice and gender/
feminism narratives which are more related to alternatives related to activisms. 

2.3	 Climate justice narratives
In general, narratives on climate justice encompass two broad arguments, both reflect-
ed in literature on Kenya. The first argument is based on calls for inclusive develop-
ment and the right to development, while the second, argument, relates to demands 
for reparations and loss and damage. In the international sphere, right to development 
proponents argue that developing countries have a right to develop just as countries in 
the Global North did but that finding a balance which does not aggravate the impact of 
climate change is important (Hickel 2018). Proponents argue that justice requires that 
developing countries need to catch up as late developers (Hickel 2018). This has echoes 
from the 1992 Earth Summit on Environment and Development, where the right to de-
velopment in developing countries was recognised (United Nations 1992). 

Just as developed countries had the opportunity to develop without interference, a 
call to reduce development in other regions of the Global South is viewed as hypocriti-
cal (Beer and Mwenda 2022). In Kenya, this centres on arguments over the right to ex-
tract resources like fossil fuels and to use those for development purposes. This includes 
balancing developmental needs with the poverty reduction aspirations of previously 
marginalized areas, as in Turkana where oil resources have been discovered (Mkutu et 
al. 2019). 

Within international discourse, the narrative further argues that actions of de-
veloped countries related to growth have immensely contributed to the climate crisis 
experienced in the Global South, including the high use of fossil fuels for industrial-
ization. According to this line, while parts of the world have become industrialized, 
development in the Global South has been stifled through unequal trade practices and 
colonialism (Hickel 2018). Climate justice advocates in Kenya point to enduring coloni-
al legacies of extractivism in the country, centred on injustices such as “endless growth, 
corporate enclosure of land and water, erosion of biodiversity and exploitation of life” 
(Ekowati et al. 2023). Meanwhile, it is argued, the enduring unequal global order aris-
ing from aid structures and enduring unequal trade and market regulations continue 
to hold back the right to development in Africa (Bos and Gupta 2016). The narrative 
goes counter the de-growth narrative that holds that countries ought to slow down on 
development to ease the pressure arising from climate change (Brownhill, Turner, and 
Kaara 2012). 

Earlier, national climate change activists in Kenya expressed scepticism regarding 
the motives of the Global North terming calls to slow down industrially-oriented de-
velopment as attempts to arrest progress in the Global South; however this discourses 
has changed with time (Beer and Mwenda 2022). Highlighting some challenges, pro-
ponents point to unequal power in negotiations in IPCC summits and related events 
where negotiation of global agreements often pit nations of the heavily industrialised 
Global North against the nations of the Global South (Beer 2014). While the North em-
phasises commonality in responsibilities for all nations to reduce emissions, those in 
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the South demand differential responsibilities based on levels of emissions produced 
by each country. This includes arguments made on behalf of African countries by the 
African Group of Negotiators at the IPCC. This argument highlights how the notion of 
shared responsibility is underpinned by inequality, considering that countries in the 
Global South have only contributed a fraction to historical emissions yet they bear the 
greatest responsibilities (Borras Jr. et al. 2022). The narrative has since evolved to that 
of compensation to developing nations with agreement at COP27 to establish “loss and 
damage” funding for vulnerable countries hit hard by climate disasters. 

Kenya, like other nations on the African continent, has slight responsibility for 
historical events yet the damage that it has to bear in relation to the effects of climate 
change are detrimental especially as resources are limited for adaptation. Beer (2014), 
from a study in Kenya, illustrates that NGOs acknowledge the damage and inequali-
ties in countries and also the need for Global South countries to be compensated (see 
also Mwenda and Bond 2020). However, the opinion on compensation is the subject 
of debate among civil society activists. Some argue that compensation will be for the 
damage done, yet others see compensation as akin to letting the Global North evade 
responsibility on climate change (Beer 2014). Rather than viewing compensation as a 
punishing and punitive measure, activists consider compensation to countries in the 
Global South as requirements directly to help reduce emissions, deforestation and ex-
isting environmental issues centred around acknowledging root causes and nuances of 
injustice (Ekowati et al. 2023). The fear of direct compensation is that governments will 
re-direct resources meant for this kind of restoration. Earlier NGOs expressed a lack 
of trust in the government of Kenya highlighting that any financial transfers would be 
misused though sentiments have changed to increased trust of government (Beer and 
Mwenda 2022).

The second offshoot narrative on climate justice in Kenya drawing from global dis-
course, relates to the unequal effects of climate change and the inequities related to the 
solutions. Proponents view the idea of justice around three dimensions (Beer 2014). 
First, is that related to the causes of climate change which argues that over-consump-
tion driven by social inequalities, is one of the key sources of unsustainable levels of 
greenhouse gas emission and not for instance pastoralism (Ekowati et al. 2023). Second, 
the narrative highlights the unequal and disproportionate nature with which differ-
ent populations experience the effects of climate change with acknowledgement that 
impacts of climate change are unequally felt by the rich and poor manifesting in so-
cial, economic and political inequities, with a gendered impact too (Apgar et al. 2018). 
Third, is that policies designed to manage climate change have starkly unequal conse-
quences; to ensure sustainable adaptation, measures ought to pay attention to inequali-
ties to avoid harming the poor and powerless (Owen 2021). 

It is argued that global and national solutions related to climate justice need to pay 
attention to how climate change impacts people differently, unevenly and dispropor-
tionately as well as redressing the resultant injustice in fair and equitable ways that do 
not bring harm (Sultana 2022). A rights-based approach, as articulated by Ensor and 
Hoddy (2021), which emphasises bottom-up processes can provide room through 
which citizens make claims for entitlements and rights thereby addressing social equi-
ty. To achieve this, as demonstrated for Kenya by Beer and Mwenda (2022) advocates at 
country level demand high levels of trust at global, national and community level as a 
key factor to realization of climate justice.
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2.4	 Gender and feminist narratives
Gender and feminist narratives overlap with those on adaptive capacities, technolo-
gy, and climate justice. However, on their own they also form a dominant framing on 
climate adaptation in Kenya. In this respect, differences are apparent between narra-
tives that introduce gender and gender mainstreaming as a social component within 
approaches to technological change or adaptive capacity, and feminist epistemologies 
that may form a more radical counter critique to dominant thinking on both gender 
mainstreaming and climate change.

Gender is considered a cross cutting theme in policies and programmes on climate 
adaptation (Government of Kenya 2016a; 2018), given how lack of access to and control 
over resources and weak entitlements can magnify women’s vulnerability (Thomas et 
al 2018, 4). A widely promulgated narrative around climate change and gender is that 
women are not fully involved in policy and practice related to adaptation. Literature 
suggests that the treatment of gender as a binary variable, namely of men and women, 
rather than gender as social construct, harms adaptation and resilience-building efforts 
as this framing ignores considerations of gender from its relational aspects (Rao 2019). 
Adopting an intersectional approach to gender is useful in unmasking other hidden 
characteristics that bear on gender and which flow from power and social political re-
lations in climate adaptation based on class, race, religion, location or socioeconomic 
status, etc. (Tavenner et al. 2022; Bullock and Tegbaru 2019). 

Gender narratives on climate adaptation in Kenya depict gender, and especial-
ly the discussion on women, as being either victims or saviours of climate change, 
even if there is acknowledgement of their agency (Olsson and Jerneck 2010; Ngigi and 
Muange 2022). A danger these oppositions carry is burdening women with increased 
responsibilities without corresponding rewards, while deflecting attention from in-
equalities in decision-making (Arora-Jonsson 2011). According to Rao (2019) women 
may be portrayed as victims of patriarchy thereby suffering the most severe effects of 
climate change. While aspects of this narrative have a kernel of truth in how climate 
change affects women differentially, it ignores and subdues women’s agency and their 
own adaptive capacities in dealing with climate change impacts. As much as they face 
extra burdens related to their reproductive role and those accrued from unpaid work 
of care, women may find ways to adapt to climate risk. For example, emphasis placed 
on gender in hybrid maize innovation processes in western Kenya exposes women to 
new knowledge and increases their ability to impart technical skills to others (Bullock 
and Tegbaru 2019). Nevertheless, how innovation contributes to change in women’s 
roles, and their capacity to exercise agency, is complex, as demonstrated by Bullock and 
Tegbarú s (2019) findings that show how women themselves can perpetuate supportive, 
rather than leading, roles in the household. A shortcoming to the narrative of women 
as victims of climate change is that efforts at meaningful involvement and participa-
tion of women in aspects of climate change have been superficial failing to make “…
connections between women emancipation and the need to challenge existing gender 
relations” (Muthuki 2006, 90). 

The second narrative that depicts women as the saviours to the problem of environ-
mental degradation gained precedence in the late 1970s and 1980s following the work 
of Kenyan Nobel Laureate Wangari Mathai (see Maathai 2003). Instigated under the 
National Council of Women of Kenya, the Green Belt Movement tried to resist both en-
vironmental and political oppression by “empowering rural women to enact a political 
consciousness toward democracy and environmental justice demonstrating the appli-
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cability or an ecofeminism framework in critical rhetorical analysis” (Hunt 2014, 235). 
In what took on the label of revolutionary feminism (Turner and Brownhill 2010), the 
narrative foregrounded women’s ‘fight for life, for a mother world’. 

At the core of ecofeminism is a cultural and ideological notion that women are clos-
er to earth and subsequently this closeness to nature makes them better able to handle 
aspects of degradation of nature and the impact thereof (Ross 1990). The idea around 
the narrative is that women are not just solutions to the problems of environmental 
degradation but are also saviours (Muthuki 2006). Underscored within this frame is 
that women, particularly from the Global South, have been at the forefront of resistance 
to corporate globalization, patriarchal power structures and in the politics of transi-
tions to a fossil-fuel-free world (Turner and Brownhill 2010). 

Ecofeminism as a movement considers women as integral to the solution of envi-
ronmental degradation and is a field of feminist discourse based on the idea that there 
needs to be important connections between the domination of women and the dom-
ination of nature (Muthuki 2006). According to one of the proponents, Wahu Kaara, 
ecofeminism in Kenya is about “reconstruction, social transformation, economic re-
construction, political analysis and practical realization” (Turner and Brownhill 2010, 
106). Supporters of ecofeminism described it as more than an environmental move-
ment but also a challenge to patriarchal structure that shape Kenyá s political and 
economic structures (Graness 2018). The power of the narrative around ecofeminism 
is its framing as a movement that challenged the structures of power, both politically 
and the normative structures that kept women in suppression (Turner and Brownhill 
2010). Beyond political resistance, ecofeminism incorporated resistance against corpo-
rate profit and international organizations like Alliance for Green Revolution in Africa 
(AGRA) (Turner and Brownhill 2010). Standing up against what they considered the 
supremacy of AGRA in determining their agricultural practices, ecofeminists in Kenya 
countered this by endorsing indigenous knowledge and the use of commons for all 
(Muthuki 2006; Wane and Chandler 2002). Through their extensive struggles covering 
broad areas of gender, feminisms, patriarchy and political contestations, ecofeminism 
became an all -encompassing liberation. 

There are criticisms over the narrative of a powerful female. As Leach (2007) argues, 
the ecofeminism ideology which gained strength in the 1990s dissipated as it offered a 
discourse which suited donors and NGOs pre-occupied with “myths to justify women’s 
roles and give it a cultural and political appeal to the notion of global environmental sis-
terhoods” (Leach 2007, 68). The narrative could therefore not be sustained because of the 
exogenous strategic interest it served. In addition, the narrative makes men invisible and 
in a way perpetuates patriarchal notions of women as carers possessing maternal altruism 
(Leach 2007), hence depicting women as sole conservator, adding to their already unpaid 
labour. Others criticise the ecofeminism narrative as utopic (Sargisson 2001). 

The discourse on ecofeminism waned for a while though there seems to be a resur-
gence of feminist narratives sceptical of quick-fixes offered by technical solutions, and 
the depoliticisation and capitalistic nature of climate action (Foster 2021). Successful 
climate change mitigation, adaptation, and resilience building programmes challenge 
assumptions that frame gender equality as the panacea to the climate crisis and mere-
ly “empowering” women will not yield the tremendous positive effects on adaptation 
(Rainard, Smith, and Pachauri 2023). Certain aspects of ecofeminism are useful in en-
gagements and debates of climate change gender, and development (Moore 2008). It is 
argued that the gender-climate nexus needs fusing with feminist epistemology to chal-
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lenge harmful assumptions and wade off maladaptation (Rainard, Smith, and Pachauri 
2023). What needs to be incorporated as solutions to sustainable pathways to climate 
change adaptation and resilience is a more politicised, relational perspective on gender 
that exposes inequities and harm (Sultana 2022). Feminist perspectives which critique 
capitalist patriarchy, structural inequalities and power relations at all levels - house-
hold, community, state and international levels are much more fitting for climate adap-
tion and prevent causing harm (Sultana 2022; Loots 2011). Similar sentiments are ech-
oed by Ossome (2021) in discussions on the Mau Mau movement in agrarian struggles 
in Kenya. This perspective relates with narratives of climate justice that are based on 
solidarity, collective action and benefits from engagement with intersectionality and 
feminist scholarship. 

3.	 Policy spaces for equitable pathways for agricultural  
	 adaptation

Narratives that get prioritised and adopted in policy statements and pronouncements 
by governments are often those that are resource-, and donor -backed by organisations 
powerful in the international sphere (Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 2013). For instance, 
in Kenya, efforts to strengthen adaptive capacities of smallholder farmers for the up-
take of climate smart services are ubiquitous in policy documents. The Kenya Smart 
Agriculture Policy and the Climate Smart Multi-Sector Platform are key institutions 
shaping adaptation and climate change narrative in Kenya. With the support of donors 
and international research institutions, the government is keen on pushing forward cli-
mate solutions oriented around technical solutions, While the pursuit for evidence and 
knowledge-based solutions is important in determining adaptation pathways, what 
is needed for sustainable adaptation is connections between knowledge and politics, 
and also knowledge that offers a plurality of solutions for transformation process and 
outcomes (Fisher, Brondizio, and Boyd 2022). By necessity this must include solutions 
instigated by the people who are experiencing the impacts of climate change most di-
rectly, in our case farmers and pastoralists. While technology offers many opportuni-
ties for adaptation, a danger is that technical mechanisms and adaptive capacities may 
constitute highly specialised, expensive ideas that are inaccessible to part of the popu-
lation. In effect, this further perpetuates inequitable access to adaptation mechanisms. 
Moreover, single solutions to complex problems rarely yield sustainable pathways. 
Where government efforts are not sufficient at promoting access, the poor, vulnerable 
and already marginalised may continue to suffer access to getting the resources.

Pathways for inclusive adaptation need to be embraced to achieve social equity in 
dealing with the effects of climate change. Single solutions, will be inadequate at promot-
ing sustainably equitable means for adaptation. In this case an all-encompassing strategy 
that takes into consideration the needs for all, with the mindset for sustainable transfor-
mation is key as it taps into diverse knowledge, experience and understandings within 
agricultural adaptation in Kenya. Knowledge and practice that fosters inclusivity and 
transformative adaption for all is important to pursue. Narratives and policy practices 
that challenge power, seek to pursue justice for all are important considerations in forging 
a common pathway for transformative adaptation. This call focuses on various aspects 
that promote change like technological solutions but paying attention to the coupling of 
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technical and technological solutions with social economic aspects affected and embed-
ded in small holder agriculture (Hellin, Fisher, and Loboguerrero 2021). Current policy 
discussions on climate change in Kenya provide windows of opportunity through which 
these common sustainable pathways can be pursued. The on-going revision of the Kenya 
Climate Change Policy provides a mechanism through which policy actors can discuss 
and include plural pathways, gender and social equity and climate justice in policy adap-
tation debates. Political debates can provide opportunities for discussion on inclusion of 
previous neglected knowledges and evidence

Narratives are part of the ebb and flow of discourses on climate change adaptation. 
As in other policy spaces, narratives help us make sense of our reality. They are useful in 
in framing problem, and formulating solutions (Leach and Mearns 1996). Different nar-
ratives become influential at different times, and may also wane with time. Narratives 
become powerful when propelled by an epistemic community who enable it to gain cur-
rency in particular policy spaces.

4.	 Conclusions

Climate adaptation that is just and equitable comprises more than technical solutions 
and adaptive capacities detached from political, economic and social contexts. All the 
narratives highlighted above are essential in creating a cohesive approach to resilience 
and adaptation for Kenyá s smallholder farming households. However, a more radical 
discourse that reflects social relations in its approach, factoring in different forms of vul-
nerabilities, marginalization and gender offers a compelling mechanism through which 
to address the climate crisis. To enable sustainable adaptation, policy makers and stake-
holders in Kenya need to pay attention to these social and economic differentials among 
farming communities (Ng’ang’a and Crane 2020). The climate crisis, the rise of global 
and national inequalities coupled with recent disasters including the COVID pandemic, 
call for increased attention for transformation to incorporate principles of equity and 
justice in order to reshape new narratives for current and future adaptation (Hellin et al. 
2022). This is in recognition that climate change does not affect all equally and therefore 
policy solutions ought to be cognisant of these differentials. Paying attention to issues 
of equity and justice provides us with principles through which we can centre research 
and practice in adaptation and resilience responses (Owen 2021). Political, economic, 
environmental and social contexts are fundamental in addressing equitable transforma-
tions. An analysis of social, political and economic inequality is central to understand-
ing which voices are amplified and whose realities are accounted for in interventions 
seeking to reduce vulnerability and build resilience (Sharma et al. 2014).

Disproportionate vulnerability is a result of past and current contexts which are 
likely to be replicated in future further deepening inequities. Adaptation measures in 
Kenya should be crafted in a manner that recognises how past and current injustices re-
lated to marginalization, land and the distribution of resource persist (Hassan, Nathan, 
and Kanyinga 2022; Maina, Newsham, and Okoti 2013). An intersectional approach 
which takes gender as a starting point can help unearth other forms of structural and 
historical marginalization (Araos et al. 2021; Moore 2008). These intersectional aspects 
include class, race, ethnicity, gender, indigeneity, political status and religion. Taking 
this approach to address the climate crisis enables us understand inequality from dif-
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ferent dimensions, for example as related to distributional, recognitional, procedural 
and intergenerational equity (Hellin et al. 2022). An approach that shifts discourse to 
challenge structural forces, that is not depoliticised is imperative as a response to ques-
tions of inequality and injustice in adaptation. 

Our argument is that without deliberate regard to issues of equality, adaption meas-
ures are likely to further harm vulnerable and minority groups and lead to maladapta-
tion. Greater focus on transformative adaptation which tackles the root causes of vul-
nerability and challenges power relations is required (Hellin, Fisher, and Loboguerrero 
2021). Transformation will develop when we pay attention to social equity and justice in 
climate adaptation, drawing from evidence that emanates from theoretical and meth-
odological pluralism, with a focus on tackling the root causes of vulnerability (Schipper 
et al. 2022; Fisher, Brondizio, and Boyd 2022). To understand the complexities of cli-
mate adaptation in Kenya, our next step in future research is to examine and further 
refine our understanding of these issues from the perspectives of different stakeholders 
and how this shape the political economy of climate adaptation in Kenya.
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Climate-related disasters plague the most 
vulnerable communities in Kenya. Through the 
2016 Climate Change Act, the Kenyan government 
provides guidance for climate change responses. 
Besides the provisions of the Act, climate adapta-
tion discourse in the country is shaped through nar-
ratives which have both international and national 
contexts. The narratives have developed over time 
and often overlap. This paper reviews literature on 
climate adaptation in Kenya and discusses four of 
the dominant narratives that shape climate change 
adaption in the country. It argues that some nar-
ratives have been dominant in shaping adaptation 
discourse and practice towards certain solutions, 
and in turn obscured other plausible solutions.
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