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Abstract: 

In Lesotho, climate change adaptation funding is being managed 

and distributed by the same mechanisms which have traditionally 

operationalized humanitarian aid and international development 

assistance in the country. Lessons from the HIV/AIDS disaster, 

along with insights into the value of participatory approaches 

foregrounding the expertise of indigenous communities, must be 

heeded in order to ensure that those most affected by climate 

change have a say in how adaptation is carried out. This paper 

proposes that indigenous people have developed and actively 

maintained resilience strategies, encoded in social practices and 

farming techniques, designed out of long experience with climatic 

variability. Through case studies, indigenous resilience strategies 

are explored, with emphasis on the anarchistic, improvisational 

nature of traditional ecological knowledge. Future directions for 

policy makers and practitioners dealing with climate change 

adaptation are suggested, namely the need to foreground 

indigenous knowledge and the experiences of frontlines experts in 

key policy arenas.  

Keywords: 

Climate adaptation; Machobane; Lesotho; climate change; Black Jesus; 
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1. Introduction 

 Our current ecological problems are thought of as something new. But short-term 

thinking and exhaustion of natural resources have been putting civilizations out of 

business since the ice age (Wright, 2011). While societies whose resource use outstrips 

the ecosystems which sustain them are subject to collapse, the indigenous Basotho of 

southern Africa have, instead, favoured endurance over expansion, developing social 

structures which have allowed them to adjust to climate variations over millennia 

(Mekbib et al, 2011; Mukute, 2010). While the modernizing “development” project has 

modified many vernacular practices, at a community level Lesotho has managed to 

preserve a social ecology that provides a useful foundation for community based climate 

change adaptation.  

 In this research I looked for communities and people who were employing 

traditional ecological knowledge to build their resilience to changes in the climate. This 

paper builds on ethnographic work focussed on understanding indigenous ecological 

knowledge as an adaptive strategy (Berkes, Coding, & Folke, 2000). Though climate 

change is already being felt at the village level in Lesotho (Mekbib et al, 2011), most 

adaptation efforts in Lesotho have been focused on national planning and top-down 

approaches based on climate change modelling (Cannon & Muller-Mahn, 2010). 

Through this research, I wanted to gain an understanding of the experiences, priorities, 

and strategies of people who are most affected by climate change—those who are the 

supposed targets of adaptation dollars. I looked for resilience strategies already in play at 

the community level (Reid, et al, 2009) in order to learn what resources are needed, and 

where impediments to adaptation were perceived to be. For this purpose I sought out 

community practitioners who were finding creative ways of interpreting cultural and 

ecological knowledge as a practical means to take action in the face of a changing 



climate.  

 What follows are three case studies of Basotho leaders who have in common the 

belief that social progress comes not from the top down but from the inside, out. They all 

view “development” as an essentially endogenous process which has as its driving force a 

community's own resources, motivations, and values (Chambers, 2007). The three 

“resilience bellwethers” I studied have devoted their lives to breathing new life into 

cultural processes which emphasize mutually constitutive forms of social cooperation 

(Berry, 1993). Their various approaches all involve tapping into the social infrastructure 

which underscores Basotho society in order to survive, and thrive, through political, 

social, and ecological upheavals. 

 These three Basotho folk heroes each exhibit the "anarchist tolerance for confusion 

and improvisation that accompanies social learning" (Scott, 2012, p.xii). Their social 

performances are simultaneously built upon, and reconstructive of, Basotho customs 

which emphasize resilience and reciprocity. Their personal histories of struggle alongside 

the vulnerable and oppressed embody the ethos of ubuntu. As defined by Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu, ubuntu signifies "the self-assurance that comes from knowing that he or 

she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when others are humiliated or 

diminished" (Tutu, 2000, p.33). By investigating their motivations and methods, I aim to 

build a picture of how community based climate adaptation is already being practiced in 

Lesotho, as a means to draw attention to foundational institutions and approaches that 

can be built upon by adaptation planners.  

 Before I proceed further, I must address the concept of “climate change 

adaptation”. The phrase is loaded with paradox and politics. During my field research it 

became apparent that the whole semantic notion was exogenous to indigenous Basotho 

understanding of their lived experience. The terminology mashes a whole series of ideas 

into one problematic stew, and turns familiar concepts into paralyzing abstractions. I 



noticed, during my ethnographic fieldwork, that whenever I framed my investigation in 

terms of “climate change”, people offered narratives of ecological collapse and crisis. Yet: 

when I inquired about Basotho resilience in the face of their long experience with climate 

variability, people became animated about history and their own experiences. When the 

focus shifted, from a problem defined (and created) by outsiders, to an exploration of 

particular adaptive strategies, I found that Basotho were eager to share their self-

conceptions and to illuminate the social systems which are at the root of their resilience. 

In an effort to make my research more accessible and intelligible to the people who 

informed its findings, I will refer to social resilience and indigenous ecological 

knowledge rather than climate change adaptation. 

 

 

2. Method 

 This paper draws on participant observation conducted over 4 years in Lesotho, 

along with ethnographic interviews spanning eight weeks in early 2013. For my research, 

I met with pastoralists, tribal leaders, civil society groups, meteorologists, marijuana 

growers, agricultural economists, grandmothers, farmers and climate justice advocates. I 

went for walks, hosted tea dates and sat in on discussions that informed the shift in my 

research from looking at “climate adapatation “to seeking to understand resilience 

strategies which were already being performed in Lesotho.  

 In order to keep abreast of the dialogue on climate change adaptation in Africa, I 

subscribed to FAO press briefings, the IRIN humanitarian news wire, and Google alerts 

with keywords “climate” “change” “adaptation” “Africa”. I attended the UNFCCC in 

Durban and the 18th COP in Qatar, where I sat in press conferences and interviewed civil 

sociey delegates and climate negotiators.  

 Amidst the mountain of controversy and fierce debate that these explorations 



opened up, my aim has been to serve the interests of ordinary Basotho who are searching 

for ways to cope that do not foster dependency or engender a deracinated complicity 

with a global paradigm at odds with indigneous understandings (Hobard, 2002). From 

reading case studies by Ashforth (2000), Farmer (2003) and Denzin (2012), I knew that 

emphasis on the particular could selectively illuminate a part of a complex whole. I 

wanted to capture the music of how Basotho spoke and moved, and struggled against the 

limitations of how to do so in black and white, linear text. I was also discomfited by my 

own lack of authority to present generalizations about a tribe who have protectively 

obscured much of their mythology from the gaze of outsiders. Rather than try to 

summon up a detachment that I did not feel, I chose to illuminate my findings through 

an intimate presentation of three case studies. This research offers up tales which 

Mamello Lehlotha, Black Jesus, and JJ Machobane chose to tell about themselves, but 

the vessel that contains them is made from my own stock of clay. 

 To compose my three portraits I drew on interviews which I had conducted 

between 2006 and the present; these I transcribed from video. I also relied on fieldnotes 

collected during that period. Mamello, the only living participant, graciously allowed me 

to trail her during the course of her day-to-day life during my fieldwork in February-

April 2013. During that period, she sat explaining her approach to community 

development over the course of two lengthy interviews.  

 I searched for articles and books relating to Black Jesus and JJ Machobane, with 

help from the curator of the Morija Museum and Archives, Stephen Gill. I combed 

through Machobane’s memoir, “Drive Out Hunger”, along with secondary source 

material written by researchers who had worked directly with him (Schwilch & 

Mosesene, 2002; Pantanali, 1996). I lucked into an online archive about Black Jesus' 

band, Uhuru, which I discovered online just as I was writing up my findings. The 

website, by former band manager Peter Schneider, revealed to me nuances of the 



political and cultural ecologies in which Black Jesus lived. While conducting field 

research specific to this paper in Lesotho, I spoke with friends, colleagues, and 

neighbours of my subjects to gain a fuller picture of their lives and work. 

 In a search for patterns within my collected data, I transcribed interviews and 

focus group discussions and coded these, along with my field notes, according to 

categories that related back to my research question. Like a mosaic builder, I then 

stepped back and sifted through all of these shards, searching for complimentarity: 

categorical and thematic concurrences became the basis for triangulation of data.  

3. Context and Literature  

 By the mid- 19th century, “Basotho farmers ... were without parallel in the region, 

supplying grain and agricultural services to... impoverished white immigrants” 

(Robertson 1994). Since then, farming has been in steep decline (Dejene, et al, 2011). 

Obvious causes were the annexing of large swaths of productive farmland by white 

settlers in the late nineteenth century, the migration of hundreds of thousands of former 

farmers to South Africa's mines, and a poorly coordinated effort towards mechanized, 

plantation-style industrial farming unsuitable to Lesotho's terrain and ecology (Berry, 

1993; Boehm, 2003; Dejene et al, 2011).  

 Lesotho's recent history paints a vivid picture of how the globalized system of 

capital has transformed the Basotho from a self-sufficient breadbasket to a people 

demoralized by aid dependency and a shrinking resource base (Bloomer, 2009; Boehm, 

2003). In Lesotho, parastatal development institutions such as the World Bank, UN and 

IMF have been accorded huge power. Ironically, the same mechanisms—multilateral 

development agencies—who drove economic integration are still in business because of 

its disastrous social consequences (Escobar, 1995). Garishly illustrating Foucault's 

instrument-effect theory, the aid model smoothed the way for neo-liberal hegemony, 

with a charitable component extending a crutch for those blindsided by globalized 



capitalism (Escobar, 1995; Farmer, 2003; Roy, 2012; Watts, 2001).  

 Many NGO's (both large and small) float on two thinly veiled stories. One story 

circulates pleading depictions of misery and need. Then, alongside of this crisis scenario, 

the other appeals to heroic helpers-from-afar. Such crisis narratives provide a rationale 

for the expansion and entrenchment of state power through “development” projects 

(Roe, 1995; Scott, 2012). The crisis narrative, which has become a convention in 

literature on Lesotho, neatly provides a rationale for yet more outsider control of 

resources. 

 Climate change is possibly the ultimate argument against following the West's 

guidance on matters of resource management. The rationale— that those who are most 

affected by, but least responsible for, emissions ought to be paid reparations—is another 

instrument-effect, as those who pay into the fund designed for adaptation can thereby 

continue to pollute. (Klein, 2011).  

 Climate change adaptation funding is being largely managed and distributed by 

the development apparatus in Lesotho. Ethnographic investigations have focussed on the 

alternative geography (Ferguson, 1994) of aid, which, contrary to the “flows of capital” 

promised by globalization, comprises small enclaves of wealth set against vast tracts of 

poverty (Walsch, 2009). The result is the ideological and material dominance of a tiny 

elite, in a depoliticized NGO hemisphere (Ferguson, 1994) accountable not to the citizens 

of Leostho but to foreign interests. 

 Discourse on what should be done to address these problems falls into two 

camps: reform, and revolution. Reformists believe that while aid is necessary in the 

struggle to uplift nations from poverty, reforms are needed to make its institutions more 

accountable, transparent, and accessible to “beneficiaries”. Much reformist literature is 

informed by participatory approaches articulated by Chambers (2007) and Escobar 

(1995).  



 In the other camp are those ‘revolutionaries’ who see development agencies as not 

progressive, but rather reactionary (Farmer, 2003; Roy, 2012). Since neo-liberalism has 

become the conventional wisdom in international agencies (Hobart, 2002), such 

thinkers believe that these institutions are in and of themselves an impediment to 

realizing the kinds of structural changes which are needed to bring about their stated 

objectives. In the context of climate change, the contradictions—and urgencies— are yet 

more stark: funding adaptation while failing to muster the political will to reduce 

emissions is akin to mopping the floor while the sink overflows.  

 According to Focault, one of the goals of governmentality is to bring about the 

systematic breakdown of old ways of life, establishing a set of new conditions which 

justify the extension of the reach of the state over people's lives (see also Scott, 2012; 

Watts, 2001). Yet: if aid has had as its goal the standardization of citizens through the 

eradication of customary practices, in Lesotho that process has been superficial. There 

are cultural institutions that exist at the village level virtually everywhere in Lesotho 

which are resistant to the governmentality projects.  

 In light of these discourses I didn't want to tell another crisis tale: in my search for 

counter-narratives, I was happy to discover the work of James Scott (2009, 2012), who, 

in his “anarchist histories”, articulates the failure of Empire's standardization project in 

shatter-zones such as Lesotho as a product of deliberate indigenous resistence. Scott 

inspired me to look for counter-narratives which would tell a different kind of Basotho 

story.  

 Accordingly, I turned to a body of research highlighting community-based, 

indigenous practices fostering social resilience (Berkes et al, 2000; Berry, 1993; Heckler, 

2009; Parks & Roberts, 2007; Reid et al, 2009). Several researchers have sought to 

understand how subsistence actually manifests at the household level: Mosesene 

emphasizes the polycultural nature of homesteads, comprising fruit trees, indigenous 



livestock, and open-pollinated vegetables, to which women have tenaciously clung 

(Schwilch & Mosenene, 2002). Julian Bloomer's study on marijuana cultivation, which 

comprises up to 20% of household income in rural areas, illustrates how farmers self-

organize in response to market opportunities (2009) and thrive in the absence of state or 

development industry involvement. Mekbib and his colleagues at the University of 

Lesotho, assessing Lesotho's soil conservation program, noted that such programs are 

realized through traditional letsema,a term which refers to the practice of taking 

collective, voluntary action to help improve the lives of others. These work parties 

mobilize communities to terrace, sow grass, and construct small irrigation dams (Mekbib 

et al, 2012). 

4. Case Studies 

1. A. JJ Machobane  

 While in Lesotho during the winter of 2013, I researched the life and legacy of JJ 

Machobane (born in 1914, died in 2006), I sought out farmers and community leaders 

who had been trained through the field school system Machobane originated. I arranged 

a focus group comprising 12 elders in the village of Kholokoe, who shared their 

recollections of their teacher Machobane and the impact that his farming system had on 

their lives. I also met with and interviewed 'MeNorah Klaas, a 20 year veteran 

Machobane field trainer, and Steve Raliopane, the director of the Machobane 

Agricultural Development Foundation.  

 Although I never had the opportunity to meet JJ Machobane in person, he left 

behind a living legacy of certified practitioners along with several publications, including 

a memoir, “Drive Out Hunger”. Published in 2003, three years before his death, the book 

outlines Machobane’s life’s mission: to conscientize indigenous farmers as to the value of 

their customary practices. Machobane emphasized “a solid ideological basis as the 



explicit starting point for the development of endogenous potentialities, in which human 

attitudes and natural resource development are interlocked and interdependent” 

(Pantanali, 1996). He bridled against the notion, generated through crisis narratives, 

that Basotho were backwards peasants needing management by Western-educated 

techno-elites. A fierce patriot, Machobane resisted attempts by “expert” stakeholders to 

assert authority over land that they did not own (Roe, 1995).  

 Machobane's life story offers a lens through which to view the socio-political 

factors which engendered the poverty and aid-dependency gripping this once self reliant 

nation. The system he developed was designed not only to drive out hunger but to 

restore cultural and ecological resilience (Schwilch & Mosenene, 2002). In active 

opposition to an establishment that aligned itself with the neoliberal policies of the 

World Bank in the 1970s and 80s, he remained committed to the struggle for peasant 

self-determination. Machobane provided preferential options for the disadvantaged in 

his pedagogy, emphasizing self-confidence, commitment to hard work and reciprocity 

ahead of mechanistic, donor-driven macro-solutions as a means to lift people from 

poverty.  

 The son of sharecroppers, Machobane grew up farming a portion of a white settlers 

land in the eastern Free State of South Africa. The family performed100% of the labour 

in exchange for a one-third share of the harvest. When Machobane was ten years old, an 

anti-sharecropping law was passed. Exhibiting the sovereign spirit which would later 

drive his son to develop his liberation farming philosophy, Machobane's father likened 

the life of a man tied to wage labour to that of “a dog yoked to a chain” (Machobane & 

Berold, p,8, 2003). Faced with the prospect of lifelong servitude, the family migrated, 

along with their cattle and farming implements, to Lesotho. 

 As a teenager Machobane attended boarding school on scholarship, where he 



experienced prolonged hunger for the first time. Too well-brought up to beg for food, he 

tried (and failed) to steal, eventually resorting to eating foodscraps from a pigs' trough. 

Anguished, but galvanized by the indignity to which hunger had driven him, Machobane 

resolved to do everything in his power to help the hungry. “The stomach knows no God,” 

he wrote. “Hunger... is indeed more powerful than any political or religious affiliation.” 

(Machobane & Berold, 2003, p.16).  

 Upon graduation he worked as a newspaper editor, and wrote novels and plays. 

One of his first books explored the history of Lesotho, in which King Moshoeshoe and his 

band of followers, escaping the Zulu wars and encroachment of Boer colonialists, 

founded the nation of Lesotho. His imaginative account overlaps with oral histories from 

the period known as the lifaqane, or time of trouble. The civil war between rival tribes 

and settlers resulted in part from climatic upheavals, including a drought resulting in 

crop failures and widespread famine (Huffman, 2009). When Moshoeshoe arrived in 

Lesotho he encountered scattered bands of survivors who had resorted to cannibalism. 

 Machobane was fascinated by how Moshoeshoe, rather than driving the cannibals 

away, incorporated them into his new nation by providing them with cattle and food. 

Through his chronicling of history Machobane realized how firmly rooted was the notion 

of caring for the disposessed in Basotho society (Machobane, 1967).  

 A gifted author and nascent firebrand, Machobane did not fit in well as a print 

works employee. He faced rivalry from competitors and was unwilling to kowtow to 

British colonial administrators. Though eligible to study at Fort Hare University, his time 

among the professional classes disuaded him from pursuing an intellectual life. 

Proclaiming that “educated people make the best slaves” (Machobane & Berold, 2003), 

he quit his job and vowed, like his father, never to be employed again. Instead, he moved 

back to his family's smallholding and resolved to make a living from the soil for his new 

wife and children. 



 Professing his desire to help the destitute, Machobane petitioned the customary 

chief, who was responsible for allotments of communally-held property for a piece of 

land upon which to begin farming “for the common good” (Pantanali, 1996). During this 

time (1950s-1960s), large numbers of Basotho men were migrating to South Africa 

seeking wage work, leaving women and children largely to fend for themselves. Rather 

than try to plant as much land as possible, he concentrated upon intensifying production 

on one acre, which was roughly the amount of land a poor Basotho was generally granted 

to use by the chief and an area a woman could reasonably manage on her own. He called 

his system Mantsa Tlala: Drive Out Hunger.  

 His method grew up from close observation of the land—the mainspring of 

indigenous farming knowledge. He interviewed villagers about the methods used by their 

elders, uncovering systems of rotational intercropping which had been undermined with 

the introduction of commercial maize and wheat production (Machobane & Berold, 

2003). He spent several seasons experimenting until he found a balance which would 

produce enough food to sustain families while maintaining the integrity of the soil and 

water.  

 His views, based on long-term ecosystem health and response to local conditions, 

were completely at odds with the prevailing wisdom of the state. The government, aided 

by multi-lateral institutions, was promoting the use of tractors, pesticides, and chemical 

fertilisers (Boehm, 2003). Machobane could see that these methods were unsustainable. 

Ploughing on hillsides caused soil erosion, and disturbed essential microbial life. 

Plantation-style methods were also detrimental to self-reliance, as they necessitated 

ever-greater concentrations of store bought fertilizers in order to sustain yields. The 

common property ecological management system—which had traditionally manifested 

as rotational grazing, crop production, and periods of fallow recovery—began to break 

down as farmers concentrated on market oriented monocultures. With the countryside 



slowly transforming from communal to private, segregation between blocks of maize 

resulted in the failure of the contour system; erosion gullies began to ruin arable 

farmland (Showers, 2005). 

 “Botanical colonization” (Scott, 2011), manifests as pressure, on both the farmer 

and the land, to conform to standard models in order to meet market conditions (Scott, 

2012). The indigenous approach championed by Machobane focused, instead, on inner 

resources—attentiveness to the unique ecology of a field and their own ability to 

improvise and experiment—as a farmer's best assets (Robertson, 1994).  

 Machobane fertilized with local material—compost, manure, and ash— and 

encouraged planting a diversity of perennials and fruit trees, incorporating indigenous 

chickens, and grazing livestock in rotation. Many of his techniques developed in 

response to climate variability: after a particularly devastating hailstorm wiped out his 

entire bean crop, he introduced relay intercropping as an insurance policy, so that if one 

crop were to be damaged another would be immediately emergent (Machobane & 

Berold, 2003). Succession planting allowed for three harvests per year instead of the 

single harvest provided by maize, freeing farmers from the risk of having to store crops 

when markets were poor or glutted. 

 In order to disseminate his system, Machobane looked to the pedagogy of 

traditional initiation schools, which, prior to the colonial era, had offered free training to 

all Basotho teenagers. Initiation schools were designed to teach life skills and cultural 

values: over a period of several months, separate groups of boys and girls would head 

into the mountains under the tutelage of community elders. Part of the initiation 

involved tending gardens where youngsters learned indigenous farming techniques and 

collectively grew their own food for the duration of their education.  

 Rather than adopting the information-deposit model of agricultural extension 



officers, Machobane selected 12 students to learn side by side with him in the fields in 

order to teach his Drive Out Hunger/Mantsa Tlala methodology. He recruited 

agricultural pupils from guettos and bars; all he required of learners was self-belief and a 

commitment to teach the method to others upon graduation.  

 In 1956, Machobane challenged the government to a Battle of the Potatoes. His 

trainees outperformed trained agronomists; remembering the triumph, he wrote, “It was 

very shocking for people of high rank to see such a good performance from next to 

nothing people.” (Machobane & Berold, 2003, p. 46). 

 The Potato Battle came during a time of fierce political in-fighting accompanying 

the Independence movement (Gill, 1993). Under the influence of Cold War politics, the 

aroma of communism which rose from Machobane's collectivist, indigenous ideology 

likely would have made him unpopular with politicians eager to align themselves with 

the ideology (and resources) of western capitalism.  

 By the mid-1960s, 250 students were enrolled throughout 5 regional branches of 

the college (Machobane & Berold, 2003). He establishing a learning centre that housed 

and taught students, issuing annual certificates and diplomas to those who completed 

five full years of training. Through the “each one, teach one” ethos embedded in his 

teaching methodology, Machobane imagined his system piggy-backing its way across the 

nation (Pantanali, 1996). However, his philosophy was largely dismissed by an NGO 

sector who, with their emphasis on King-Sized Development, didn't understand the value 

of a system based on ‘antiquated’ methods which was designed to function on a 

household scale (Steve Raliopane, personal communication, March 30, 2013). 

Machobane met with strong state opposition and outright sabotage: in the 1980's he was 

forced into hiding by a military dictatorship who had wrested power in the post-colonial 



tumult (Machobane & Berold, 2003). He continued to teach in his field schools around 

the country, with several of his students incorporating an NGO, the Machobane Farming 

Development Trust, in 1994. 

 Widely praised as a practical means to household food security and climate 

resilience (Lewis, et al, 2011; Mekbib, et al, 2011) Machobane’s system, while still at 

variance with the mainstream, endures. Wanting to learn more, I arranged to meet 

farmers who continued to apply his methods. An early and long-time protegee of 

Machobane, Me Norah Klaas, accompanied me on several outings to villages and 

facilitated a focus group with Machobane farmers. From my fieldnotes: 

  

A man whom Norah teasingly dubs “Reverend Spinach” explains 

how, thanks to Machobane, “our houses are made from potatoes. 

Even the ceilings are cabbage.” Another of his colleagues reaches 

behind him and pulls out a bag of potatoes. They're impressively 

massive; his wife proffers a lovely watermelon. When I ask 

whether they sell what they grow, she explains that she sells the 

melons in town for $1 apiece (equivalent to a day's wage in these 

parts). 

  

I ask whether the farmers are still cultivating some of the “seven 

year beans” I'd read about in Machobane's memoir. This sparks a 

discussion about heirloom seeds. One woman explains that most 

of the greens (spinach, chard, and kale) which they cultivate come 

from widely traded, readily available open-pollinated seeds. 

Another woman departs and comes back a few minutes later with 



a handful of white bean seeds. She says that indeed it is a 

perennial and produces a broad bush bean that is good served 

with cornmeal.  

The meeting has, until this point, been closed. Suddenly a 

corpulent guy bursts in. He's timed his arrival nicely with the free 

lunch, which comprises a small bucketful of mosopha sorghum 

porridge, brought by one of the farmers for all to share. The fat 

man begins his performance. "Are you from the FAO? Are you 

World Food Program? Or what?" he demands. His face is severe, 

though his natural amiability pokes through now and then as his 

fellow villagers, and elders, murmur teasing words to temper this 

show of disrespect. But it's his show: he asks me who I think I am 

with my foreign ideas, implanting notions from my high horse 

(a.k.a. 4x4 truck) to people who have been self-sufficiently 

farmers for their entire lives. “These people are organized!” He 

gestures around the room. “What do you want from them?”  

I explain that I am a researcher, that I want to find out how people 

like these grandparents have carried on their original methods, 

together with what they picked up from Machobane. I also explain 

that I am a gardener, too, and that my interest in heirloom seeds 

comes from my understanding that to free the seeds is to free the 

people (I recognize a lyrical hip-hopper when I see one, and 

appeal to his propensity for poetics).  

He grunts, satisfied (nearly: he also calls up a bowl of mosopha for 



himself, although there is not enough to go around). I'm pleased 

he came to participate in what he assumed was the performance of 

“development”. His interruption proved to be an excellent 

preamble to the seed exchange that ensued. I walk away with a 

twist of bright white seven year perennial beans, and leave, in 

exchange, a packet of broad beans, a baggie of quinoa from Dan 

Jason's Seed Sanctuary, and a slip of marigold seeds: all heirloom 

varieties that have been saved and shared through British 

Columbian organic growers networks. As we're milling around 

outside, saying our farewells, 'Me Norah sits on a levelled off piece 

of agave root. She spoons out helpings of kale seed from my Salt 

Spring Island garden to each farmer in turn. Then Me Norah and I 

drive off, a bag of potatoes jostling in the back of the pick-up and a 

small, perfectly grass coloured watermelon bumping around like a 

soccer ball at my feet.  

B. Black Jesus 

 “Black Jesus” was the popular name for Harebatho 'Musa, a Mosotho farmer, 

musician, and community leader. He was born in the 1940s in Teyatehuanang, a lowland 

community 30 kilometres east of the capital city of Lesotho, and died in 2011. TY, as the 

town is informally known, is a peri-urban tangle of streets crowded with minibus taxis, 

informal hawkers and cluttered tuckshops, roamed by random cattle and a surge of 

pedestrians. In 2006, when I first went looking for Black Jesus, at the urging of a mutual 

friend, I located his house in an alley off the main highway, marked with a graffiti sign 

reading "Soul Street". Passing through a gate, I found a well-swept courtyard, overhung 

with fruit trees. A woman sat on the steps of a typical mud walled house, peeling peaches 



for drying. Orange peach guts were spread everywhere, laid out on flat stones and on the 

tin roof of the house. Palesa ‘Musa introduced herself and we chatted amiably for a few 

minutes before she ambled inside to beckon her husband. That was my welcome to the 

home of Mr. and Mrs. Black Jesus. 

 BJ was a small man in his 70s, with skinny silvering dreadlocks and merry 

dancing eyes. Holding out his palm to me, he declared, "I'm Black Jesus. But my friends 

call me BJ!"  

 There are other narrators who could provide a more comprehensive biography of 

Black Jesus. My account is impressionistic and incomplete. What follows is an 

ethnographic tour of his smallholding, based on the five visits I made to his family 

between 2006, when we met, and 2012, when he passed away. He had wanted someone 

to chronicle his life on video: for this purpose I taped three interviews with BJ on his 

own, and one with BJ and his wife Palesa for a separate documentary called “Kopano ke 

Matla: Unity is Power” (produced by Glasswaters Foundation, 2009). Quotes I use below 

come directly from those interviews.  

BJ’s homestead provided me an object lesson in the anarchistic principal that 

resistance— to state interference, to dependency, to homogenization—is fertile. The 

design BJ chose for his garden essentially came out of the political, ecological, and social 

circumstances of his lifetime, and offered up a mirror to a period in Basotho history in 

which the de-colonization project of South African intellectuals such as Steve Biko and 

Chris Hani seeped over the border to awaken political conscisousness in Lesotho.  

 His mother, he narrated, was a successful “shebeen queen”, aka bootlegger and 

tavern owner. Earnings from her brewery and backyard bar allowed her to pay for her 

son's secondary education. After graduation, BJ won a scholarship to attend university in 

Berlin, where he studied engineering. He became involved in anti-apartheid politics by 

joining first the African National Congress, then the more radical Pan -African Congress. 



As part of his training he travelled to Russia and North Korea, connecting to a network of 

exiled activists. Some of these revolutionaries would later seek refuge on “Soul Street” as 

the apartheid regime tightened the screws on its opponents, forcing ANC and PAC 

activists into exile. 

 BJ returned to Lesotho after 15 years abroad, sporting an afro, bellbottoms and 

platform shoes. He chose to settle in TY, and devoted himself to developing his family 

plot of land. “We had a dream that we wanted this rock to be covered with soil,” BJ 

explained. “We wanted to prove that even if you are not employed, you can live and be 

self sufficient.”  

 His philosophy of self-reliance saw him transform his mothers' beer business into 

a happening nightclub. He formed a band, Uhuru, who, during the international music 

boycott that withered the South African music scene, brought their blend of protest 

music, folk and progressive jazz on tours from Johannesburg to Cape Town in the 1970s 

and 80s. Despite, or because of, their growing popularity, in 1983 the entire band were 

deported back to Lesotho and banned from crossing the border. As landlocked Lesotho is 

completely surrounded by South Africa, this amounted to a kind of forced exile for BJ.  

 To keep the music alive, BJ built a stage at the top of his 2 acre plot, and 

surrounded it with a small moat. Throughout the 1980s and 90s, BJ played host to anti-

apartheid activists, bearded sandalistas, pastors, jazz musicians and Peace Corps 

workers: all of these relations exposed him to post-colonial theories emanating from 

South Africa and beyond. He, in turn, provided culture, protection, and food for people, 

some in hiding from the authorities, others simply exhausted by the growing tensions in 

the neighboring apartheid state. As the resistance movement intensified, BJ's place was 

regularly subject to police raids, which took place whenever South Africa's apartheid 

regime ordered the then-military dictatorship of Lesotho to crack down on dissidents.  

 From the stage area, BJ took me down through his gardens. Over 30 years of 



cultivation, BJ provided food for his sprawling household, with surpluses supplying a 

vegetable wholesale business. His land, situated upon a gently sloping, bare sandstone 

plateau, was an unlikely place for a farm: this was the state of the land when he initially 

began his farming experiment. He recalled, as a child, sliding down the smooth stone of 

his backyard on a piece of aloe, slit in two and placed slimy side down.  

 Despite the lack of soil, water, or biomass, BJ was determined to turn the site into 

a garden. He collected leaves, cow dung and ashes to construct raised beds atop the rock. 

Tilling was never an option, so he practiced laying on heavy layers of mulch to keep the 

earth moist, gradually building the nutritive value of the soil. He laboured by the 

principal, familiar to Machobane, that one should “be content with what you have. And 

use it!”  

 Although he grew more for home consumption than market in his later years, 

whenever I visited I saw an impressive variety of pumpkins, spinach, cucumbers, beets, 

and carrots planted in the meter deep beds. BJ’s rock-top garden also incorporated 

peach and apple trees, grapevines, and sunflowers. Winding channels were dug to guide 

roof-caught rainwater through the garden, soaking the roots as it travelled downhill.  

  Ever improvisational, BJ explained that he kept one plot aside for research and 

seed testing. Having tried chemical fertilisers, BJ concluded that the organic method, 

though producing smaller yields, was more sustainable. “Where we used fertilizers the 

land would dry quickly, so we trusted our organic method.” 

 A battered truck, painted with psychedelic vegetables, is a relic from the days 

when he used to sell produce in the capital. The truck features in one of the only news 

stories I found concerning BJ, and corroborated one of his more outlandish stories. 

Under the headline "It was a political uprising led by a greengrocer", the BBC story 

profiles BJ as the leader of a two-month long popular protest, in which people rallied to 

demand a re-call of the fraudulently elected ruling party. During the action, BJ screwed 



loudspeakers to the roof of his vegetable van, christening it "Radio Freedom", and led 

crowds in singing protest songs throughout a two-month standoff against the armed 

forces. According to the article, “BJ's garishly painted van with its luminous green 

cabbages and fluorescent orange carrots became a symbol of the opposition parties' 

struggle to overthrow the government of Lesotho” (Barrow, 1998). 

 Nowadays, the van is used to store pumpkins: along with the recounting of 

stories, BJ recycles absolutely everything. Old tires are loaded with soil to become potato 

planters, sheets of corrugated tin become makeshift dehydrating racks, and a shed is 

built of soda cans. Passing his toilet, a typical long drop outhouse, he points out a small 

chamber where waste is collected into a box. When the box fills, he explains, it is 

removed, mixed with leaves and ash, and allowed to compost. After several years the 

compost is ready to use and mixed in barrels of water to form a fertilizing “tea”. He 

reaches down, picks up a handful of garden soil and lifts it to his nose, like he's sniffing a 

nice glass of wine. "This is my shit," he proclaims happily. 

 BJ's self-confidence is contagious: he is pleased to see some of his neighbours 

following his example and concentrating on producing higher value vegetables instead of 

maize. The producers help one another during planting and harvest time, using the 

practice of mutual assistance known as letsema. “Development is not just about having 

money: it’s about having joy, and you have joy if you work together,” he muses. “We are a 

community that is united, and we give each other power.” 

 As a last act in this landscape-as-history tour, BJ takes me to see the grave he's 

dug for himself. He wasn't planning anything of the kind when he started digging: as he 

was gardening on the rock he noticed some kimberlite, a mineral that sometimes 

contains diamonds, mixed in with the sandstone. So he excavated nearly 20 feet (this guy 

is a serious optimist). He didn't find any diamonds but, for a dryland grower, he did one 

better in discovering an underground spring. He cleared a space to make the water 



accessible, cut a staircase into the rock, and built himself a pond.  

 While he was working, he contemplated how the cool underground would be 

conducive to slowing down decomposition... of vegetables and, (sure! why not? ) human 

bodies. Basotho traditionally buried their dead in a sitting position, facing east (Opong, 

1997), so BJ devised three seats in the crypt where bodies could be interred in the 

customary way. 

 An examination of changing funeral rites offers an illumination of how AIDS, and 

modernization, have driven vernacular practices underground. Village level burial 

societies function as informal savings and loan circles in which members, usually 

women, pool and distribute extra cash to cover one another's funeral expenses 

(Rosenberg et al, 2003).The burial society model has been a stabilizing institution that 

both reflects and supports the collectivist nature of Basotho society. The encroachment 

of a funeral industry which seeks to capitalize on the social pressure for grand funerary 

display has led to increasing indebtedness, with villagers beholden not to their 

neighbours but to the undertaker (Rosenberg et al, 2003). 

 Contrasting the opulent bouquets and shiny coffins of the commercialized funeral 

industry, BJs backyard crypt was humble, yet venerable. The entryway was planted with 

flowers and succulents. Not knowing the customs surrounding visiting one’s living hosts’ 

grave, I hesitated at the door. "Come on in," he called, leading me in as though we were 

going into his kitchen. The inside was cool, cramped and pitch dark. BJ reached over and 

lit a candle nestled in a crook of the doorway. "This is my daughter, here,” he explained, 

gently patting a little brick wall. The victim of a car accident, she was buried in a seated 

position, facing to the east, then walled in. Beside her grave her friends had written their 

names in white chalk upon the bricks. She was eight years old when she died; he little 

wall which encloses her remains came up to my shoulder. 

 The next grave was open; a telephone booth sized gap in the stone. BJ made this 



space for his wife. He told me that when her body is still warm, she would be carried 

down here and seated on the rock. "If a couple of days pass between when she dies and 

when she is buried, we'll just break her bones, here (as he touches his own elbow), and 

here (as he touches his knees) so she can sit." He built a drain in the bottom of the grave 

so that as bodies decompose, the liquids could run down the drain into the pool outside. 

The water is special, he explained, because it already contains his daughter. 

 Then he showed me his own grave, another phone booth. He took a seat, made 

himself comfortable, and sparked a joint. "Here's my spot, " he said with satisfaction. 

"But I'm not coming here until after the party." 

 Two years after my last visit, and two weeks after his funeral, BJ was back in 

court. On May 4, 2012, the day of his scheduled burial, the local council argued that his 

plan to be interred in his backyard contravened local bylaws (Molomo & Tlali, 2012). 

Before a packed courthouse, BJ's wife Palesa argued that the family had been granted 

permission from the hereditary chief of the district to use their crypt some 20 years 

earlier. Mrs. BJ felt that customary law should take precedence over the Local 

Government Act, which did not exist at the time that the principal hereditary chief 

approved the family's burial plans.  

 BJ won the case, blazing a trail for the (contested) right to uphold indigenous 

practices. He was buried, at home, sitting down and facing east (Palesa ‘Musa, personal 

communication, March 8, 2013). His posthumous victory against the forces of 

assimilation enshrine him as a masterful remixer of traditional farming knowledge, 

anarchism, and cultural resilience. BJ forged a modern indigenous identity by 

renouncing dependency, and designing a life out of his own imaginative power as an 

artist, farmer, community builder and (momentary) revolutionary. Black Jesus' 

smallholding is emblematic of the idiosyncratic remix of tradition, pragmatism, and 

resistance to assimilation that characterizes the improvisational nature of indigenous 



knowledge (Richards, 1993).  

C. Mamello Lehlotha 

 The account I give of Mamello is infused with my sensory experience of living as an 

observant participant in her community, where I have spent the last 8 winters. My soul-

searching around the power dynamics of my involvement is constant; any account I write 

will be necessarily influenced by my role as a funding partner in her community 

development efforts, and as a pale-faced and priviledged cultural outsider. In this short 

account I have tried to expunge any tendencies towards romanticizing Mamello's 

accomplishments, but objectivity—as in any ethnographic telling—is out of the question.  

 “Since I was a girl, I dreamed of one day having a home for disabled people,” 

Mamello explains, over a steaming mug of tea. We're sitting outside my little cottage, 

overlooking the community centre she founded in 2001. If an interview is, literally, a 

“mutual sighting” (Dasgupta, 2008), then look at the two of us: me, a skinny forty-

something in a gingham dress, she, barely out of her twenties, an extravagance of braids 

piled high on her head. We both wear red shoes, feet stretched out on the red earth. 

 A survivor of tuburculosis of the bone, Mamello attended a Catholic-run school 

for disabled children. The nuns could not fail to notice that Mamello, despite being 

branded “useless” due to her limp, had great potential. She won a scholarship to high 

school: upon graduation, she worked at Maluti hospital. In addition to having one of the 

first AIDS clinics in the country, the hospital had an on-site farm designed to generate 

self-reliance skills in patients suffering from chronic illnesses. 

 It was a good job. But Mamello was restless—and idealistic. Dreaming of setting 

up a project in the rural foothills, at the tender age of 20 she traveled from village to 

village throughout the northeastern Pitseng region, speaking with local chiefs and 

imploring them to grant her some land upon which to start a self-reliance project for 

fellow disabled people. The chiefs, as de-facto mayors of their little hamlets, were already 



facing impoverished constituents, AIDS, and a deluge of orphaned children. Their hands 

were full: in one village after another, Mamello was turned away. 

 Then she came to Ha Makhata. The chief of this tiny hamlet was a woman: maybe 

gender made the difference, or maybe it was that by now, people were beginning to hear 

about this indomitable young lady who was audacious enough to claim she could start a 

self-help project with no money, no land, and no government or foreign backers. The 

chief granted her a large garden and a plot of land to build upon. Together with a group 

of disabled volunteers, Mamello christened the project Phelisanong: “together we work 

for life”.  

 Mamello was joined by 8 other disabled adults whom she recruited to form the 

management committee of Phelisanong. They began their work by rescuing disabled 

children from neglect and abuse. Destitute families also began bringing children with a 

range of disabilities to her project. Surviving on money drawn from members' burial 

society savings, Phelisanong started building shelters, collecting clothing and blankets, 

and hosting letsema work parties to grow food for the children. They hired three teachers 

and began a primary school catering to disabled children, orphans, and the vulnerable. 

 Soon afterwards, Phelisanong launched an HIV testing campaign. Mamello 

assembled a team of openly HIV positive community health counsellors, dubbed “The 

Warriors”, to deal with the large numbers of people who discovered they were infected. 

The Warriors set up support groups, made home visits to patients, and counselled people 

in anti-retroviral medication adherence. They also did what they could to help orphaned 

children who had lost parents to the disease. It was at this stage that I met Mamello, in 

2005.  

 “Culturally, every elderly person being either a mother or a father is considered a 

parent to every village child, and has the responsibility of protecting a child from being 

hurt, ” Mamello explained. The Warriors built upon village level institutions such as 



burial socieites and church groups to form a network of support groups. They also 

received grant funding, at first through ad-hoc individual grants and later, found solid 

core operations funding through a family foundation called Glasswaters. Phelisanong’s 

indigenous-led, bottom-up approach fit in with Glasswaters mandate to provide support 

to projects without imposing outsider-driven conditions or management from afar. 

  The governance of Phelisanong relies on the pitso, a style of tribal counsel 

enshrined by Moshoeshoe involving communalist decision making. Lipitso gatherings 

are remarkable: participation is inclusive, active listening is emphasized. Every attendee 

has a chance to speak, uninterrupted. Decisions are reached by consensus.  

 As much as she makes use of cultural institutions and values to mobilize 

community support, Mamello is aware that tradition is a pendulum that swings between 

ignorance to innovation (Ashforth, 2000). She deftly redefines cultural practices which 

enable patriarchal domination, discrimination and the spread of sexually transmitted 

diseases. For instance, as Machobane before her, she promoted women who were being 

stigmatized as “prostitutes” into leadership positions. She recruited people with 

albinism, formerly shunned from kitchens, to become the project’s chefs. Mamello's 

skillful reinvention of indigenous cultural practices exemplifies the understanding of 

social resilience as a dynamic process, in which the adherence to codified practices is de-

emphasized (Richards, 1993) in favour of a constant, searching revision of the non-

negotiable values which form the indigenous knowledge of a community.  

 From the very beginning, Mamello was aware of the pitfalls of aid dependency. 

Though material circumstances were bare, Mamello established a mantra for 

Phelisanong: “You can't start a project with money. If you start a project with money, 

people will come to depend on that. People must rely on their hands.” From an 

awareness that “those adept at cooking up projects friendly to the foreign assistance 

establishment are also the ones who most locked into the political economy of begging” 



(Dagron, 2001), Mamello resolved, like Machobane and BJ before her, to focus on 

building food sovereignty as a cornerstone of emancipatory community work.  

  Recognizing the need to get funding to the grassroots, in 2011 the UNDP set up a 

small-grants programme within the Global Environment Facility to invest in the types of 

practical, community-led adaptation initiatives which could be designed and determined 

by indigenous groups such as Phelisanong. What Mamello's community now refer to as 

their “climate change adaptation programs” are so-labelled in part because using the 

language of climate adaptation allows them to carry on with programs which simply 

follow along on their community resilience-building trajectory.   

 At sites in three villages, women's HIV support groups, in partnership with 

football teams comprising retrenched miners, began earth-bin composting and 

beekeeping. In fenced peach and apple orchards, Machobane's year-round relay 

intercropping methods are being applied. Though in their infancy, these projects are 

producing food for orphaned and disabled children who live at the Phelisanong centre. 

During harvest times, lunches served at the nearby primary school are supplemented 

with fresh fruit and vegetables out of the orchards.  

 In Lesotho, AIDS, hunger, and unemployment will surely top anyone's list ahead of 

the malevolent but intangible 'climate change'. Working through burial societies, HIV 

support groups and football teams, Mamello's work may on the surface of it seem 

unrelated to climate adaptations prescribed by the UN regime in Lesotho. But her 

initiatives—for basic healthcare, food security, micro-enterprise to pay for education, 

sports and cultural activities to empower youngsters—are all woven into the overall 

basket that must be in place to float Mamello's community through the impending 

changes and very present disasters that climate change is bringing.  

 Mamello's Phelisanong is an example of how indigenous led initiatives, sprung 

from, and respectful of, the visions of the people most affected by social ills, can make 



use of, and indeed strengthen, networks of social resilience to build community adaptive 

capacity. The confidence Mamello engenders in participants is a critical element of that 

resilience. Researchers interested in the distinction between “claimed space” and 

“invited space” in participatory development (Watts, 2001) could learn a great deal from 

this top-down meets bottom-up encounter. 

 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

 Although funding is increasingly available for adaptation activities, simply 

providing poor country governments with more money does not mean that it will reach 

the poor and those who are most vulnerable to climate change (Parks & Roberts, 2007). 

Participatory research offers useful direction for the emergent climate adaptation 

regime: I have discovered, by listening in and observing people and institutions at the 

village level, that engaged, in-field practitioners have a great deal of expertise that can 

inform climate adaptation programs. Climate adaptation practitioners could benefit by 

looking at existent resilience strategies and mutually constitutive institutions within the 

communities they aim to serve prior to proposing and implementing programs. Learning 

from local political ecologies is akin to the Machobane approach of observing, and 

responding to, the unique characteristics of the landscape.   

 Indigenous Basotho like Mamello, Black Jesus, and JJ Machobane offer an 

alternative paradigm to the progress trap (Wright ,2004) which has led us to climate 

change in the first place. Each has sought to develop the land based on a dynamic 

responsiveness to local ecological conditions without imposing methods that literally 

plough under indigenous practices. My case studies offer examples of how creative, 

spontaneous Basotho have developed resilience strategies grounded in the critical revival 

and re-intepretation of customary knowledge and praxis.  

When viewed in terms of adaptive capacity, the type of improvisational, inter-



reliant social systems which Basotho have fought to maintain represent a growing edge 

for the understanding of community-based adaptation. In Lesotho, “where soils have 

actually flourished, and food security been achieved, appear to be in the pockets where 

farmers have maintained or revived indigenous methods” (Boehm, 2003, p. ). As I have 

shown, these methods are not limited to technical farming knowledge but extend to the 

use of ‘lipitso’ (community consensus decision-making) and ‘letsema’ (voluntary 

communal work parties).  

 Currently, Lesotho's adaptation programs are mainly limited to scenario building 

and strategic planning at the state level (Lewis et al, 2011; Mukute, 2010). While these 

efforts may result in policy recommendations and inform official government response, 

the resulting texts are largely inaccessible to communities. During an interview, one local 

UN staffer, indicating a floor-to-ceiling shelf sagging with research studies and 

consultant reports, wryly joked that “according to our proverbs, if you want to hide 

something from a Basotho, just put it in a book.” (Nthabiseng Majara, personal 

communication, March 18, 2013). Using oral traditions, theatre, film, and radio has 

proven effective in educating communities about HIV/AIDS (Epstein, 2007): Mamello’s 

Warriors achieved success when they departed from the workshop/classroom modality 

and brought their messages into communities through song, dance, and dramatizations. 

Based on their successes in communicating vital public health information using familiar 

oral vernaculars, the Warriors are now using these tools to educate and engage 

communities around climate adaptation. I urge that such culturally familiar and 

accessible communication modalities be foregrounded as two-way communication tools, 

which both educate people about climate change and invite grassroots, locally 

appropriate adaptive solutions.  

In the spirit of JJ Machobane and Black Jesus, I recommend that climate 

adaptation learning be hands-on and incorporate actual in-field activities. When 



communities ‘start now’ it is tremendously empowering: perhaps the most fundamental 

lesson I learned from my case studies is that in matters of community development, 

particularly in ecosystem management, expertise comes out of action, not the reverse. 

 As Stephen Gill, one of my informants at the Morija Museum and Archives put it, 

"It's easy to build a multi-million rand building. But how do you devise programs that 

actually strengthen social solidarity at a grassroots level? That's hard." Similarly, climate 

adaptation is too all-encompassing to be accomplished through piecemeal efforts. 

Community development, in the style of the Black Jesus', the Machobanes, and the 

Mamellos of Lesotho, is fundamentally dependent on inter-reliance and solidarity, 

working horizontally among and between villagers and village-level institutions. In 

Mamello's Roots and Branches program, the goal is not 'climate adaptation' alone: her 

aim is to sort out a whole range of problems, in many directions and all at once. By 

engaging with soccer teams, burial societies, and HIV support groups, Mamello is 

tapping into and building community resilience that is key to enduring the present and 

coming climatic changes facing Lesotho.  

 "Some people will say it is just too slow, but sometimes it is only the slow things 

that survive." (Stephen Gill, personal communication, April 2, 2013). 

 The whack-a-mole approach of the siloed aid regime has meant that little pockets 

and islands of excellence may rise within a region. But without being joined up at the 

roots, once the funding dries up and the aid agency 4x4's rumble away programs 

imposed from the top-down tend to wither (Easterly, 2006). Indigenous led, community 

driven initiatives, on the other hand, are run by people who take a very long view of 

'development' and who have intricate knowledge of social and ecological networks and 

relationships (Epstein, 2007). While they operate with a very different set of skills from a 

professionally-run NGO, it is these grassroots institutions— farming cooperatives, 

football leagues, community centres—that are positioned deliver leadership and take 



concrete action towards climate adaptation.  

 Lessons from aid (and AIDS) implore that those in government and civil society 

participate in rigorous self-reflection and ongoing consultation with affected 

communities (Escobar, 1995, Chambers, 2007, Epstein, 2007). Based on the wealth of 

indigenous knowledge and hands-on skill displayed by my case study subjects, I urge 

Lesotho’s climate change regime to become attuned to the wisdom and expertise at the 

grassroots, so that specialists do not end up working in isolation or at cross-purposes 

from communities for whom adaptation is interwoven with many other priorities. This 

process, of listening for and empowering community-led adaptive strategies, could serve 

to counterbalance the powerful influence of state and multi-lateral institutions, so that 

“the wild grassroots (don't) learn to become a dutiful and dependent lawn.” (Wainaina, 

2005).  
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