
What is the critical role of social science in understanding the Earth system?

“The climate has softened, winters have 
warmed and summers have cooled, 
when I was a child, strong cold held for 
months, we have the legend about the 
bull of winter losing its horns . . .”

(elder Viliui Sakha inhabitant, 2005)
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WHY?
 
Humans are the central driver of 21st century change of the planetary system and also are the only force that can ameliorate that change. 
 
The natural/physical sciences cannot fully capture humans but must engage in effective interdisciplinarity with the social sciences.
 
There are many approaches within the social sciences that are needed to address today’s issues.
 
I provide a window into my work as a cultural anthropologist, my collaborations with a physical scientist and the area of knowledge systems, where I focus much of my work today.
 
I interviewed 33 elders, 10 of which mentioned that the Bull of Winter was not arriving anymore.
 
Through my training as an anthropologist, I see how physical climate change was having cultural effects. 
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Community Knowledge Exchanges
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I began collaborating with Alexander Fedorov of the Melnikov Permafrost Institute in Yakutsk to have a foundation in the physical changes that climate change was bringing. 
 
To understand Indigenous knowledge and scientific knowledge, we initiated Knowledge Exchanges. 
 
We then collaborated for three years with the communities to write a handbook, in the native Sakha language, that simulated the knowledge exchange. 
 
My research experience showed me how effective collaboration can happen. 
 
I was then able to take this into another realm, that of policy recommendations through my lead authorship on the IPCC Special Report on Ocean and Cryosphere in the Changing Climate (SROCC).
 




HOW use all available knowledge systems to respond to change?

From: 2019 IPCC Special Report on Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate (SROCC)
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I worked on Chapter One, the framing for the rest of the report, one of three social scientists in a group of twelve, with my central focus heading up the ‘Indigenous Knowledge and Local Knowledge’ part of section 1.8. 
Our section includes, for example, how all three knowledge systems can complement each other by engaging both quantitative data and qualitative information, including people’s observations, responses and values. 
Furthermore, that this not a simple process, largely because Indigenous Knowledge and Local Knowledge possess uncertainties of a different nature than scientific knowledge.
The critical exercise in this process is knowledge co-production, achieved by working across disciplines, engaging multiple stakeholders, and direct community engagement including, for example, scenario building and identifying shared values and perceptions to tailor adaptation strategies. 
By including all relevant stakeholders and equitably acknowledging and engaging all relevant knowledge, results can ameliorate the historical policy pathways that favored the formally educated and economically advantaged groups involved in the scientific assessment processes.
For our visual depictions, our group realized it was critical to represent the three knowledge systems as equals in order to avoid the common tendency to assume that scientific knowledge is central to which Indigenous Knowledge and Local Knowledge are ‘add-ons.’ 
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