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Recent decades have marked growing academic and scientific attention to the role of 

indigenous knowledge in climate change adaptation, mitigation, and detection strategies. 

However, how indigenous knowledge is incorporated is a point of contention between self-

identifying indigenous groups and existing institutions which combat climate change. In this 

thesis, I argue that the full inclusion of indigenous knowledge is deterred by certain aspects of 

modernity. In order to overcome the problems of modernity, I argue that a recognition theory of 

justice is needed as it regards to indigenous knowledge. Recognition justice calls for indigenous 

groups to retain meaningful control over how and when their indigenous knowledge is shared. 

To supplement this, I use the Marshall Islands as a case study. The Marshall Islands afford a nice 

particular case because of their longstanding colonial relationship with the United States and the 

impending danger they face of rising sea levels. Despite this danger, the Republic of the 

Marshall Islands calls for increased recognition as leaders in addressing climate change.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2004, a tsunami devastated the Indian Ocean. Despite efforts and technologies aimed 

at detecting and deterring such catastrophes, the region sustained a massive death toll and 

substantial economic damage. Yet, the Moken people, a long-standing indigenous community in 

the epicenter of all the destruction, suffered few casualties. The Moken people appeared on the 

local news and even earned a spot on an episode of 60 Minutes that inquired about why these 

relatively primitive people suffered fewer casualties than the more affluent members of the area 

(Leung 2005). The answer revealed that the Moken people had ingrained in their folklore stories 

passed down through the generations, tales of the “hungry seas” (Leung 2005) where the winds 

would shift, the tides would change, and the insects and other animals would move away from 

the sea. Following these events, the laboon, which means the “wave that eats people,” would 

cleanse the land. Because of this, the Moken people knew to migrate to higher ground. These 

stories are likely the result of accounts of previous tsunamis which occurred in pre-history, 

preserved in Moken legend and passed down through storytelling.1  

The example of the Moken people is indicative of what recent environmental literature 

calls “indigenous knowledge” (Nakashima et al., 2012: 30; Berkes, 2012; Whyte, 2015: 2). The 

Moken people are one of many examples of indigenous communities that have developed 

sophisticated knowledge structures and social systems designed to adapt to their environment. A 

United Nations University report entitled Weathering Uncertainty stated: “in recent years there 

has been a growing awareness that scientific knowledge alone is inadequate for solving the 

climate crisis…In particular, the knowledge of local and indigenous peoples… is increasingly 

recognized as an important source of climate knowledge and adaptation strategies” (Nakashima 

1 I borrow this expressive example from Rob Figueroa’s discussion in The Oxford Handbook of Climate Change and 

Society. 



2 

et al., 2012: 28). Such knowledge, assumedly, can inform future climate policy. The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) fourth climate assessment report (AR4) 

states that the “warming of the climate system is unequivocal” and most likely is anthropogenic 

(IPCC 2007: 30). I agree with this assessment, and will not defend it in this paper. My goal is to 

show that along with such reports as AR4, indigenous environmental knowledge is invaluable in 

adapting to a changing world. Indeed, included within AR4 is the note that “indigenous 

knowledge is an invaluable basis for developing adaptation and natural resource management 

strategies in response to environmental and other forms of change” (Parry et al., 2007). That the 

adoption and inclusion of these structures of indigenous knowledge can be used to predict and 

adapt to a changing global climate has been argued extensively (Berkes, 2012: 171). 

While use of indigenous knowledge is an admirable goal, the way in which it is used is a 

critical point. A few dangers do exist when including indigenous knowledge in ongoing climate 

change mitigation efforts. Indigenous knowledge requires an epistemological perspective 

different from the one which governs conventional science. While some indigenous knowledge 

may be conscious mental awareness of the environment, much of this knowledge is acquired 

through cultural experience in bodily practices, beliefs, and ritual. An attempt to isolate part of 

this knowledge as raw information separate from lived experience is an error, because the 

knowledge often is inseparable from articulation in bodily practice and indigenous world views. 

This will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 1, but in short, indigenous knowledge refers to 

both knowledge of the thing known (knowledge as object or information) and the process of 

knowing (ways of knowing or world views) (Berkes, 2012: 8). The former is empirical 

knowledge, more easily transmitted across cultures; the latter, the process of knowing, is 

culturally and contextually dependent. Scientific attitudes about indigenous knowledge are 
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beginning to value and incorporate the first part (knowledge as information), but not the second 

(ways of knowing and indigenous world views). 

Since indigenous knowledge depends on a world view, to conflate, partition, or reduce 

any part from the whole threatens to undermine the full benefit indigenous knowledge can offer. 

Inappropriate or unjust appropriation of indigenous knowledge threatens a type of “cognitive 

mining” (Nakashima et al., 2012: 314) that extracts the seemingly significant information from 

indigenous communities and then rejects the rest. Environmental justice discourse is critical to 

prevent this, as the contemporary global experience of indigenous people is one of colonialism, 

exclusion, and natural resource appropriation (indigenous knowledge being the resource in this 

case). Cognitive mining is caused by insufficient attention to environmental justice concerns in 

the acquisition of indigenous knowledge and a general misunderstanding of what indigenous 

knowledge fully means for indigenous people. My goal in this paper is to explore the idea of 

“indigenous knowledge” critically, and examine its contribution to climate policy, with a 

particular eye to the ways in which indigenous perspectives justly can be included in 

international climate talks. To this end, I propose the use of recognition justice theory and the 

application of participatory development for indigenous communities going forward. Ultimately, 

I conclude that proper inclusion of indigenous knowledge is best served by allowing indigenous 

people to contribute their knowledge in the ways they deem appropriate. 

Summary of Chapters 

In Chapter 1 I define indigenous knowledge and examine the difficulties faced by 

indigenous people as a result of modernity. Modernity here refers to the inherited intellectual 

history of Western science, the global North, and the role technology plays in driving the 

Western understanding of nature. The ideology of modernity is deeply entrenched in the logics 
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of Western civilizations. Without delving into the particulars, I intend to briefly explore how the 

intellectual history of the West has reduced nature to an instrumentally valued resource waiting 

for appropriation and use. I argue that modernity plays a critical role in the exclusion of 

indigenous people. 

Chapter 2 is an examination of environmental justice as it pertains to indigenous 

knowledge. I argue in this chapter for stronger recognition justice; my aim is to re-evaluate 

indigenous communities, not as victims of the global world order, but as equal contributors. Part 

of allowing for recognition justice will be for affluent countries (or the global North) to engage 

indigenous knowledge on the terms of indigenous people; to recognize indigenous knowledge as 

known by its bearers through culture, lived experience, and belief systems. My contention in 

Chapter 2 is that enabling indigenous participation is the only justifiable way to utilize 

indigenous knowledge. A more just and full inclusion of indigenous knowledge begins to address 

problematic conceptions inherited from modernity about nature, equality, and value. 

To bring tangibility to the discussion, in Chapter 3 I offer a case study of the people of 

the Marshall Islands. I have chosen this case because of its readily apparent colonial history and 

identity. Since the sixteenth century, the Marshall Islands have been the subject of colonial 

occupation. As a Trust Territory of the United States (1944-1979), the islands were used to test 

atomic weapons. This caused many adverse health effects for the islanders and rendered farming 

impossible on some of the atolls. This history, combined with the overfishing of the world’s 

oceans, has made the Marshall Islands dependent on foreign aid for their food supply. Currently, 

the Marshall Islands face the threat of rising sea levels due to anthropogenic global warming. In 

the face of this, the Marshall islanders have begun to employ adaptive fishing and food 

harvesting strategies, while promoting global awareness about the threats everyone faces from 
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climate change. Analysis of the history of the Marshall Islands demonstrates the destruction of 

self-determination for the Marshallese with the parallel destruction of their culture and 

indigenous knowledge. Toward the end of this case study, I apply the environmental justice 

concept of recognition justice to offer solutions for the Marshall Islands and encourage their 

contribution to climate-change knowledge. In doing so, I show that the just way to incorporate 

the indigenous knowledge of the Marshall islanders is to provide cultural stability, recognition 

justice, and international equality to the Marshallese people. 

Terminology 

Perhaps the most important beginning to any discussion of indigenous knowledge is a 

review of the various names used to refer to it. The earliest, most well-known, and frequently 

used term is traditional ecological knowledge which emerged in the 1980s and usually is 

abbreviated TEK. TEK describes the know-how of aboriginal, indigenous, and otherwise 

traditional local resource use and environmental stewardship. While TEK does have the 

advantage of precision with reference to knowledge that is ecological (Nakashima, 2002), the 

term ultimately is unsatisfactory. The word traditional in this context refers to cultural continuity 

usually present in indigenous groups. However, traditional can have misleading and even 

socially damning connotations. The use of the word traditional has been associated with groups 

of people who have been colonially disenfranchised. The ongoing stigma associated with calling 

these communities traditional can lead to dangerous framing that considers indigenous 

knowledge as “antiquated” or “primitive”. Rather than primitive, much of the recent literature 

promoting attention to indigenous knowledge does so because of the novel implications 

indigenous knowledge offers for climate change adaptation. It is possible to interpret traditions in 

this context to mean traditional use of land resources, rather than traditional cultural practices, 
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but then the term fails to explain how indigenous knowledge is malleable or adaptive, qualities 

that indigenous knowledge does exhibit. These qualities denote change, which usually is 

contradictory to consistent traditions. To define how much change can occur before rendering the 

label “traditional” disingenuous is difficult. Indigenous communities can and do undergo rapid 

and frequent cultural change (Berkes, 2012: 3-4).  

 The second word in TEK, ecological, has its own problems. Indigenous people do not use 

the term to describe their own knowledge (Berkes, 2012: 5). For them, there is no separation 

between ecological knowledge and cultural knowledge. In most cases, the knowledge of 

indigenous people is inseparable from practice, so the separation of nature from culture does not 

make sense in this context, as discussed further in Chapter 1 below. Indigenous knowledge has 

more to do with relationship to the environment, rather than knowledge of the environment. For 

example, to differentiate ecology as an area of study separate from farming practices is erroneous 

for many indigenous people. For many indigenous communities, a farmer and an ecologist are 

the same person. 

 These problems with traditional ecological knowledge as a term have not gone 

unnoticed; therefore, a plethora of other terms have been used in various disciplines in both 

academic and non-academic literature, as well as in government reports. Other names include, 

but are not limited to, indigenous knowledge, traditional knowledge, indigenous knowledge of 

the environment, farmer’s knowledge, folk knowledge, indigenous science, and native science 

(Berkes, 2012; Nakashima et al., 2012: 30; Whyte, 2015: 2). For this document, I choose the 

broad moniker indigenous knowledge to refer to all types of this concept. Borrowing from 

Berkes, I understand indigenous knowledge to refer to “a cumulative body of knowledge, 

practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through generations by 
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cultural transmission, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) with one 

another and with their environment” (Berkes, 2012: 7).  

However, the term indigenous knowledge has been the subject of its own criticisms. 

Indigenous knowledge implies that whatever knowledge being discussed is exclusive to 

indigenous people. Non-indigenous people may operate in frameworks of thinking that match 

Berkes’ definition of indigenous knowledge, because it is a system or way of knowing. Further, 

it presumes a satisfactorily clear definition of what is meant by indigenous when there is no true 

intellectual consensus (Whyte, 2015b). Bearing this in mind, I choose to use the term indigenous 

knowledge purposefully for two principal reasons. The first is in order to contrast it 

philosophically and politically with Western scientific knowledge. The long-standing aim of 

Western science has been to find objective universal truths that are abstract, not contextual. In 

contrast, the term indigenous refers specifically to knowledge that is contextual and locally 

contingent. So indigenous refers not only to the people who hold the knowledge, but also to the 

dependence of the knowledge on local context. The contrast between Western science and 

indigenous knowledge has been well documented and is summarized later in this chapter.  

The second reason I choose the term indigenous knowledge is to stress the relevance of 

political power structures that influence ways of knowing. As mentioned above, indigenous 

knowledge historically has been identified with cultural groups that have been the subject of 

colonial oppression. Since indigenous people have been without the methods which modernity 

provided in Western intellectual history, they, for the most part, have been discredited.  

 The differences between indigenous knowledge and the Western scientific tradition can 

be used to examine further the definition supplied by Berkes. In particular, modernity defines the 

experience and aim of Western science, in which method dictates reach, and the drive for 
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technological progress dictates focus. For those raised with modernist ideology, the clearest way 

to understand indigenous knowledge is to contrast it characteristically with modern science. 

It is also important to note that indigenous knowledge is held by, but separate from, 

indigenous people. It is difficult to arrive at a suitable definition of indigeneity as it refers to 

groups of people. Traditionally, the word indigenous as it pertains to humans, refers to groups of 

people who share multigenerational place-based relationships with non-human beings (plants and 

animals), entities (spirits or shrines), and systems (seasonal cycles or other macro-level 

environmental factors) within a geographical region (Whyte, Indigeneity p. 2). However, 

critically important for this paper is a concept of indigeneity that includes the political aspects of 

indigeneity. In some interpretations, indigenous people are defined as pre-colonial inhabitants of 

territories later occupied by colonial powers (Whyte, Indigeneity p. 3). Communities are 

considered indigenous if they exhibit similar experiences of colonial oppression. These might 

include, “territorial dispossession, economic marginalization, racial discrimination and cultural 

imperialism” (Whyte, Indigeneity p. 3). 

Both geographical and political parts are important elements of the indigenous struggle. 

Much of the political self-determination which indigenous people fight for is closely connected 

to their environmental heritage. However, for the purpose of this paper I choose to focus on the 

later definition, that indigenous people and indigenous knowledge are best understood in the 

political landscape, rather than geographical. The focus of this paper is on indigenous 

communities, particularly indigenous knowledge, and how the global political status quo is 

inhibiting to such groups’ full participation in policy and practices that affect their environment, 

culture, and lives. Much of this discussion easily could encompass distinctions between broader 

categories: the global North and the global South, First and Third Worlds, colonial powers and 
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colonized regions, developed and developing nations, non-native and native, settler-colonial 

societies and aboriginals, and/or ideological distinctions within the existing intellectual 

landscape pertaining to the relationships of people and the environment. Politically speaking, 

these terms are interchangeable with indigenous. 

Finally, in this thesis I use the term indigenous people in a cautiously general sense. In 

this regard, I follow the self-referential summits, literature, and interviews which indigenous 

people have created.  By the use of this term I do not mean to imply that all indigenous people 

think, act, or are alike, especially those who do not self-identify as indigenous. Any analysis this 

broad in scope threatens to overlook meaningful details in the lives of individuals, groups, and 

nations. Only by abstracting and distinguishing the struggle of indigenous people in a general 

sense can I analytically begin to distinguish the logics that shape the world now and in the future. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE AND MODERNITY 

Nakashima and Roue (2012) suggest that perhaps the best framing for understanding 

indigenous knowledge is to juxtapose it with Western science. Science, they write, is a social 

construction of an epistemological perspective: “[Western science] presupposes a separation of 

the spiritual from the material, of religion from knowledge, and of culture from nature. This view 

is not shared by indigenous cultures whose philosophy is better characterized as a cosmovision 

or as holistic” (2012: 317). Indigenous knowledge is irreducible, making it difficult to analyze in 

the context of an academic paper such as this one. As Roberts (1996) adds: 

Capturing a single aspect of traditional knowledge is difficult. Traditional knowledge is 

holistic and cannot be separated from the people. It cannot be compartmentalized like 

scientific knowledge, which often ignores aspects of life to make a point. (1996: 115) 

 

Most scholarly attempts at explaining indigenous knowledge must rely on a worryingly 

fallacious projective tendency to understand the other in terms of the self. In most cases 

indigenous knowledge is defined in the negative; e.g., science is reductionist, indigenous 

knowledge is holistic. The inherent limitations of generalization render many indigenous 

communities characteristically similar, though they might identify themselves as intrinsically 

different. Moreover, both Western science and indigenous knowledge refer to vast, irreducible 

histories. The purpose of this thesis is not to be critical of scientific practice but rather, of the 

ideology of modern science that is inherently exclusionary of other ways of knowing (Norgaard, 

2004). Those elements of Western science that exclude and presume superiority over other 

knowledge systems arise mostly from the modern tradition. Critiques of modernity are plentiful. 

Modernity has been rebuffed heavily in recent decades, both from a post-modern philosophical 

perspective and by many other disciplines, including the sciences. The increasing respect and 
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attention toward indigenous knowledge across almost all disciplines of academics is indicative of 

contemporary recognition of the failings of modernity, in particular, the entrenched logics of 

modernity that drive the contemporary global experience. For indigenous people, modernity was 

and continues to be an ideological barrier to economic flourishing and participation in global 

affairs, including climate change discussions. The contrast between the modern tradition and 

indigenous knowledge, while simplistic, is useful for a full understanding of the modern logic 

which oppresses indigenous people.  

There are several important elements to this analysis. To begin, I present a brief history 

of the Western intellectual tradition to explore the motives and results of modern philosophy 

concerning Western attitudes toward nature. Continuing, I draw attention to key attributes of 

modernist logic that pose significant threat or are conceptually incompatible with indigenous 

knowledge. Among these attributes are the modern distinction between facts and values, 

positivism and reductionism, nature and culture, and Cartesian mind/body dualism. While these 

aspects of modernity have been criticized intellectually for the better part of the last century, the 

goal of this analysis is to explore the ways in which they devalue and limit the participation of 

indigenous knowledge. 

The History of Modern Science 

In lieu of a thorough history of modernity, I want to point out only the main elements of 

modern philosophy and science that are pertinent to this discussion. Of course, these ideas did 

not emerge in a vacuum; they are the result of calculated responses to the ideas and thinkers 

before them as well as to the cultural milieu of the times.2  

                                                           
2 For a more exhaustive look of the history of modern science as well as critique, cf. Glazebrook (2000) and  

Norgaard (2004). For more particular insight into the historical reasons for some attributes of modern science, cf. 

Proctor (1991). 
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The main motivation behind modern philosophy is first put forth by Bacon in New 

Atlantis, and then adopted by Descartes in Discourse. In Descartes’ words the aim of modern 

science was to “make ourselves like masters and possessors of nature” (49). Norgaard poetically 

describes this shift as a replacement of Providence by Progress (51). Historically, he explains, 

modern thinkers assumed that previously, people had little control over nature; good fortune was 

an act of natural or divine providence. For modern thinkers, this was problematic.3 Using a new 

scientific method laid out in Bacon’s taxonomy of experimentation in his Novum Organum and 

defined by Newton in his Principia, modern scientists sought to gain control over the natural 

world in order to improve the quality of their lives.  

Facts/Values 

The modern philosophers thought knowledge was best acquired through empirical data—

through experiences and senses. However, Francis Bacon argued that information acquired 

through experiences and sensory input was corrupted by various “idols” that distort human 

understanding and blind it to objective reality (Francis Bacon, Novum Organum). Thus, the goal 

of modern philosophy became to discern a method that would guard against the inaccuracy of 

human experience and perceptions. In order for this to occur, a mathematized view of the cosmos 

was adopted which would relegate nature to the position of valueless-material ready to be 

appropriated for human use (Glazebrook, 91-4). Proctor (1991) sums up the diminished role 

values play in the new mathematized world-view: 

Central in [modern science’s] development was the distinction of primary and secondary 

qualities [This is the contribution of Modern Philosopher John Locke]. Philosophers 

distinguished primary qualities of nature from secondary qualities of the mind in order to 

separate the additives of human bias from the original nature. Moral qualities—what is 

good in a thing—were associated with these secondary and subjective qualities, qualities 

deriving from subjective human concerns (such as moral knowledge) said to distort and 

                                                           
3 For instance, consider Hobbes’ characterization of humans living in the State of Nature. Such a view was common 

in the modern period. 
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taint the pursuit of natural knowledge. Moral concerns were supposed to be excluded 

from natural-philosophical discourse so that the true and “primary” qualities of things 

would be revealed. (Proctor, 1991: 263) 

 

Human values and ethics limit the ability to understand the true nature of reality, which, for 

modern philosophers, was best understood to be valueless and quantifiable. In order for a proper 

understanding of nature, one has to collect facts—quantifiable, objective, valueless data. This is 

in stark contrast to indigenous knowledge, in which information and know-how are transferred 

orally from generation to generation or by cultural institutions.  

Indigenous understandings tend to reconcile knowledge with an overall world view 

(McGregor, 2004: 7). For example, the Native American Anishnaabe people hold the belief that 

the entire cosmos and everything in it is inspirited. Environmental threats, from the Anishnaabe 

perspective, are threats against human-life-sustaining nature and against all beings of a unified 

Creation (McGregor, 2009: 1). This means that the environment is worthy of respect not only 

because it supports human life, which is valuable, but also because the environment itself is 

valuable.  

The view of an inspirited environment is not uncommon among indigenous tribes in the 

Americas. In a famous study by Reichel-Dolmatoff, in the northwestern Amazon, the Tukano 

people’s belief in spirits and shamanism functions to help manage the natural resources of the 

forest (1976). Tukano cosmology dictates that the individual considers him or herself to be a part 

of a network of social relationships that includes duties to respect the environment both as 

individual beings and as a cosmic order. Overhunting, exploitation of the physical environment, 

and aggressions in interpersonal relationships all disturb the cosmic order. The primary goal of 

the Tukano shaman healer is to rectify the damage done to the ecosystem and the rules/rituals 
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that guard its well-being, and the secondary goal is to treat diseased individuals (Reichel-

Dolmatoff, 1976: 315).  

While contemporary science confirms the view that nature is vital to the continued 

survival of human life on Earth, it does not offer the environment the same level of respect, 

reciprocity, and moral interdependence associated with the conception of an inspirited world. 

Such values imply equality between the value of human and other natural life absent from 

scientific discussions, which purposefully avoid—and cannot satisfactorily answer—questions of 

value. Science “defines itself as experimental (deductions from hypotheses are tested), 

systematic (results can be replicated) and universal (results are independent from context, as 

variables are isolated and controlled)” (Nakashima et al., 2002: 317). Accordingly, the modern 

scientific method strips nature of its value and reduces it to mere matter standing by for 

appropriation into technology (Glazebrook, 2000a). The holistic view of indigenous people thus 

appears backward and primitive because indigenous knowledge systems are not tested in 

experimental systems and do not claim universality. Indigenous knowledge is loaded with values 

and is fundamentally inconsistent with reductionism, which replaced other knowledge systems in 

the intellectual history of the West for the Western scientist (Berkes, 2012: 278; Shiva, 1993: 

23).  

Reductionism 

While contemporary science has come to be critical of reductionism, reductionism serves 

as a major component of modernity. Vandana Shiva, an ecofeminist physicist and philosopher, 

and prominent critic of reductionism, writes that the epistemological assumptions of reductionist 

science are based on “uniformity, perceiving all systems as comprising the same basic 

constituents, discrete, and atomistic, and assuming all basic processes to be mechanical” (Shiva, 
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1993: 23). She argues that the mechanical metaphor, which views the cosmos as machine-like, is 

based on problematic assumptions of divisibility and manipulability. In the passage quoted 

earlier, Roberts’ indication that science is compartmentalized to “make a point” (1996: 115) 

means that for reductionist science, most of the elements of life are ignored in favor of the 

mechanistic, quantifiable, and reducible elements. For the Western scientist, only quantifiable, 

abstract, and objective parts of life constitute what truly can be known.  

Reductionism serves to inhibit global intellectual institutions from fully incorporating 

indigenous knowledge. In other words, there is no existing institutional framework which can 

fully incorporate contributions of belief, practice, narrative, experience, and other irreducible 

elements of indigenous knowledge into scientific analysis. For instance, an indigenous woman’s 

knowledge of local plant life is more than just information about plants, because plants may hold 

spiritual or ancestral significance in her knowledge system. She may have mutual ethical 

obligations with plants. But there is no way to account for such elements in the hegemonic 

intellectual tradition of Western science that omits such things because they are unquantifiable 

and thereby seemingly indescribable; in short, if something cannot be measured, it cannot be 

known. 

Culture/Nature 

Indigenous knowledge handles complex systems holistically, rather than separating 

culture and nature. Berkes argues that indigenous societies that have maintained long-standing 

sustainable relationships with their environment show a sophisticated understanding of the key 

ecological relationships and dynamics of complex systems (2012: 194). For example, a species 

that contemporary ecologists would call a keystone species, a species integral to the continuance 

of important ecosystem functions, would have been a taboo species in indigenous communities 
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(a species that is sacred or that people are forbidden to kill). Berkes writes: “Such prescriptions 

in the form of [generalized rules] have the advantage of turning complex decisions into rules that 

can be remembered easily and enforced locally through social means (196).” Here is seen a non-

dualist understanding between culture (social forces of taboo) and nature (the keystone species). 

Knowledge of keystone species is contained in social codes, rather than in the knowledge of 

individual experts (i.e., professional ecologists). 

The relationship between environment and culture is reciprocal, as social systems can be 

influenced by natural systems. For example, the Gitksan and Wet’sewet’en people of the Pacific 

Northwest historically divided their territories essentially along the lines of watersheds. Chiefs 

often described their territories as extending “from mountain top to mountain top” (Tyler, 1993). 

Berkes writes: “A close examination of these [territories] reveals that they are not merely 

territories but watershed-ecosystems-as-territories.” (Berkes, 2012: 71) He goes on to note that it 

would not be correct to call this territorial division anything like a pre-scientific attention to 

ecosystems. The division differs in context (relating to groups of people socially) and conceptual 

underpinning. In short, watersheds were divided among indigenous groups who then had social 

responsibilities to their territory. The privilege to hunt in an area was simultaneously the 

responsibility to preserve it.  

The modern view holds nature and culture quite separate. As Glazebrook (2015) puts it, 

“[in the modern world-view] natural phenomena are at best passive bodies exploitable by human 

ingenuity, and at worst enemies to be conquered and overcome…” (9; cf. Glazebrook 2011). The 

Modern view is nicely represented by John Locke who supposed that that natural resources are 

valueless until mixed with human labor. In other words, nature is crude and incomplete; it must 

be dominated by humans in order to be useful. Undeveloped land is wasted land. Further, there is 
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a stark opposition in modern intellectual history between the secular and the spiritual. Much of 

modern science was an attempt to escape the pressures of the politically powerful church. 

Knowledge gained from scientific observation could neither confirm nor deny religious beliefs; 

for Westerners, they are simply separate matters of life. Again, in contrast, indigenous 

knowledge “does not separate the empirical and objective from the sacred and intuitive” 

(Nakashima, 315). Spiritual views can re-affirm observable qualities and vice versa. 

The distinction between secular and non-secular societies here is critical for 

understanding the difficulty in reconciling indigenous knowledge with modern science. Modern 

science holds valuelessness as the highest value, which from an indigenous perspective is 

nonsensical.  Much of indigenous knowledge relies on belief, but a modern scientist holds that 

belief is insufficient for knowledge and must be discarded. In other words, indigenous 

knowledge relies structurally on belief, so if indigenous knowledge is to be incorporated in 

global climate change efforts, then indigenous practices and beliefs must be accepted as 

legitimate mechanisms of realizing that knowledge. 

Mind/Body 

Despite the inclusion of technical expertise, physical skill sets, bodily intuition, and the 

importance of ritual and dance discussed in most academic work on indigenous knowledge, the 

importance of the body has been under-theorized. Most of the literature draws attention to bodily 

acts such as dance and ritual as a means of cultural transmission of information, or as a 

mnemonic device built into oral traditions. However, a proper conception of indigenous 

knowledge is one of an embodied cognition; knowledge that is both cognitive and unconscious, 

and knowledge that contains both ideas and practices. Information is stored not just as physical 

ability, but also as the actual physical know-how. I borrow the meaning of the term embodied 
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from Varela et al. (1991) where embodied knowledge is understood by highlighting two 

functions: “first that cognition depends upon the kinds of experience that come from having a 

body with various sensorimotor capacities, and second, that these individual sensorimotor 

capacities are themselves embedded in a more encompassing biological, psychological and 

cultural context” (Varela et al., 1991: 172-3). For Varela et al., all human knowledge is 

contingent upon physicality. Human understanding depends on lived experience in social 

contexts. This is true particularly for indigenous knowledge. Embodied cognition helps 

distinguish two types of knowing:  First, knowledge in the sense of known information being 

dependent on lived experience; and second, knowledge as a practice, the actualizing of 

knowledge in a skill or ability. As Varela et al. put it: “. . . sensory and motor processes, 

perception and action, are fundamentally inseparable in lived cognition. Indeed, the two are not 

merely contingently linked in individuals; they have also evolved together” (1991: 173). For 

example, knowing how to draw fishing nets across a river is just as much knowledge as knowing 

when to draw fishing nets across a river. In the first instance, the knowledge is motor-physical, 

the technique of fishing as a bodily practice. In the second instance, the knowledge is cognitive, 

and is of spawning patterns, weather and seasonal changes, and so on. This technical aspect of 

indigenous knowledge largely has been overlooked. 

This oversight is probably because rejection of the importance of the body has been a 

mainstay in the history of Western philosophy since the ancient Greeks. Of fundamental 

importance to Western thinking has been the distinctiveness of humans from the rest of nature. 

For Aristotle, humans are “the political animal,” distinct from all other animals because we live 

in communities and engage in politics, i.e., humans are rational animals. For Kant, humans are 

unique in our capacity to reason. We have the unique ability to achieve unconditional universal 
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knowledge; other animals exhibit only instinct or practical knowledge. However, while 

philosophers and social scientists have spent a great deal of effort discussing the distinctiveness 

of human beings, they also have held a stance that sees the human body as non-distinctive (Keat, 

1986). More animalistic human tendencies should be suppressed in favor of rational (sometimes 

considered divine) capacities, e.g., in the Christian doctrines of sin as bodily temptation that 

denigrates the soul. 

The separation of mind and body reaches its greatest significance in the modern period 

with Descartes. For Descartes and subsequent philosophers, the body is described best in 

mechanical terms, as is the rest of nature. Descartes founds modern philosophy on the ego 

cogito, the thinking self, as distinct from the body. The body and senses are similar to a screen, 

bombarded by external stimuli, made intelligible by the mind. For most of the history of 

philosophy, the human body was “in nature,” and bodily appetites, such as sexual or emotional 

desires, were considered inferior to contemplative, logical endeavors. A body was just a transport 

unit for the mind that is distinctly human. As such, knowledge is only that which is cognitive and 

can be articulated in words or written down.  

The mind and body are not dichotomous for indigenous communities. Indigenous 

knowledge is cognitive but also is action based. An Annashibee woman, Deborah McGregor, 

writes:  

One way of looking at the differences between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal views of 

[indigenous knowledge] is to state that Aboriginal views of [indigenous knowledge] are 

‘verb-based’—that is action oriented. [Indigenous knowledge] is expressed as a ‘way of 

life’; it is conceived as being something that you do. (2004) 

 

This articulation demonstrates that indigenous knowledge includes both cognitive 

information (the thing which is known) and the practice of knowing (the skill or ability; 

the knowing in action, the process of knowing).
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Lived Experience 

In the preceding section I describe the conceptual difference between modernity and an 

indigenous knowledge perspective. In this section I examine the process of knowing; 

specifically, the way in which indigenous knowledge is tethered to lived experience and in-the-

moment intuition. For indigenous knowledge, this is important to understand. Knowledge and 

practice are not compartmentalized. In the Western view, expertise and knowledge are 

considered distinct from application, but this is not so for indigenous knowledge systems.  

Nakashima and Roue (2002) provide a clear example: 

It would be self-defeating to consider farmers’ knowledge of rain patterns, soil types and 

crop varieties apart from the ways in which this information is put into practice in their 

fields. In other words, indigenous knowledge includes not only knowledge but also 

know-how. Transmission is not only oral, but also in the context of doing. (Nakashima 

and Roue, 2002: 315) 

 

This example is illustrative because of the importance placed on relationships to the 

environment. Many indigenous people live subsistence lives, and in this case, farming can be 

understood broadly to include collection of food for individual families, practices concerning 

hunting, and knowledge of how to prepare for seasonal shifts. In Western ways, the farmer and 

the ecologist are separate, and greater credibility as knowledge belongs to the latter. In most 

indigenous communities the farmer and the ecologist are the same person, and for them, 

ecological knowledge is knowledge of the environment and knowledge of how to interact with 

the environment. That is, there is no ecologist, as the knowledge of ecosystems and ecosystem 

management are embedded in the grower’s practice and not separated out into a science that 

studies its disciplinary objects. 

One area of academic literature in which a discourse about the importance of body has 

appeared is in ecofeminist literature. A UNESCO report notes that indigenous knowledge often 
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is gendered (Nakashima et al. p. 30). Omission of gendered variables in discussions of 

indigenous knowledge offers a disingenuous perspective because women constitute a majority of 

the world’s farmers, are impacted more severely by environmental damage than are men, and 

participate differently in shared cultures than do men (Rocheleau 1991; Shiva 1993; Curtin 1999; 

Glazebrook, 2015: 3-6). Dianne Rocheleau, studying women farmers in Kenya, reports that 

“indigenous ecological science has been obscured by the prevailing ‘invisibility’ of women, their 

work, their interests and especially their knowledge to the international scientific community” 

(Rocheleau, 1991: 157). These views do not suggest that the labor of women is uncredited in an 

overt way; rather, they indicate that the kinds of work women do and the knowledge they carry 

are not valued. Ecofeminists argue that this is because of their supposed bodily inferiority 

(Sallah, 1997). 

Ariel Salleh, a prominent ecofeminist, notes that the single most defining characteristic of 

women’s indigenous knowledge is that it is experiential. She says women’s knowledge exists 

within an “embodied materialism” (Salleh, 1997: 140). She writes, “[women’s] knowledge rests 

not on mere appearance, formal visual properties, but is derived from touch, or the even-more-

diffuse kinesthetic modality that responds to pulse.” Women’s knowledge is contingent on their 

personal experience and the limitations that society, culture, and the environment place on their 

lives. It exists in the struggle with their place in society and the environmental degradation 

around them. Salleh goes on to express this “feminine modality” by citing Helene Cixous: 

Listen to a woman speak . . . it’s with the body that she vitally supports the ‘logic’ of her 

speech . . . she inscribes what she is saying because she doesn’t deny her drives the 

intractable and impassioned part they have in speaking. Her speech even when 

‘theoretical’ or ‘political’ is never simple, or linear or ‘objectified’, generalized. (Cixous 

quoted in Salleh, 1997)  
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The relationship of women’s knowledge and experience to their bodies is the result of a long-

standing intellectually patriarchal landscape that sees women as being akin to or “still in” nature 

(Salleh, 35, 53-68). Hence, ecofeminists argue that women are more embodied intellectually than 

are men, who have escaped their non-distinct bodies into the realm of abstraction. I believe this 

argument can be mapped onto a discussion of indigenous communities as well. Simply worded, 

indigenous people’s knowledge generally is perceived as being still “in nature,” and concerned 

only with day-to-day activity and local issues. However, a modicum of research on the topic 

shows that indigenous communities are some of the most active leaders in environmental 

movements. The embodied struggles that women face globally illustrate not only the invisibility 

of women, but the undervalued nature of the indigenous knowledge they use daily as seventy 

percent of the world’s farmers.  

Conclusion 

In Weathering Uncertainty, it has been argued that the ongoing environmental crisis 

warrants increased attention to indigenous knowledge and marginalized communities for two 

main reasons (Nakashima et al., 2012: 6). First, indigenous people are most vulnerable to 

environmental degradation because they live more closely to the land than others who buy rather 

than grow their food. Second, indigenous knowledge might prove highly valuable for its adaptive 

capacity in a changing climate. Adaptive strategies for climate change have already begun to 

take shape in many environmentally dependent communities. Further, broad-scale scientific 

research on climate change can be bolstered by the local precision and nuance which long-

standing indigenous communities can offer (Nakashima et al., 2012: 6). 

However, in light of the inclusion of indigenous knowledge in climate change mitigation, 

adaptation, and planning efforts, many justice issues need to be addressed. I have argued in this 
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chapter that the prevalent ideology of modernity characterizes the burgeoning global order. In 

other words, while modernity has been criticized in academia for the better part of a century, the 

key tenets of modernity still frame world politics, preventing the equal participation of 

indigenous groups in global affairs. In the current schema, participation in global affairs is 

dependent upon a certain level of development as modernity dictates. 

Perhaps the most obvious conflict is the strict distinction between objective facts and 

subjective values which modernity assumes. Indigenous communities intertwine ethics with their 

experience of the environment, rendering indigenous knowledge value laden. This is done 

through a combination of narrative and a perspective of kinship or mutual reciprocity with the 

shared environment. The sustainable practices, so admired by Western intellectuals, are partly a 

result of this blending of knowledge with values. While Western science is an attempt to separate 

questions of values from true knowledge, indigenous knowledge pointedly does not make this 

separation. Indigenous people as a result have a different perspective of nature, one which does 

not see nature as a mere resource. 

Mind/body dualism, a relic of Cartesian philosophy, still represents a hierarchy of values 

in the global North which prefers abstract, intellectual, technological, and economic pursuits 

over physical, experiential, and practical concerns. On the other hand, indigenous knowledge is 

not mere information as in the classical understanding, but is as McGregor says, “something you 

do” (2004). I have argued above that all knowledge, but particularly indigenous knowledge, is an 

embodied knowledge, contingent on one’s physical relationship with a surrounding ecosystem 

and lived experience. It is important to understand that indigenous knowledge not only is 

conscious information, but also is contained in the methods and lives of indigenous people. In 
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other words, indigenous knowledge is both conscious and unconscious, in the mind and in the 

body.  

Finally, indigenous knowledge is more than the sum of its parts; it cannot be reduced. It 

is contained in the people, in the culture, and in the acts of indigenous individuals. Bearing this 

in mind, it is impossible for Western scientists to parse out the indigenous knowledge as 

information and reject the lives, values, and beliefs that inform it. To attempt to do so constitutes 

what Nakashima et al. call “cognitive mining,” threatening indigenous knowledge systems with 

dismemberment and dispossession. They articulate the dangers of knowledge appropriation: 

The scientific development community views indigenous knowledge first and foremost as 

a resource to be appropriated and exploited. Even scientists with the best of intentions 

may accelerate the demise of other knowledge systems by valorizing components 

resembling science and implicitly (or explicitly) casting dispersions on other elements 

that in science’s view are mere superstition and belief. Such a process captures and 

instrumentalizes indigenous knowledge, strengthening the hand of those in positions of 

power at the expense of indigenous peoples. (Nakashima et al., 2002: 323) 

 

The modernist knowledge system of science needs to acknowledge that what is valuable about 

indigenous knowledge is not just the vast wealth of culturally transmitted information to which 

indigenous people have access, but also the combined wealth of their experiences and their 

beliefs. Failure to include the holistic way of life not only will reduce the efficacy of the 

knowledge gleaned, but also will threaten to undermine the cultural continuance of the 

indigenous communities. In order to account for the dangers of cultural colonization, indigenous 

people need to be recognized not as resources from which to extract information, but as equals 

with valuable contributions to make to environmental policy. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORIES OF JUSTICE AND INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE 

This chapter is meant to serve as a broad overview of the environmental justice concerns 

and terminology that apply to the Marshall Islands case study. Because the Marshall Islands are 

only one example indicative of general international justice issues, in this chapter I discuss the 

matter from a general perspective. To this end, I give a general account of indigenous views 

about climate change and indigenous knowledge, a brief discussion of the theories of recognition 

and distributive justice as used in environmental justice debates, and offer some environmental 

justice concerns as they apply to indigenous knowledge broadly. 

Indigenous Voices on a Participatory Approach to Climate Change 

In the specific case of the Marshall Islands, the desire of the Marshallese to participate is 

evident in their public stance on climate change. I discuss this point in more detail within the 

case study; however, a brief, broad-spectrum survey of general indigenous views demonstrates 

that the Marshall islanders are not unique in this regard. There have been several key gatherings 

of self-identifying indigenous representatives who affirm the general desire of indigenous 

communities to contribute in an international response to the climate crisis. Regarding the 

indigenous right to participate in affairs which affect their own lands, the United Declaration of 

the Rights of Indigenous People stipulates:  

Article 27) States shall establish and implement, in conjunction with indigenous peoples 

concerned, a fair, independent, impartial, open and transparent process, giving due 

recognition to indigenous peoples’ laws, traditions, customs and land tenure systems, to 

recognize and adjudicate the rights of indigenous peoples pertaining to their lands, 

territories and resources, including those which were traditionally owned or otherwise 

occupied or used. Indigenous peoples shall have the right to participate in this process. 

(UNDRIP, 2008, p. 27) 

 

Further, the document recognizes this stipulation on the grounds that:  
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Respect for indigenous knowledge, cultures and traditional practices contributes to 

sustainable and equitable development and proper management of the environment. 

(UNDRIP, 2008, preamble) 

 

The right to participation in processes affecting indigenous resource and land use on their own 

lands affords indigenous people necessary environmental security. However, in the face of 

climate change, meaningful participation in the environmental stability of indigenous lands 

necessitates global involvement. To this end, indigenous representatives from the Anchorage 

Declaration 2009 Indigenous Peoples’ Global Summit on Climate Change call for immediate 

and enabling inclusion of indigenous communities in “formulating, implementing, and 

monitoring activities, mitigation and adaptation relating to the impacts of climate change” 

(Galloway et al. 2009). Specifically, they express the perceived need of their indigenous 

knowledge in such efforts: 

Through our knowledge, spirituality, sciences, practices, experiences and relationships 

with our traditional lands, territories, waters, air, forests, oceans, sea ice, other natural 

resources, and all life, Indigenous Peoples have a vital role in defending and healing 

Mother Earth. The future of Indigenous Peoples lies in the wisdom of our elders, the 

restoration of the sacred position of women, the youth of today and in the generations of 

tomorrow. (Galloway et al. 2009) 

 

Finally, the Anchorage Declaration ends with an offer to share indigenous knowledge so long as 

indigenous communities are recognized rightfully: 

We offer to share with humanity our Traditional Knowledge, innovations, and practices 

relevant to climate change, provided our fundamental rights as intergenerational 

guardians of this knowledge are fully recognized and respected. We reiterate the urgent 

need for collective action. (Galloway et al. 2009) 

 

It is apparent from international gatherings, summits, and conferences a solidarity of self-

identifying indigenous groups with a desire to utilize indigenous knowledge in forthcoming 

climate change science and policy. The above declarations offer a general perspective, and in 

Chapter 3, I show this sentiment to be present in the particular case of the Marshall Islands. 
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Appropriating indigenous knowledge into the prevalent Western epistemology is not 

enough. Indigenous knowledge systems strongly depend on historical and cultural identity and 

are diminished by assimilation. There is the inherently unjust risk of abuse or perpetuation of 

“post”-colonial power asymmetries. I put quotes around ”post” because to most indigenous 

people, colonialism is a part of their identity and is as alive today as it was in the previous 

century (Figueroa 2011: 240). For this reason, the inclusion of indigenous knowledge systems 

and epistemology in climate change policy has great need of, and implications for, 

environmental justice discourse; with particular emphasis on recognition justice, and the 

reduction of emphasis on classical distributive justice. Cases that pertain to indigenous land and 

cultural loss due to climate change present philosophically complex issues of how to dispense 

justice to displaced climate refugees. These issues can be viewed most easily in the light of 

current environmental justice discourse on cultural/heritage loss, climate refugees, 

intergenerational justice, responsible parties and due compensation, recognition justice, and self-

determination in a changing world. All are important considerations before and during the 

development of a relationship between Western epistemologies and indigenous ecological 

knowledge for adaptability. 

Distributive vs. Recognition Justice 

International injustice for indigenous people is recognized widely, and not often disputed. 

What is disputed is the theoretical nature of that injustice. There are two major camps in justice 

theory. Injustice for indigenous people is understood as an issue of distributive justice, meaning 

mostly socio-economic injustice. A newer theory of justice has come to favor in the last two 

decades, and that is recognition justice, pertaining mostly to cultural injustice (Burns, 1). Both 

distributive injustice and recognition injustice systematically disadvantage some groups of 
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people, and both should be accounted for in a just world. However, in the particular case of 

indigenous knowledge, the theory of recognition justice is of greater importance. 

As presented in Chapter 1, the equal participation of indigenous communities in global 

affairs, such as the combating of climate change, is prevented by several tenets of modernity 

which inform global power structures. Because indigenous knowledge is both information passed 

down through generations and the result of lived experience, indigenous knowledge must be 

utilized by indigenous people themselves. This means in order to apply indigenous knowledge to 

problems such as climate change, a fuller inclusion of indigenous people in international climate 

change policy must occur. In other words, in order for climate policy informed by indigenous 

knowledge to overcome the deficiencies of modernity, indigenous people must maintain 

meaningful control over the use and application of their indigenous knowledge. In this chapter, I 

argue for a participatory model that aims to create parity between the global North and 

marginalized indigenous communities. More fundamentally, this model will be framed in 

recognition justice theory as understood by Nancy Fraser. 

Distributive justice has been the paradigmatic theory of justice for at least the last 150 

years (Fraser, 1996: 3). Distributive justice treats injustice as socio-economic, consisting of (but 

not limited too) inequitable distribution of natural resources, limited access to meaningful 

employment, labor exploitation, lack of meaningful political influence due to lack of wealth, and 

limitations affected by inadequate material standards of living for indigenous peoples (Figueroa, 

2003: 30). In the case of climate justice, distributive justice usually is framed in terms of 

externalities. In other words, while the global North reaps the financial benefits of exploiting 

fossil fuels, indigenous communities in the global South suffer. Hence, the often posed solution 

is redistribution of the costs, environmentally speaking, of the affluent way of life. If 
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externalities are properly accounted for in the costs of affluent living, then the affluent will bear 

the burden for their own choices. If that is not possible, alternatively, a redistribution of the 

benefits of the affluent way of life to better favor indigenous people is suggested. In such a 

world, policies are put forward that seek to include or incorporate all peoples into affluence. 

These policies can include globalization efforts and direct redistribution of wealth, policies 

limiting economic exploitations, and so on.  

The intuitive impracticality of the above distributive solutions aside, the theory of 

distributive justice fails to explore fully the issues directly related to the sharing of indigenous 

knowledge.  While indigenous people bear a disproportionate environmental burden caused by 

affluent living, the most important aspect of justice for indigenous knowledge is one that 

promotes cultural equality over material equality. For this reason, I argue that the best theory of 

justice to employ when analyzing indigenous knowledge is one of recognition justice. Scholars 

of recognition theory who study ethical, racial, gender, and other cultural differences are putting 

recognition at the center of their justice framework, rather than economic class. The main claim 

of proponents of recognition justice is that not all issues of injustice are economic. For example, 

it would not make sense to view homosexual rights issues through an economic lens; rather, it is 

a matter of self-identification and social participation of homosexuals. Analysis using 

recognition justice pertains to matters of “self-determination, identity recognition and democratic 

participation” (Figueroa, 2011: 29). The just world is one in which policies are implemented to 

increase or universalize inclusion in democratic or other political processes for all peoples. In 

short, recognition justice seeks to create a “difference-friendly world” (Fraser, 1996: 3), wherein 

compliance with dominant cultural norms is not a necessity for equality or political participation. 

I borrow the understanding of recognition justice as it is argued by Nancy Fraser, namely, that 
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recognition justice is ultimately a matter of participatory parity (Burns et al., 7). Fraser argues 

that recognition justice and equality are achievable only when all citizens can participate equally 

in society (Burns et al., 7). For Fraser, participatory parity can be achieved when three 

irreducible principles of justice are met (Burns et al., 7-8). First, there can be no inherent status 

inequalities within the social fabric; for instance, sexism and racism are inherent barriers to equal 

participation. Second, she argues that the economic structure can be a deterrent to some groups’ 

participation. Because wealth amounts to meaningful political participation, redistribution of 

resources is sometimes necessary for meaningful recognition and parity. Third, a meaningful 

political voice is necessary to achieve parity. Fraser calls this the “political constitution” of a 

society, meaning that a society adequately recognizes groups that have the ability to participate 

politically within the structure of governance. I discuss this point further in Chapter 3 but for 

now the Marshall Islands provide a case-study. While the islands are a member state of the 

United Nations, for all practical purposes they rely heavily on foreign aid and the political policy 

of the United States for food and protection. Despite this, they have no influence on the national 

politics of the United States. Hence, they are without meaningful political voice. 

While Fraser’s model of recognition justice is the one used for this thesis, special 

attention must be given to her second dimension: economic enablement. I argued in Chapter 1 

that key tenets of modernity are the most deterring barriers for the equal participation of 

indigenous groups in international climate policy. Due to the contingency of these tenets to the 

intellectual history of the west, I hold that recognition justice—which can begin to reconcile 

disparate ideologies—is of greater importance than distributive justice. With this in mind, 

redistribution may be necessary, as Fraser identifies, for meaningful recognition and 

participation. However, this redistribution must occur with great care so as not to inculcate 
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simultaneously the recipient culture with the environmentally problematic aspects of modernity 

described in Chapter 1, e.g., separation of fact from value, and nature from culture. The main 

motivation for development and progress in the global North was economic (Norgaard, 52-7), 

and many communities which now seek “development” mean to increase their calculable wealth. 

In other words, redistribution for the purpose of globalization threatens to replace indigenous 

knowledge with more subscriptions to modernity. Modernity is inherently unsustainable because 

of its complicity with capital, so modernization of indigenous cultures is counter-productive. 

In summary, recognition justice requires participatory parity. In order for meaningful 

parity to occur in the case of indigenous knowledge, certain aspects of environmental justice 

must be met. 

Environmental Justice Concerns 

The most significant contribution that environmental justice discourse can offer is the 

notion of self-determinism, which I interpret to mean the capacity for self-identifying groups to 

determine their own fate and ensure cultural continuance. It is critical that inclusion of 

indigenous communities is on self-deterministic terms for three main reasons. First, indigenous 

knowledge is deeply embedded in indigenous culture, and sharing that culture can result in 

cultural dispossession. For this reason, to maintain self-determination, indigenous communities 

need to ascertain the threats to their own culture as a result of sharing their ways-of-life. Second, 

because indigenous knowledge has to do with the environment, and because most indigenous 

people’s livelihood is subsistence, indigenous people live in close proximity to the environment 

(Nakashima et al., 6). Climate change poses a more immediate threat to indigenous people than 

to others, and threats of climate change result in threats against an indigenous culture’s self-

reliance. Put another way, indigenous knowledge is valuable to indigenous people as immediate 
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means of survival rather than as means of combating a forthcoming crisis. To jeopardize the 

character of indigenous knowledge is to threaten the existence of an indigenous people. Third, all 

of this discussion falls on the backdrop of a long-standing world order of colonialism; climate 

change simply being the latest threat in a long line of threats to indigenous peoples’ lives from 

imperial powers. Indigenous communities contribute little in terms of atmospheric emissions but 

bear an inequitable burden of environmental strife. For this reason, a future in which indigenous 

climate threats are the primary focus of climate justice is warranted. 

To illustrate these environmental justice concerns and their importance, I present in 

Chapter 3 a case-study of the Marshall Islands. I choose the Marshall Islands from many similar 

cases because of its colonial history and identity, and the dual role military exploitation and 

dependence have with climate change in determining the future of the islands and their people. 

Another reason for choosing the Marshall Islands is the complex responsibility relationship 

between the U.S. and the Marshall Islands. This colonial power asymmetry and resulting 

alienation from international policy decisions are at the heart of the Marshall Islands' climate 

problem. The Marshall islanders know well the effects of climate change and are a strong source 

of indigenous knowledge; but before they can be scientific allies they must be equals, and before 

they can be equals, the environmental injustices under which they have been oppressed must be 

considered. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE MARSHALL ISLANDS 

Geographic Description 

The Marshall Islands consist of two archipelagic island chains of twenty four low-lying 

atolls, ring-like islands built upon coral reefs that encircle or partially encircle lagoons, 

comprising a total 1,156 individual islands and islets (Blake, 1994). They are located in the 

northern Pacific Ocean, northeast of Papua, New Guinea. The islands, being mostly atolls, are 

built upon coral rather than volcanic matter, are of lower elevation, and are more susceptible to 

sea level rise. Over 68,000 people live there. The most populated island is Majuro, which houses 

the capital of the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI).  

 The islands were settled between 2000-1000 BCE by Micronesians who canoed between 

island chains using traditional stick charts, i.e., sticks hatched in such a way as to represent the 

distances between islands. Some sticks would be bent or straight representing different routes or 

ocean currents. The chart below of the Marshall Islands is from the former Museum Godeffroy. 

When undertaking larger journeys, canoe squadrons spread widely and communicated through 

signals without the need of a compass. 
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This chart serves as an example of indigenous knowledge for pacific islanders. The 

currents and geography of the islands were ingrained directly in the people’s navigational 

methods. Recall that indigenous knowledge is multi-generational and culturally significant. In 

this case, the knowledge of where the islands are located and how their ancestors traveled to 

them is preserved in these stick maps. While the maps have practical applications, including 

navigation, they also contain elements of cultural heritage. Robert Johannes, studying Pacific 

islands in the 1970s, concluded that “almost every basic fisheries conservation measure devised 

in the West was in use in the tropical Pacific centuries ago” (Johannes, 1978: 352). In a 2007 

publication, he repeated this sentiment, listing the complex knowledge exhibited to include 

“stock structure, inter-annual variability in stock abundance, migrations, the behavior of 

larval/post-larval fish, currents and the nature of island wakes, nesting site fidelity in sea turtles, 

spawning aggregations and locations, local trends in abundance and local extinctions” (Johannes 

and Neis, 2007: 41). His work on indigenous knowledge helped usher in a much grander 

understanding of the lunar spawning cycles of Pacific fish. These knowledge systems often offer 

sustainable environmental practices and flexibility in terms of environmental fluctuations, both 

key to a changing global climate (Nakashima et al., 2012: 30). 

Traditional knowledge systems also present a close observational relationship with the 

local environment, because, as the UNEP Convention on Biological Diversity explains, 

indigenous peoples have a greater dependence on the environment (Figueroa, 2011: 232). This 

long-term rapport with the sea allows the Marshall islanders to notice when the seasonal 

environment is out of sync. Phillip Muller, Marshallese politician and permanent representative 

of the RMI to the United Nations, wrote a letter to The Washington Post in 2013 detailing the 
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environmental plights of the Marshallese people due, he said, to climate change. Here are a few 

excerpts:  

After a prolonged and unseasonable drought that began late last year, the severe lack of 

drinking water in our northern atolls led my government to declare a disaster area on May 

7. This humanitarian crisis is climate-induced. About 6,000 people are affected by severe 

water shortages and are surviving on less than one liter of water per day. All of the 

affected communities have lost the staple crops that provide their daily food…  

While we struggle to respond to today’s crisis, we know that further crises lie ahead. 

Climate change has become the No. 1 threat to my country and our people… 

This month the world reached a milestone that brings all of us to a new danger zone: an 

atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration of 400 parts per million. The World Bank 

predicts that we are on track to a rise of 4 degrees Celsius in temperatures by the end of 

this century. This would mean a rise in sea levels of three to seven feet. For the world’s 

lowest-lying countries, including my own, this is a death sentence. The only answer is 

urgent global action, a Marshall Plan for a new low-carbon global economy. And we 

Marshallese believe we have a big role to play. (Muller 2013) 

 

Muller chose his words carefully in this letter.  

Muller writes that his people know further crises lie ahead, in contrast to the United 

States, where effective climate change policy is impeded by corporate sponsored skepticism 

about global warming. The Marshallese attitude is the result of their intimate relationship with 

the environment. Their environmental history is not one of temperature records, but instead, is 

embedded in their historical-cultural environmental practices, rituals, and traditions. The small-

scale agriculture, which Muller mentions, is one such surviving example. Muller makes the case 

for climate change by citing the World Bank, but this is in part a relational move to appeal to 

Western epistemology. In order to have a rhetorical impact, Muller must use Western science.  

But his appeal to scientific models of climate change also is indicative of another key feature in 

indigenous knowledge; it is malleable to the standing Western scientific tradition. In contrast, as 

discussed in Chapter 1, the Western tradition is not so easily adaptive to indigenous models of 

knowledge. Muller’s appeal more likely will be addressed on these scientific grounds, rather than 
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on the cultural grounds he includes. This raises one of the complexities of drawing on indigenous 

epistemologies: power asymmetry due to colonialism. 

The Marshall Islands have a long history of colonial oppression. Beginning in the 

sixteenth century the Marshall Islands were subjected to direct imperial control by various 

powers. The islands were given their name by English explorer John Marshall. That they still are 

known by the name of this Englishman is testament to their loss of self-determination. The 

Marshall Islands were claimed in the name of Spain in 1874, but then were sold to Germany in 

1885. Germany established a protectorate and set up trading stations on Jaluit Island. Japan 

seized control of the islands by force at the onset of World War I and installed the first of many 

military bases on the Marshall Islands at the German center on Jaluit Island. On January 31, 

1944, during World War II, American troops landed ashore, and by February 3,, had ousted the 

Japanese. After the war, the United States was given control of the islands by the newly formed 

United Nations Security Council. The Marshall Islands became a Trust Territory of the United 

States. The United States troops continued to occupy the islands. Then, from 1946 to 1958, the 

United States performed military testing on an installed base on the Marshall Islands, including 

the testing of sixty seven nuclear bombs (U.S. Department of State, 2012). There were many ill 

health effects from radiation exposure and the poisoning of local food stocks (Kupferman, 

2011)4.  

Small islands in the Pacific usually exhibit traditional resource management regimens 

that provide regulation of resource production, access, harvesting, storage, and distribution. They 

allow the geographically isolated communities to practice agriculture (Nakashima et al., 2012: 

58). This is not the case for the Marshall Islands. The operation of a military base combined with 

                                                           
4 David Kupferman chronicles the progress of the Marshall Islands annually in The Contemporary Pacific. For a 

more exhaustive examination of these health concerns refer to his work. 
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the nuclear contamination of the land renders farming impossible on some of the atolls. This 

necessitated the reorganization of the Marshallese economy. In 1991, the United States paid 

$759 million in compensation to the Marshallese for their exposure to radiation. Newly felt 

climate change impacts fall against a backdrop of these historically colonized people, who see 

climate change as one more colonial force threatening them.  

In 1979, the Marshall Islands became self-governing for the first time in centuries, but 

still reliant on foreign aid, primarily from the United States, India, and China. According to the 

CIA World Factbook, as of 2010, 72.7 percent of the Marshallese labor force is devoted to a 

service economy, sustained mostly by United States troop spending (CIA World Factbook, 

2013). As such, the relationship toward the United States military, whether colonial or not, now 

plays a part in the inherited environmental identity of the Marshall Islands’ peoples. In 1986, the 

islands were granted sovereignty, becoming the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI), and 

entering into a Compact of Free Association (COFA) with the United States, securing a seat in 

the United Nations (U.S. Department of State, 2012). Muller’s use of the word threat to describe 

the climate crisis probably is due to the COFA, under which the United States is meant to 

provide international defense and aid in exchange for a continued military presence. In this case, 

the international defense is from climate change. 

The United States’ aid to the RMI, whether compelled by past injustice or not, is part of a 

post-colonial framework that sees the RMI as victim and the United States as owing 

compensation for past aggression. This is insufficient for true justice and falls too narrowly 

within a distributive framework. The colonial injustices, and their subsequent compensations, 

serve to overshadow the injustice of a lack of sufficient national recognition. In order to 

reconcile their historically lost self-determination, the Marshall islanders should set their own 
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justice terms. To dispense justice from a position of victim/aggressor nation states only maintains 

a historical power asymmetry in the form of a colonial presumption over those peoples against 

whom injustice has been and is being committed. The Marshall islanders do not see themselves 

as victims; rather, as players on the international stage with information to offer. To be sure, it 

was unjust for the United States to radiate the land and corrupt the economy of the RMI, and 

distributive justice also has a role to play, but in his letter, Muller pushes implicitly for 

recognition, not redistribution. 

Muller concludes by saying that the Marshallese believe they have a big role to play in a 

low-carbon economy, which seems ironic, because they likely contribute next to nothing in CO2 

emissions. However, an important factor for genuine sovereignty on the part of the RMI is equal 

involvement in climate change talks, as their lifestyles are affected more than nations in the 

global north, and the content of such talks should be informed by those whom climate change 

affects most. Nancy Fraser’s broad understanding of recognition justice bridges the gap between 

distributive and recognition elements, allowing the Marshall islanders to choose the manner in 

which their self-determination can manifest itself. 

However, the RMI’s already paltry international representation is being threatened by 

rising sea levels, as Muller notes. The United Nations network of climate scientists projects that 

sea level, due to ocean expansion from heat and from the runoff of melting land ice, may rise by 

up to 1.94 feet (0.59 meters) by 2100, swamping much of the scarce land of coral atolls 

(Kupferman, 2013). This projection leads to a question put forth in a New York Times article on 

the plight of the RMI: “If a Country Sinks Beneath the Sea, is it Still a Country?” In the piece, 

Muller asks what would happen to the 800,000 square miles of sea resources to which the RMI 

currently have international claim. Further, what would happen to their recognition as a country? 
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What would happen to their seat in the UN General Assembly? (Friedman, 2010). A 1951 treaty 

on refugees only covers those temporarily displaced due to persecution. According to Friedman, 

no strong international precedent exists for the total disappearance of a nation’s land. This has 

drastic implications for environmental identity and recognition, as well as for self-determination. 

Currently, if a nation has no land over which it is sovereign, then that nation is no longer 

sovereign. 

Because of the rising sea levels, the Marshallese face the prospect of relocation away 

from their homeland. In the case of Pacific islanders who already have been relocated, this 

invariably has led to cultural loss. The ultimate strain on adaptability and environmental identity 

is the total displacement from one’s home (Figueroa, 2011: 241-242). Some Marshall islanders 

have begun the process of relocating; an enclave currently exists in Arkansas of some 4,300 

Marshallese (Schulte, 2012). However, they are not recognized by the United States as a 

sovereign tribal nation on American soil in the same way as are Native American groups. The 

Marshallese living in the United States are not considered climate refugees; they are considered 

regular immigrants. Bret Schulte reports in The New York Times that the Marshallese are drawn 

to Arkansas out of economic desperation. The $8.70 an hour wage they make in the United 

States is a relative fortune for the traditionally poverty stricken people. He goes on to detail the 

strain on immigrated Marshallese culture: 

[T]he islanders discover that they will need to buy a car to get to work and, before that, 

that they will need to pass a driver’s test, which is not offered in their language. Many 

must pay rent for the first time. They puzzle over the American obsession with time, and 

they are ignorant of bureaucracy and health care systems. (Schulte, 2012) 

 

Relocation of the islanders poses a threat to their culture, language, and solidarity, and of course, 

their precious environmentally, contextually, and culturally dependent indigenous knowledge.  
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Kyle Whyte calls this threat one of “collective continuance,” which he defines as “a 

community’s capacity to be adaptive in ways sufficient for the livelihoods of its members to 

flourish into the future” (Whyte 2013: 2). He expands this definition in a later piece to say:  

According to this view, collective continuance is composed of and oriented around the 

many relationships within single communities and amid neighboring communities that 

persons assume based on their culturally framed perceptions of what matters. The 

capacity to contest colonial hardships, for example, may require relationships of 

solidarity among community members that cultivate political action, furnish healing from 

colonial traumas (like boarding schools), and ignite spiritual awakening. (Whyte, 2013b: 

4) 

 

He worries that the capacity to contest colonial hardships necessitates solidarity among 

indigenous peoples; a solidarity threatened by displacement. Whyte writes: “…obstructions arise 

from colonial policies originally intended to weaken tribal resistance to the expansion of the U.S. 

and state political institutions…” (Whyte, 2013: 6). The conception that ecological hardship is 

wedded to political obstructions is not new in environmental justice discourse, which sees 

environment and culture as inseparable.  

This sentiment is echoed in a paradoxical problem addressed in the UN report 

Weathering Uncertainty which ponders the question why, if indigenous peoples’ knowledge base 

is useful in responding to climatic change due to a more adaptable ecological modality, are 

indigenous people so vulnerable to the changing climate? The answer is provided by the 

International Indigenous Peoples Forum on Climate Change: “heightened vulnerability is a result 

of external agency, a combination of political forces and social structures that erode their 

resource base and their traditional institutions” (Nakashima et al., 2012: 42). 

 In the case of the RMI, the rate at which anthropogenic climate change is progressing is 

unprecedented and can overwhelm traditional adaptation practices. More importantly, however, 

the threat of climate change is compounded by past colonial injustices and a contemporary lack 
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of recognition and representation on a government-to-government level wherein their indigenous 

knowledge can be applied. Climate change threatens the RMI with greater severity because of 

their colonial inheritance. This obstructive injustice arises for two historical reasons according to 

Whyte: first, tribes such as the Marshallese have had no part in the construction of international 

institutions under which they must function, and so lack self-determination (Whyte p. 6). In 

response to this lack, the RMI hosted the forty fourth Pacific Islands Forum Summit in 2013 and 

urged United States climate leaders to attend. By setting the agenda and holding the meetings in 

Majuro, the Marshallese aimed to subvert the problems of “tribes having an [in]adequate 

political platform from which to impact their design and evaluation, which creates the possibility 

of such policies being out of sync with local circumstances and hard to implement on the 

ground” (Whyte, 2013: 5). To this end, Muller writes that he hopes the talks will create a new 

“bolder approach…in an effort to set aside the you-go-first dynamic which has stalled 

international climate talks” (Muller, 2013).  

The second historical cause of injustice is that while tribes do contribute to the process of 

anthropogenic climate change, they do so minimally and face the brunt of its negative impacts 

(Whyte, 2013: 6). This has implications of responsibility on the part of the most strongly 

influential nations for climate change and intergenerational issues. The climate change problem 

is both geo-political and temporal. In environmental justice approaches, this problem can be 

addressed in terms of responsible parties. The distinction of agency in making such 

determinations is difficult, because agency is spread over many individuals and institutions. 

Assigning historical responsibility is difficult because in the present geo-political system, there 

are few solid conceptions of intergenerational justice.  
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Adaptability 

The implications of indigenous adaptability and resilience knowledge and practices for 

developed nations are increasing in popularity in sustainability discourse. Compiling the 

knowledge that makes indigenous tribes sustainable permits application of that knowledge to 

make developed nations more sustainable. Such sentiments have begun to appear in the IPCC’s 

assessment reports: “indigenous or traditional knowledge may prove useful for understanding the 

potential of certain adaptation strategies that are cost-effective, participatory and sustainable” 

(IPCC, 2010).  

 The Marshall Islands provide a prime example of a population with a wealth of relevant 

indigenous knowledge. Previously, I gave an account of the geographical strategy employed in 

the form of stick maps to illustrate the combined cultural necessity and value of indigenous 

knowledge. Here I offer a few more examples: 

First, the traditional calendars exhibited by Pacific islanders, including the ancient 

Marshallese, account not only for astronomical observations but also for environmental, 

seasonal, and climatic occurrences. “Mid- and long-term environmental fluctuations have long 

been a part of Melanesian engagements with the physical world, and have consequently given 

rise to coping strategies that are inherent to traditional knowledge practices” (Nakashima et al., 

2012: 59). The Torres Islands, near the Melanesian border, exemplify one such calendar on a 

multi-annual scale, based on a 7-8 year drought cycle (Nakashima et al., 2012: 92). As a result, 

the residents of Torres Islands are reporting concerns over sea level rise causing alternations in 

their complex understandings of reoccurring weather patterns. Their multi-generational 

knowledge of climate could prove useful in detecting fluctuations within scientifically 

unrecorded time-periods.  
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Island environments have a heightened sensitivity to rapid environmental change caused 

by tsunamis, droughts, earthquakes, hurricanes, and other such events (Nakashima et al., 2012: 

93). Pacific islanders exhibit complex response systems to facilitate survival of such events. 

These include a wide range of traditional forecasting techniques, such as those exhibited in 

Tonga and Tuvalu in the events leading up to the 2004 tsunami (IPMPCC, 2011).  

Third, indigenous Pacific islanders live on scarce land. As sustainability determines how 

to live with finite resources, much could be learned from their agricultural and food storage 

practices. On the Rongelap Atoll of the Marshall Islands, pits are dug and lined with successive 

layers of plants, decaying organic matter, and coral for creating humidity pockets which 

simultaneously facilitate food production and preserve freshwater (Bridges and McClatchey, 

2009). 

There are several environmental justice considerations for which to account in the sharing 

of indigenous knowledge. As previously mentioned, indigenous knowledge is culturally 

dependent (Berkes, 2012), and is fundamental to the ongoing ecological practices in which 

indigenous people engage. Kuruppu (2009) writes, of the Marshall Islands specifically:  

Recent scholarship on climate adaptation has overlooked the influential role of cultural 

values in structuring people’s adaptive capacity. As Sahlins (1976) asserts the material 

and cultural are inseparable; material goods or assets are embodied in some coefficient of 

culture (ideas, values, symbols, etc.) and is enacted through social processes. (Kuruppu, 

2009) 

 

This reinforces a critical point: When indigenous culture is stressed, this stress reduces the 

inherent resiliency of indigenous communities in responding to climate change. A background of 

colonial domination and cultural suppression is one of the root causes of climate injustice. In the 

case of the Marshall Islands, this situation manifests in their inability adequately to store food, 

fish the waters, and provide healthcare to their citizens. The RMI are trapped in a 
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victim/compensator relationship with the United States, instead of participating in an equal, 

government-to-government one. ManyStrongVoices.org, a forum for small island developing 

states, writes: “Small island indigenous peoples seek ways to address climate change 

consequences based on their own traditional knowledge, their own terms, and within their own 

traditional decision-making processes” (MSV 2007). 

The threat of assimilation is another concern in the sharing of adaptive knowledge. 

Because adaptive knowledge is culturally dependent, it is destroyed as the culture is destroyed. 

This constitutes the ultimate threat of displacement for the Marshallese. For Pacific islanders, 

threats to culture include the many colonial institutions Whyte mentions that were installed 

purposefully to weaken tribal strength, the loss of indigenous languages, the creation of climate 

refugees, and lack of self-determination (Whyte, 2013; cf. Figueroa, 2011, Nakashima et al., 

2012). The dependent relationship to the United States and corresponding service economy of 

the Marshall Islands threaten traditional ways of life. Culture is imported easily; for example, 

imported food lessens the need for intergenerational cultural food practices (Nakashima et al., 

2012: 95). Of the deterioration of Pacific island culture W.N. Adger et al. note: 

… reciprocal exchange has been weakened through diverse and sometimes simple 

processes such as deep freezers curtailing the distribution of fish among households 

(which would otherwise be shared for immediate consumption); the dominant use of 

English… the disinterest of youth in traditional ecological knowledge; and the 

replacement of many traditional food procurement strategies by supermarkets and local 

shops. (Adger, et al., 2011) 

 

The threat of assimilation only furthers the importance of recognition justice in the developing 

dialogue between indigenous knowledge holders and scientists. Thus, adaptive strategies only 

can be incorporated from indigenous communities with the effective use of environmental 

justice’s recognition discourse.  

Responsibility 
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Since nearly the beginning of the RMI justice conversation, a distributive response has 

answered the problem of cost deference onto impoverished peoples. The distributive solution 

would transfer production costs to beneficiaries instead of the disenfranchised (Wenz, 1988). 

This problem can be seen in climate justice as well. It is unfair for affluent nations that benefit 

from industries that produce emissions to impart the costs of their practices to indigenous 

peoples, such as the Marshall islanders. Paul Baer suggests that one of the three major problems 

for international climate justice is the allocation of costs. He notes that these questions of 

apportioning cost are laid upon a backdrop of drastic power asymmetries between those who 

benefit from and those who are most vulnerable to climate change. These asymmetries closely 

follow a colonial and historical pattern of global inequality (Baer, 2011: 323).  

 This history raises issues of international liability for colonially induced hardship. For the 

RMI, this hardship manifests in reliance upon the United States for basic life requirements such 

as food and water. Dependence on foreign aid invests the RMI in a system that is not their own; 

reliance is created which makes true self-determination impossible for the Marshallese peoples. 

The problem of equitably allocating responsibilities of nations has been the primary focus of 

climate policy (Baer, 2011: 328). However, as in the case of the RMI, a purely distributive 

paradigm is insufficient to promote regained self-determination, and therefore, true justice. This 

paradigm fails to account for recognition and active participation on the part of those being 

compensated in determining not only their compensation, but their fate as a people. The role the 

United States plays in the COFA, of providing the basic necessities of life for the Marshallese 

peoples, does not recognize adequately the cultural losses created by nuclear bomb testing and 

the threat of rising seas. 
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 Another kind of power asymmetry is at play according to Gardiner (2011): asymmetry 

between generations. In a literal sense, living generations can influence future generations, but 

the reverse is impossible. Intergenerational ethics plays an important part in most indigenous 

societies with intricate responsibility relationships between elders, youth, and the environment 

(Whyte, 2013: 7-8). Gardiner grants that the inheritance of previous generations may be 

squandered in a way that could receive criticism, but his primary concern is with the effect 

current generations have on future ones, as in the case of climate change (Gardiner, 2011: 149). 

He posits that the moral problem comes when living generations pass severe negative effects to 

future generations for moderate gain now (Gardiner, 2011: 158-159). For the RMI, this concern 

can be expressed in both environmental and colonial terms; the United States incurred the 

moderate gain of twelve years of bomb experimentation that resulted in the severe cost of fifty 

seven years of fallout.  

In the case of climate change, the problem is exacerbated because the effects are 

cumulative, spanning not just the decisions of individual generations, but the successive 

lifestyles of several generations. Intergenerational concerns, such as with climate change, present 

a complex problem in terms of liability. Previous generations, or in the case of climate change, 

successive ones, cannot be made to compensate for wrongs now. Gardiner concludes that this 

essentially is a moral problem, with the current generation’s welfare too heavily weighed against 

that of future generations.  He maintains that we must limit the impact of our generationally 

relative preferences (Gardiner, 2011: 159).  

To begin to address a solution, the RMI propose the development of the international 

schema to include more fully sovereign indigenous people in a government-to-government 

framework (Muller, 2013). In the case of climate refugees, a participatory system allows the 
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involved parties to come together as equals in a mediation-based process that integrates conflict 

resolution and healing, and offers a chance at redemption on the part of those responsible 

(Figueroa, 2011: 242). Whyte also calls for a respected government-to-government relationship 

between powerful nation-states and disenfranchised sovereign tribes. Whyte says such a 

relationship “can reflect tribal national identity” and offers an avenue through which proper 

consultation with tribes can be made before climate policy is enacted (Whyte, 2013: 9-10).  

Conclusion 

In his letter to the New York Times, Muller writes: “We are trying to raise the alarm and 

lead by example” (Muller, 2013) He means that his Marshallese home, while imminently 

threatened, is only the first of many inhabited areas facing the ultimate threat to environmental 

identity. The problem of climate refugees has no legal precedent, and the UN General Assembly 

will have to determine whether or not the RMI keeps its seat (Friedman, 2010). I strongly 

suggest that they must keep their seat. The UN must do its best to provide collective continuance 

to climate refugees. In order to preserve their culture, heritage, and identity, the UN must 

preserve their capacity for self-determination. The Marshall islanders self-identification alone 

should cement their position among sovereign states. 

Sovereign, self-identifying tribal nations must be recognized as equal voices in the 

climate change discourse yet to come. They can share valuable knowledge and adaptive 

practices, if and only if that sharing does not constitute further colonial disenfranchisement. Not 

only must indigenous people be equal in the climate change dialogue, but they must enter into 

the dialogue on their own terms. In the case of the RMI, the Marshallese want to lead by 

example, and every Pacific Islands Forum summit they host should be attended by policy-makers 

and others not only from the Pacific islands. Any restorative justice must occur on the terms of 



 

48 

the compromised party. That is to say, the Marshall islanders need to be direct participants in 

deciding their own destiny. The path to righting past wrongs is cultural recognition, as well as 

cultural distribution.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

CONCLUSIONS FOR THE MARSHALL ISLANDS AND THE NEED FOR RECOGNITION 

JUSTICE 

 

The Marshall Islands are one case among a worrying and prolific trend of indigenous 

communities under threat from climate change. However, the Marshallese do not wish to see 

themselves as victims of a fate beyond their control. As represented in Muller’s letter, the 

Marshallese feel they have an important contribution to make in addressing the complex 

problems associated with a changing Earth. Muller’s letter was the impetus for this thesis. When 

I first read it, I was confused as to how such a small nation which contributes little in terms of 

carbon dioxide emissions could have such a large role to play in combating climate change. In 

working on the project, I came to understand that their contribution was not cutting CO2 

emissions, but a contribution of their indigenous knowledge. In other words what the 

Marshallese people were prepared to contribute was their narrative, the way in which the 

changing environment has affected them and how they have changed their lives in response. 

They know by their own experience what climate change really means. Hence, for Muller the 

RMI offers a warning to the rest of the world of impending danger and a world-view which re-

thinks the human relationship to the environment at the global level.  

The desire to contribute indigenous knowledge to combat climate change is not unique to 

the RMI. As I showed in Chapter two, there seems to be an emerging general consensus that 

indigenous people have an important role to play. Further, the importance of indigenous 

knowledge is mirrored by the scientific community in recent years (Nakashima, 2012: 7). 

However, when I was exploring the issue initially I discovered a tension between the view of 

indigenous people and the view of scientists as to what it meant to incorporate indigenous 



 

50 

knowledge. Chapter one attempts to articulate this tension. Most literature which tries to offer a 

comprehensive account of indigenous knowledge does so by appealing to the contrast between it 

and vague notions of “the West” or capital S “Science” (Berkes, 2012: 10). The juxtaposition of 

science and indigenous knowledge in particular seems important on both the scientific and 

indigenous side of the literature. However, it is reductive and offers a dichotomous perspective 

which does not represent the reality of scientists and indigenous people who already work 

together.  

Still, there is tension represented in indigenous literature between scientists who would 

utilize indigenous knowledge and the indigenous people equipped with it (Nakashima, 2002). In 

chapter one I re-described this tension as the ongoing product of modernity on the global power 

structures. Understood as such, scientists and other policy makers are entrapped within the 

modern framework which is ultimately at odds with indigenous knowledge. Specifically, the 

distinctions integral for the modern understanding between facts and values, culture and nature, 

mind and body, and a reductionist approach are all deterrents to a full inclusion of indigenous 

knowledge which does not share these values. Since modernity drives the contemporary global 

scene, indigenous people and indigenous knowledge are marginalized. 

To begin to solve this problem, in chapter two I introduced the importance of Nancy 

Fraser’s (1997) conception of recognition justice. I argue that the best way to resolve the tension 

presented in chapter one was not to modernize indigenous knowledge, but rather to respect it as 

an equal alternative. This is best achieved through the framework of recognition justice. 

Recognition justice is recognition of the existence and cultural identity of another human being. 

Other forms of justice, such as distributive, compensatory, or inter-generational, depend on first 

recognizing that a person exists and that their existence is inseparable from their cultural identity. 
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International solidarity from a recognition standpoint values cultural difference rather than 

requiring conformity to some standard, in this case modernity. In terms of indigenous 

knowledge, recognition justice succeeds where distributive justice fails because recognition 

justice is equipped to handle cultural domination. Cultural domination occurs when a group of 

people are “subjected to patterns of interpretation and communication that are associated with 

another culture [which is often] alien and/or hostile to one’s own” (Frazer, 1997: 14). As I have 

framed it in this thesis, the “alien” culture is modernity. Cultural domination is the greatest threat 

to indigenous knowledge because even well-meaning scientists and policy makers might deter 

full indigenous participation since they operate within a modern framework in which indigenous 

people are inherently marginalized. Hence, the solution for the RMI and indigenous knowledge 

generally is to upwardly revalue alternative cultures.  

In the more general case of indigenous knowledge, recognition justice offers a framework 

which attempts to reconcile disparate ideologies. Moreover, it calls for respect for other cultures 

and others ways of life. Ultimately, the value in indigenous knowledge derives from its 

difference, not its sameness. Indigenous communities are prepared to contribute to the climate 

crisis, but only on the condition that full inclusion is achieved. Hence, a recognition justice 

framework can best address what indigenous groups are calling for, namely, participatory parity. 

In chapter two I noted the Anchorage Declaration from the 2009 Indigenous Peoples’ Global 

Summit on Climate Change in which self-identifying indigenous groups call specifically for full 

and effective participation in affairs relating to the impacts of climate change (Galloway et al., 

2009: 6). If indigenous groups can be recognized as equal participants in the climate crisis then 

their needs can be more adequately met going into the future while simultaneously de-

marginalizing indigenous people. 
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In the particular case of the Marshall Islands, again the call for recognition is clear. 

Despite their history of imperial dispossession of their lands, reliance on foreign aid, and military 

occupation, the Marshallese call not for reparation to damages, rather, for increased self-

determination going forward. Per Muller; reconciliation for past injustices to the RMI is best 

achieved by a change in our global emissions trajectory in the immediate future. In order to meet 

this challenge the RMI is ready to take a leadership role in global affairs that pertain to climate 

change. I would argue that the global north should recognize and respect their authority on the 

issue. This achieves recognition justice because it meets the demands of social inclusion of those 

to whom injustice is being perpetrated.  
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