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Anthropology’s focus on local contexts and cross-scale interactions can contribute in significant 

ways to climate change research and decision making. Using ethnographic, archaeological, 

historical, and modeling methodologies, anthropologists examine climate change from local 

perspectives, but always with an eye to the broader historical, cultural, environmental, and 

geographic context within which each locale is situated. This panel, convened by the AAA Task 

Force on Global Climate Change, presents state-of-the-science research that broadens our 

understanding of how local examples can be integral to wider policy discussions. Presentations 

demonstrate a range of border crossings, whether temporal or spatial, in scale or across 

anthropology's sub-disciplines. The panel will be followed by a Policy Forum in which we invite 

discussion on the ways that such case studies can help inform decision making at supralocal levels. 

 

The science of climate change is well documented and serves as a base for international climate 

summits and national practices surrounding the concepts of mitigation and adaptation. 

Consequently, large parts of the world have increasingly been described in terms of vulnerability or 

resilience to anticipated effects. Emphasis on global climate models has helped drive a view of the 

cultures and futures of  the small-scale communities where anthropologists and archaeologists often 

work that reduces complex contexts to questions of adaptation as a “solution” to climate-driven 

vulnerability. Yet, global climate projections and solutions are not neutral, as demonstrated most 

markedly by the current policy gridlock between developed and developing countries. Rather, 

global-scale climate science represents a predominantly “Western” concept with a long history of 

unequal power relations.  

 

Here, we reverse this top-down approach, discussing both global climate discourse and the 

challenges that climate change brings from the localized perspective that anthropology’s various 

subfields can provide. Anthropologists have long researched the great variety of ways that people 

shape, inhabit, and manage their environments, and how past and present communities have 

developed strategies and technologies to deal with variations in weather and climate. Populations 

engage with contemporary climate change impacts on various scales, as residents of vulnerable 

areas, as citizens of regions and nations, and as members of transnational organizations propagating 

adaptation and mitigation planning. Thus anthropological case studies have the potential to help 

recalibrate, broaden, and enrich global climate discourse about vulnerability and adaptation. In 

particular, anthropology’s ability to transcend disciplinary boundaries of science and history, of 

critical theory and applications, makes it an ideal partner in the effort to bring local knowledge to 

bear on this global problem. We seek presentations from across anthropology’s sub-disciplines that 

are anchored in the local and exemplify approaches to climate change that prioritize cross-scale 

interactions and academic, geographic, or institutional border crossings. 

  


