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Traditional Knowledge in the
Global Climate Change Regime:
Narratives for an Alternative Science Diplomacy
An InsSciDE Case Study
Jean Foyer* and David Dumoulin Kervran**
Centre de recherche et de documentation sur les amériques (CREDA); *CNRS; **IHEAL, France

Based on ethnographic observations during the 21st 
Conference of the Parties (COP 21) in Paris in 2015, this 
case study focuses on the narratives mobilized around 
the articulation between Indigenous traditional knowl-
edge and the fight against climate change. It distin-
guishes the consolidation of three major narratives that 
frame this new participation of Indigenous peoples in 
this global arena: the victim-hero narrative around the 
theme of resilience, the narrative of integrating 
traditional and scientific knowledge, and the supernat-
ural ecology narrative that refers to diplomatic-type 
relations with spiritual entities. Altogether, these narra-
tives construct traditional knowledge diplomacy as an 
alternative to the official scientific diplomacy of climate 
change. They are part of an Indigenous diplomacy 
whose main objective remains the recognition of 
Indigenous rights and territories inside nation-states.
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Visit of French president François Hollande to the Indigenous 
Pavilion during COP21. Photo: J. Foyer
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Protagonists: 
Who gives a voice to traditional knowledge?

Political, diplomatic and environmental 
stakes: Identities, territories, and environment
Recognition of traditional knowledge is the cognitive dimen-
sion of a broader process of recognition of Indigenous peoples 
at  national and international political levels. The most import-
ant diplomatic process on this topic led to the 2007 United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
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The resilience narrative: 
When victims become heroes

Technoscience: The dialogue of knowledge

Indigenous delegates at Indigenous Peoples’ Pavilion of the 
COP21 Generation Climate space, 4 December 2015. Photo: J. 
Foyer & D. Dumoulin Kervran

Placing wordings and narratives

Epistemology: the study of the nature, 
origin, and limits of human knowledge.
-Encyclopaedia Britannica

negotiation. Here we examine the consolidation of three such 
narratives that articulate the theme of climate change with that 
of traditional knowledge and, more generally, Indigenous 
peoples. These narratives portray these peoples as key players 
in the development of scenarios anticipating the future of 
humanity, at the same time justifying their interests and 
supporting the defense of their claims. As such, narratives are 
key diplomatic instruments in the climate arena. 

This discourse about a situation of vulnerability, considered as 
unjust, offers to Indigenous peoples the opportunity to play on 
the theme of climate justice. However, during COP21, references 
to climate injustice remained marginal in the general framing of 
the problem and in speeches. Indeed, Indigenous peoples 
preferred to present themselves as active providers of solutions 
rather than as passive subjects merely experiencing climate 
change. In this perspective, traditional knowledge is presented 
as precisely the element enabling resilience, i.e., the passage 
from the status of victim to that of a true hero of climate change. 

Facing climate change, Indigenous peoples draw on their deep 
ancestral knowledge of their territories, knowledge uniquely 
suited to understanding and action in the delicate balance of 
nature. In this powerful narrative, Indigenous peoples can in this 
way make an important contribution to global efforts of climate 
change adaptation and mitigation, both directly and by teaching 
others.

A very good example of this narrative was expressed in the 
conference “Resilience in a time of uncertainty: Indigenous 
Peoples and Climate Change” just before the opening of COP21, 
co-organized by UNESCO and the National Museum of Natural 
History of France in partnership with Tebtebba (one of the 
principal Indigenous organizations in Asia) and various national 
and international institutions. The text that presented the event 
offers a perfect summary of this narrative:
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Training in drone management by Panamanian organization 
Geoindigena in Honduras, 2022. Photo: Yann Voisin

This discourse about a situation of vulnerability, considered as 
unjust, offers to Indigenous peoples the opportunity to play on 
the theme of climate justice. However, during COP21, references 
to climate injustice remained marginal in the general framing of 
the problem and in speeches. Indeed, Indigenous peoples 
preferred to present themselves as active providers of solutions 
rather than as passive subjects merely experiencing climate 
change. In this perspective, traditional knowledge is presented 
as precisely the element enabling resilience, i.e., the passage 
from the status of victim to that of a true hero of climate change. 

Facing climate change, Indigenous peoples draw on their deep 
ancestral knowledge of their territories, knowledge uniquely 
suited to understanding and action in the delicate balance of 
nature. In this powerful narrative, Indigenous peoples can in this 
way make an important contribution to global efforts of climate 
change adaptation and mitigation, both directly and by teaching 
others.

A very good example of this narrative was expressed in the 
conference “Resilience in a time of uncertainty: Indigenous 
Peoples and Climate Change” just before the opening of COP21, 
co-organized by UNESCO and the National Museum of Natural 
History of France in partnership with Tebtebba (one of the 
principal Indigenous organizations in Asia) and various national 
and international institutions. The text that presented the event 
offers a perfect summary of this narrative:

The integration narrative: 
Dialogue of knowledge and innovations

“With time, the climate jargon is always stronger. Never-
theless, the so-called Indigenous Monitoring, Reporting, 
and Verifying for us is nothing but a form of governance 
and vigilance of our territory, that is to say what we have 
always been doing all along our history, but this time with 
technological tools that enable us to do it better”. 
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Presentation of the “Selva Viviente” (Living Rainforest) 
initiative by Sarayaku People Delegates in the COP21 Climate 
Generation space, 1 December 2015. Photo: J. Foyer

The supernatural ecology narrative

“We came from the remote land of Ecuador, upset by the 
situation of Indigenous people, connected with the guard-
ians of the forest, with a connection to the cosmic world. 
Climate change affects all the living beings that live on 
this little planet, the Earth. Sarayaku elaborated its living 
plan and its proposal: Living Rainforest (Selva Viviente), 
Kawsak Sacha. Sarayacu’s proposal is a space where we 
apply ancestral knowledge. Our Yachak, our wise men, 
interact with the beings who protect the water, the moun-
tains, and the forest (…). The main objective is to reach a 
clear recognition by the Ecuadorian state of this space as 
a sacred biocultural heritage, free from oil exploitation. 
Our call to the international community is to become 
aware of the necessity to maintain the Kawsak Sacha, the 
living rainforest” (Felix Santi, 1/12/2015, translation by 
the authors). 

Ontology, or metaphysics: 
the philosophical study of ‘being’ in general.
-Encyclopaedia Britannica

Image credit: COP21
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We can consider diplomacy engaging traditional knowledge as an alternative diplomacy in its form, enlarging the sets of institu-
tions and representatives among whom interactions take place. Moreover, traditional knowledge diplomacy points to an alterna-
tive science diplomacy of the climate in its legitimation of other forms of knowledge.  

Meeting of the Indigenous Peoples' Caucus at COP 21 in Paris. Image credit: 
Foro Indígena de Abya Yala © FIAY 2015.

Indeed, unlike the classical model of diplomacy, traditional 
knowledge diplomacy is primarily the prerogative not of 
sovereign states but of Indigenous peoples. While these 
peoples defend their cultural and territorial sovereignty 
based on the principles of self-determination, treaty, or prior 
and informed consent, they do not claim the political form of 
classically organized diplomacy. Like the diplomacy practiced 
by environmental NGOs or transnational firms, the practice 
by Indigenous peoples as observed at COP21 opens up the 
notion of diplomacy taking place beyond nation-states or 
rather, in their interstices. While the practice of traditional 
knowledge diplomacy in the climate change regime may be 
largely subject to the codes of classical western diplomacy, it 
also diverts these codes by introducing other ways of speak-
ing, of presenting oneself, other less technocratic and more 
embodied formats of discussions, as well as other forms of 
sanctity and rituality. 

Traditional knowledge diplomacy is an alternative to scien-
tific diplomacy also because it contrasts with the diplomacy 
of "Big Science", which dominates the IPCC in particular. The 
work of this enormous scientific-diplomatic machine is 
indeed dominated by the prevalence of global models, 
whether they be climatic or economic. This reign of abstrac-
tion and globalism, where "global average temperature" and 
"ton of carbon" are unsurpassable metrics, has been 
criticized for its tendency to flatten the world and erase 
differences in experience, knowledge, value, or even meaning 
of climate change. The decoupling of climate science from the 

direct experience of climate change tends also to render invis-
ible the temporality and territoriality of the problem, making 
its translation into public policy more difficult. Finally, the 
hegemony of a globalizing and abstract knowledge is linked to 
a political order that produces inequality. In this context, 
traditional knowledge holds up an inverted mirror to global 
and top-down Big Science, and to the governance that 
typically accompanies it. While perhaps not perfectly symmet-
ric, traditional knowledge as it is presented and narrated in 
the climate arena opposes localism to globalism, particular-
ism to universalism, a situated and embodied presence to the 
"view from nowhere" (Shapin 1998), tangible and affective 
experience to cold abstraction, marginality to hegemony, 
tradition to modernity, and even spirituality to materiality. 

The diplomacy of traditional knowledge thus seems to lay the 
foundations of an alternative to the science diplomacy of 
climate change. It exercises a kind of influence or form of soft 
power where the challenge is not so much to impose 
decisions and norms as it is to change representations, roles 
in the climate arena, and alliances. This influence must be 
understood cumulatively and over the long term. The exercise 
of traditional knowledge diplomacy does not drastically 
change the living conditions of local communities,  and it may 
even in some cases create or reinforce a conceptual gap 
between global humanity and local autochthony. However, its 
contribution over the last 50 years to a growing institutional 
and political consideration of Indigenous peoples and their 
rights must be acknowledged. 
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• What exactly can be considered as traditional knowledge of climate 
change? Where is it encountered? Is it familiar or strange to readers of this 
case?

• In what ways is this knowledge different from modern or western scientific 
knowledge?

• On what grounds would you consider traditional knowledge diplomacy to 
be a vital element of the climate change regime today? On what grounds 
would you argue to exclude it?

• Can we consider Indigenous peoples to be stewards of the environment? 
Could that give them a particular status in climate policy negotiations?

• Based on examples from this case, how does the Indigenous exercise of 
knowledge diplomacy work concretely? Can other forms of its influence be 
found or suggested?
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•  A fuller version of this InsSciDE work has been published as a peer-re-
viewed journal article. See Foyer J,  Dumoulin Kervran D (2020) Mettre en 
récit les savoirs traditionnels : Une diplomatie scientifique alternative à la 
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• As discussed in the “integration narrative”, REDD stands for  “reducing 
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation”; this United Nations 
approach is complemented by REDD+ adding “the role of conservation, 
sustainable management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon 
stocks in developing countries”.

• Cover image: A representative of the  Embera people Indigenous to 
Panama converses in the COP21 Green Zone with members of civil 
society, Paris 2015. Photo: J. Foyer & D. Dumoulin Kervran 
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