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Abstract: Climate change has universal, global implications and uneven, particular local effects. Ex-
amining how this complex phenomenon is understood in public discourse calls for the merging of theo-
rizing on geography, justice, nature and the mediation of environmental protest. This article combines 
these strands to discuss relationships between peoples, places, politics, nature and the media in 
terms of climate justice. Empirical examples are drawn from interviews conducted with indigenous 
activists and observations of press events organized by indigenous groups during a U.N. climate 
summit. We argue that the “misframing” of indigenous peoples at international climate summits under-
lines the necessity to integrate the perspectives of marginalized, transnational groups and their grow-
ing demands for climate justice into future media research on climate change, and the need for a re-
framing of the mediation of climate change. 
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1. Introduction 

The areas most exposed to acute climate change effects, such as melting ice, eroding coast-
lines, flooding, and drought tend to be geopolitically “remote” in relation to centres of power 
in media and politics. Moreover, they are often inhabited by indigenous peoples, living close 
to nature, with livelihoods intrinsically linked to shifts in the environment.1 This situation epit-
omizes Johnson’s contention (2009, 297) that “Those who feel the most severe impacts may 
be in the worst position to address them—and may have done the least to create them”. In-
digenous peoples fall outside of the formal structure of international climate negotiations, like 
United Nations climate summits. If their voices and perspectives are heard at all, it is gener-
ally in alternative conference venues, at demonstrations or as witnesses in rare news stories 
from exposed areas (Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012). This article argues that media research 
on climate change must address this complex weave of people, nature, geography, politics 
and the media in terms of climate justice. Climate justice refers to views of climate change as 
an ethical issue, linking it to global equality, human rights and historical responsibility (de 
Onís 2012; Page 2006; Shepard and Corbin-Mark 2009, Shue 2014). The concept is hence 
particularly relevant to the case of indigenous peoples due to their histories of colonization, 

                                                
1 Indigenous peoples maintain historical continuity with pre-colonial societies; have strong ties to terri-
tories and natural resources; distinct social, political and economic systems; distinct languages, cul-
tures and beliefs; and constitute non-dominant social groups who “resolve to maintain and reproduce 
their ancestral environments and systems as distinctive communities” (United Nations n.d.). When 
recognized as “indigenous” a group is often ascribed particular status within a nation. We pluralize 
indigenous peoples to underline the differences between indigenous groups (Smith 1999). 
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political, and media marginalization (Meadows 2001; Alia 2011; Anderson and Robertson 
2012).  

During the 2009 U.N. climate summit in Copenhagen, calls for climate justice broke into 
mainstream media reporting (Ytterstad and Russell 2012). These calls must now be an-
swered by research on how climate (in)justice is manifested in news media generally, and 
particularly in relation to indigenous peoples. Thus far media research on climate justice has 
been scarce, and has generally overlooked climate challenges faced by indigenous peoples 
and their growing demands for climate justice (Watt-Cloutier 2004). To address these gaps, 
this article grapples with two research questions: How can theorizing on the geography of 
justice, and more particularly climate justice, contribute to a framework for media research 
that meets challenges posed by the common and diverging impacts of climate change for 
indigenous peoples, and other transnational groups? And how, in turn, can this theorizing 
help to make sense of different understandings of these impacts?  

The article is divided into two parts. The first part develops a theoretical framework that 
addresses transnational understandings of climate justice in a globalizing world character-
ized by unevenly distributed acute climate change effects. The theoretical discussion places 
emphasis on indigenous peoples since these groups often occupy traditional territories that 
span across vast geographical areas and transcend the boundaries of nation-states (Roos-
vall and Tegelberg 2012; 2013). The second part underpins these theoretical connections by 
examining interviews conducted with indigenous activists at the 2011 U.N. climate summit in 
Durban, South Africa. The empirical examples shed new light on how indigenous activists 
assess media coverage of climate change and illuminate the efforts indigenous groups make 
to communicate about climate change and justice. While the material we discuss is limited, 
we argue that the experiences of these indigenous groups highlight crucial challenges for 
media reporting on climate change; especially when it pertains to transnational groups and 
the corresponding tension between universal and particular rights. The article concludes by 
pointing to future directions for media research on climate justice which integrates the posi-
tions, perspectives and roles of transnational and politically marginalized groups like indige-
nous peoples.  

2. Scales of Geography and Justice 
Justice has traditionally been viewed as “the first virtue of social institutions”, strongly con-
nected to the nation-state and limited to its citizens (Rawls 1971). Later theorizing questions 
this geo-political limitation, adding geographical scales of justice to the traditional moral ones 
(Fraser 2008; Young 2011). The concept of scale (Fraser 2008) is relevant to a discussion of 
media and global climate change since it addresses extensions of space for instance in local-
ities with differing experiences of climate change. These local dynamics contrast with U.N. 
climate summits where direct measures taken against climate change are international af-
fairs that build on nation-state logics. In these settings, indigenous groups, who often experi-
ence climate impacts directly, appear as intra- and transnational anomalies. This divergence 
of scales demands further attention.  

Theorizing on scales of geography and justice can contribute to media research on cli-
mate change. David Harvey integrates space, place and the environment into his theorizing 
on social processes and practical politics: “We need critical ways to think about how differ-
ences in ecological, economic, political and social conditions get produced […] ways to eval-
uate the justice/injustice of the differences so produced” (Harvey 1996, 5). This statement 
resonates with the need for critical ways of thinking about how such differences are repro-
duced by the media. Harvey argues for a politics that recognizes how social and environmen-
tal justice can be traced at different scales (1996, 400). Echoing these sentiments, we argue 
that media research on climate change must examine the intersection of justice and geo-
graphical scales. This is crucial since most people learn about the universal and particular 
effects of climate change from the media (Sampei and Aoyagi-Usui 2009; Christensen et al. 
2013), and in particular from reporting on events like international climate summits (Schäfer, 
Ivanova and Smith 2014, see also Eide and Kunelius 2012).   
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Fraser stresses the need for a combination of scales of justice with geographical scales in 
the context of globalization. She contends that in the global era “misframing” (Fraser 2008, 
114) is a major source of injustice. Misframing is a form of misrepresentation that occurs 
when some members of a constituency are denied access to just representation due to their 
geographical location in relation to the structure of a political arena. This problem arises, for 
instance, when a transnational source of injustice is addressed within a state-territorial frame 
that limits the horizon of justice to actors who reside upon and share membership in the polit-
ical terrain of a modern state (Fraser 2008, 22–23). This misframing is precisely what indige-
nous groups, like the Sami, a transnational people spread across four nation-states (Norway, 
Sweden, Finland, and Russia), experience at U.N. climate summits where nation-states ne-
gotiate along territorial lines (Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012).  

Concurrently representation and the risk of misframing is crucial for studying general news 
reporting and reporting on climate change in particular (Boykoff 2010; Carvalho 2007; Hall 
1997; Nakamura 2012; Pietikäinen 2003). While political representation cannot be replaced 
by media representation, the connections between the two variants are strong. This connec-
tion has been identified and theorized in general media research (Hall 1997; Nakamura 
2012), and in research on media and environmental justice (Takahashi and Meisner 2012). 
However, it is rarely acknowledged in media research on climate change (although see 
Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012; 2013). 

 The injustice of misframing can be remedied by granting the group in question political 
representation. Fraser characterizes this as one of three ways of approaching scales of jus-
tice (2008). The second is through a redistribution of means and the third through recogni-
tion. In the latter case, Fraser (2000) suggests recognition of status must concentrate on 
offering solutions to injustice, rather than the mere recognition of identity that was central to 
debates concerning cultural rights in the 1990s. She argues for recognition of the status of 
individual group members as “full partners in social interaction” (Fraser 2000, 113). Fraser 
(2008, 16) defines justice, in its basic form, as parity of participation. While recognition of 
identity remains a staple in journalism, often combined with an identity politics of difference, 
opportunities to focus on status in universal and particular terms have been revealed (Roos-
vall 2014). The crucial question is whether these opportunities are used: Are particular or 
universal injustices recognized in relation to the status of people? And if not, what are the 
obstacles? How are they connected to media and politics? And how are they connected to 
the structure of the COPs (a structure that is outlined below)? Gandy (2013, 225) contends 
that in struggles for environmental and climate justice answers to these questions of 
(mis)framing are crucial if we hope to identify “[…] an appropriate venue within which victims 
can be compensated for the harms they suffer, and where future harms can be limited by 
constraining the behaviours of those likely to be responsible.” 

Although a move from redistribution to recognition characterized the decline of the era of 
the Westphalian frame, all three approaches to injustice—redistribution, recognition and rep-
resentation—remain necessary. Because it is impossible to isolate moral philosophy from 
capitalism, redistribution remains crucial in conjunction with post-Westphalian approaches to 
recognition and representation (Fraser 2000, 2009). Issues of misframing can furthermore be 
tackled by an affirmative or transformative politics of framing (Fraser 2008). The former is 
used to criticize a particular misframing, claiming that scales of geography and justice are 
interconnected in the wrong ways in a given context. The situation can arguably be remedied 
by creating new, autonomous nation-states. The latter approach is used to criticize nation-
state framing logics as such. It aims to create fora where frames are shifted not only in par-
ticular instances, but transformed altogether. According to Fraser, this transformative politics 
of framing is exemplified by transnational activism at events like the World Social Forum, and 
in social justice oriented forms of indigenous and environmental activism (2008, 25; 2009). 
These movements attempt to re-define the subject of (in)justice by supplanting the national 
citizen as subject principle (Rawls 1971) with an “all-affected” or “all-subjected” principle 
(Fraser 2008; 2014). The new approach emphasizes that what defines a subject of justice is 
“joint subjection to a structure of governance, which sets the ground rules that govern their 
interaction” (2008, 65). This reconceptualization of the subject of justice is highly relevant to 
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tensions inherent in the governance structure of U.N. climate summits and growing demands 
for climate justice. 

When regarding representations of indigenous peoples in particular, geographical scales 
can be understood in two crucial ways. One concerns how diverging extensions of space 
matter (local-national-global) in political negotiations (Gandy, 2013). Another concerns how 
different views of nature might regard or disregard the limits of space (Roosvall and Tegel-
berg 2012). Social beings can never escape their embeddedness in the natural world (Har-
vey 1996, 26). Thus all political analysis must embrace this embeddedness, as we do in the 
following section. 

3. Divergent Visions of Nature 
Traditional western perspectives in science and economics understand nature as separate 
from humans. In dominant scientific narratives, flora and fauna reside in isolated categories 
while humanity is placed on a higher plane (Elliot 2006; Smith 1999). This ancient division 
between knowledge and life intensified during the Enlightenment with binary dualism playing 
a crucial role in the establishment of the scientific method (Apffel-Marglin 1998).  
     Another characteristic of the western paradigm is the conceptualization of nature as a 
commodity. James O’Connor (1997) links the commodification of nature to the spread of en-
vironmental injustice in what he calls the second contradiction of capitalism. In the capitalist 
economy, this second, ecological contradiction lies in an infinite cycle of production that 
draws on a finite supply of resources. The outcome is environmental degradation, which in 
turn, produces rising costs, diminishing profits, and eventually leads to economic crisis 
(O’Connor 1997; Foster 2002). Foster (2002) identifies a range of new social movements, 
including the environmental and climate justice movements, that have emerged to confront 
this ecological contradiction by calling for alternative forms of social organization. For these 
social movements, the failure of international governing bodies to respond to demands for 
climate justice stems from institutional structures that remain deeply ingrained in western 
conceptions of nature.  

Binary dualism, like the one between humans and nature, influences how meaning is cre-
ated in language and representation in general, and in news representation in particular 
where cultural stereotypes related to different peoples frequently oppose “western” to “the 
other” (Allan 1999; Hall 1997). Hence, the commodification of nature is also closely connect-
ed to mass mediation (Elliot 2006, 79), and thus relevant to discussions of media,  
representation and climate justice. The birth of mass mediation is often associated with the 
invention of the printing press, and the related breakthrough of nationalism in the 16th centu-
ry, also known as the birth of “print capitalism” (Anderson 1991). The drawing of “geograph-
ical boundaries across material natures” caused a “disjunction between the continuities of  
natural space” and the “discontinuity of national boundaries” (Elliot 2006, 85). Thereby  
cross-border phenomena are overlooked and environmental action obstructed.  
Consequently, the structural relationship between global capitalism and environmental injus-
tice is routinely disregarded in dominant media framings of climate change, where the  
issue of climate change is largely de-politicized (Berglez and Olausson 2014). 
     In order to facilitate environmental action in an era of accelerating climate change im-
pacts, we must reconsider dominant scientific, economic and media structures that reinforce 
this separation of humans and the natural world. This can occur in the form of questioning 
the naturalness of nature (Castree 2014) and the alleged border between nature and culture; 
or by challenging dominant economic structures that determine our connection with nature, 
as well as the alleged boundaries between humans and nature. 

Scholars and activists have recently claimed that one method of responding to the acute 
global crisis of climate change is to acknowledge indigenous perspectives on the natural en-
vironment (Tipa 2009, Huntington 2013). Hulme (2009, 81–82) states that:  

 
The value of the role of local environmental knowledge about climate has begun to be 
recognised. Such local knowledge—sometimes referred to as indigenous or traditional 
knowledge—has frequently been established over centuries of habitation. 
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Hulme juxtaposes local, indigenous and traditional knowledge, unlike Guttorm (2011, 69–70) 
who distinguishes between local and indigenous knowledge. Sami knowledge, she claims, 
includes spiritual aspects and a holistic view of human-nature relations, whereas local 
knowledge does not. Indigenous and local knowledge in northern Sweden however shares 
the view that humans are part of nature, and should act accordingly (Guttorm 2011). 

Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is a term that encompasses local and indigenous 
knowledge. Understandings of TEK vary with the world views of those who define it 
(McGregor 2004). Nonindigenous groups generally view TEK as a “body of knowledge” sep-
arate from the people who possess it. Conversely, indigenous peoples understand it as “[…] 
rooted in the spiritual health, culture, and language of the people and handed down from 
generation to generation [...] based on intimate knowledge of the land, water, snow and ice, 
weather and wildlife, and the relationships between all aspects of the environment” 
(McGregor 2004, 78). Differences between TEK and dominant western perspectives have 
not been sufficiently accounted for in research on the mediation of climate change (although 
see Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012, 2013). Our interviews attest to the importance of such an 
undertaking and further evidence the connection between prevailing views of nature, capital-
ism and climate justice.  

4. From Environmental to Climate Justice: Media, Citizens and Activism 
Before turning to closer examination of how climate justice theorizing can inform media re-
search on climate change and indigenous peoples, it is important to consider an influential 
precursor to the climate justice movement. In the 1970s, the environmental justice movement 
emerged in the United States with a series of local acts of resistance, by poor people and 
people of color, to the zoning of hazardous waste landfill sites and other environmental 
threats to their communities (Bullard 1990). Initially confined to local issues and grassroots 
actors, the movement gathered momentum in the 1980s, culminating in the First National 
People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in 1991. The movement’s primary aim 
was to expose environmental racism; that is, policies and practices that negatively impact the 
environment in communities of color (Bullard 1990). In many national contexts, this became 
the catalyst for research that documented disproportionate concentrations of environmental 
threats in poor, racialized communities (Agyeman et al. 2003). Endres (2009) emphasizes 
that discursive aspects of such environmental colonialism require further study. Our inter-
views attempt to accomplish this by examining the assessments indigenous activists make of 
media reporting on climate change in their communities. 

Pezzullo and Sandler (2007) explain that while human health has always been a concern 
for mainstream environmentalists, the environmental justice movement placed social inequal-
ities at the top of its agenda. This represented a move away from nature conservation and 
the survival of endangered species toward the survival of humans, particularly poor and mar-
ginalized peoples identified as “other” (Harvey 1996, 286, 399; Pezzullo and Sandler 2007, 
8–9). In placing emphasis on ending discrimination, the movement redefined the environ-
ment to encompass the totality of life conditions: air, water, wages, housing, education, 
health, equity, and justice (Harvey 1996, 391; Szasz 1994, 151). Media research on climate 
change must take this conceptualization of the environment into consideration, especially in 
the case of transnational indigenous peoples, as our analysis shall demonstrate.   

This intimate relationship between humans and the natural world is a central theme in 
contributions by indigenous scholars to environmental justice research. The literature details 
specific cases of environmental injustice, such as toxic waste dumping, mineral extraction, 
and other hazardous industrial practices, disproportionately situated in proximity to indige-
nous communities. Scholars and activists describe the devastating impact these practices 
have had on local environments and ways of life (LaDuke, 1994; 1999; Westra 2007; Agye-
man et al. 2009); evidencing that while marginalized in terms of geography, politics and me-
diation, indigenous groups are often centred regarding environmental injustice (Agyeman et 
al. 2009, 3). This research trajectory primarily focuses on demands for environmental justice 
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in response to local environmental threats. However, as Harvey notes, all environmental 
movements fighting for particular causes have a choice to continue struggling locally or strive 
for a more universal politics, which “[…] involves a move from one level of abstraction—
attached to place—to quite different levels of abstraction capable of reaching across space in 
which communities could not be known in the same unmediated ways” (Harvey 1996, 399, 
emphasis added). Thus, by necessity, moving from local to global causes includes media-
tion. This calls for further investigation of the media’s role in (mis)framing the issue of climate 
change.   

Media studies of social activism have already begun merging with studies of environmen-
tal activism, particularly concerning digital media (Askanius and Uldham 2011; Davidsen 
2011; Gavin and Marshall 2011; Segerberg and Bennett 2011). These works place environ-
mental activism in the context of political activism and the media (Cottle and Lester 2011; 
Christensen 2011) or in the context of social justice (Sowards 2012). Some claim the climate 
justice movement made its breakthrough at the 2009 climate summit in Copenhagen (Ytter-
stad and Russell 2012), while others trace it back to 2000 (de Onís 2012). Ytterstad and 
Russell study “[…] the role of journalism in mediating the political goals and arguments of 
climate activists” (2012, 247). Like Askanius and Uldham (2011), they focus on the mediation 
of climate justice at U.N. climate summits. These studies make crucial contributions to un-
derstanding activism, media and climate justice in the context of the Global Justice Move-
ment. We aim to add to this a theorization of how scales of justice relate to geographical 
scales more broadly, and particularly in relation to indigenous peoples. 

There is a growing literature on media, indigenous peoples and environment/climate 
change (Björst 2012; Davidsen 2011; Takahashi and Meisner 2012; Roosvall and Tegelberg 
2012, 2013).2 These works have generated insights on issues of citizenship, climate change 
and the media, and demonstrated the importance of more sufficient theorizing on media and 
climate justice. Theories that facilitate understanding of the tension between different exten-
sions of space and how these relate to people; particularly as this pertains to justice, is an 
area surprisingly neglected thus far in mainstream media theory.3 Indigenous groups are 
citizens of nation-states, but often simultaneously constitute intra- or transnational groups, 
which are generally excluded from climate negotiations and poorly represented by govern-
ments. Research highlighting domestication and the nation-state as organizing principles in 
climate change reporting suggests that transnational perspectives are rare (Olausson 2014; 
Roosvall 2010). It is not in spite of this tendency but because of it that transnational perspec-
tives should be considered in theories of media, climate change and justice.  

Our previous research (Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012; 2013) indicates that indigenous 
peoples are “used” in media reporting to highlight the urgency of climate change, while their 
political perspectives are largely ignored. Kant characterized this tendency to treat people not 
as ends in themselves but as instruments as “radical evil” (1793/1998; see also Nussbaum 
2013). Concurrently, indigenous knowledge about nature is represented as likeable but 
wrong when compared to western science (Roosvall and Tegelberg 2013). There is finally a 
specific injustice connected to indigenous peoples: as transnational groups they are mis-
framed in nationally oriented media reporting (Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012, 2013) and in 
the summit area. This pattern may prove fatal; especially given concerns about the impact 
climate change is having on the colonized lands indigenous peoples inhabit. 

5. Studying Representations with the Represented 
During COP17 in Durban, we interviewed several activists from indigenous organizations 
who attended the summit as observers. The interviews took place outside the gates of the 
summit and in a general poster room located some distance from the official negotiations. 
We posed four questions that focused on media reporting, climate change and indigenous 

                                                
2 There is also a growing literature on indigenous produced media (Hafsteinsson and Bredin 2011; Pietikäinen, 
2008). Yet these studies seldom consider indigenous perspectives on climate change.  
3 While recent scholarship has linked climate justice and indigenous peoples, these studies lack a media focus 
(Cochrane 2014). 
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peoples: 1) What do you think about media coverage of indigenous peoples and climate 
change? 2) Is there a difference between mainstream media and alternative media reporting 
on indigenous peoples and climate change? 3) Do you have an opinion on how media cov-
erage could be improved? 4) Do you have advice for media researchers on how to approach 
these issues in future research? The questions do not explicitly address climate justice, but 
nevertheless generated responses that associate injustice with media coverage. 

Methodologically, we draw on Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) guide to interview research 
and Bryman’s (1996, 46) position that open-ended interviews help to facilitate analysis of 
social matters from the perspectives of the actors involved. The interviews provide empirical 
evidence of the analytical applicability of a framework focused on the mediation of geogra-
phies of climate justice. Moreover, they provide a space for indigenous activists’ perspectives 
on the mediation of climate change. Here we focus on six interviews conducted with repre-
sentatives of organizations focused on indigenous issues during COP17: 1) Curtis Konek 
and Jordan Konek of the Inuit Youth Delegation, Arviat, Nunavut, Canada; 2) Vibeke Larsen, 
a Sami politician from Norway; 3) Raymond de Chavez of Tebtebba, an umbrella organiza-
tion representing a network of indigenous groups from Southeast Asia, Latin America and 
Africa; 4) Tito Puanchir, President of the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of the 
Ecuadorian Amazon (CONFENIAE); 5) Tiina Kurvits of Many Strong Voices, an advocacy 
organization that promotes security and sustainability in coastal communities in the Arctic 
and in small island developing states; and 6) Francois Paulette, former Chief of Fort Smith 
First Nation, Northwest Territories, Canada.4  

The interviews were transcribed verbatim and examined using critical discourse analysis 
(Laclau and Mouffe 1985; Winter-Jörgensen and Phillips 2002). In particular, we examine 
how the discourse of media, indigenous peoples and climate change can be understood as a 
nodal point—a privileged centre of discourse—to which other key concepts are connected. 
These central concepts are identified in the theoretical framework and considered according 
to frequency of appearance in the interviews. Geography, nature and politics appear as core 
concepts in the theoretical framework and in the narratives of the interviewees.  

The interview analysis is further informed by three specific concepts from theorizing on the 
geography of justice: redistribution, recognition (of identity/status) and representation (Fraser 
2008, 2000). After identifying how these concepts manifest themselves in interviewees’ ac-
counts, we discuss climate justice and geography in relation to the mediation of nature and 
the mediation of politics. Our analysis concentrates on how interviewees view nature and 
politics in relation to climate change and the media, and how they practically relate to these 
subjects. Regarding justice, we identify: a) whether interviewees call for or relate to redistri-
bution; b) whether recognition is evoked, whether interviewees feel the media recognize their 
perspectives and, if so, how (is identity or status acknowledged?); and c) whether interview-
ees advocate for and/or discuss political representation. Regarding geography, we identify 
statements concerning the geographies where interviewees live, as well as related geogra-
phies of climate change effects, and finally the geography of U.N. climate summits. Relating 
these geographies to one another and linking them to scales of justice demonstrates why the 
analytics of geography and justice must be intertwined.  

To provide context for the interviews we engaged in basic participant observation (Iorio 
2011, 13) of press events arranged by indigenous peoples. We attended any press confer-
ences or events organized by an indigenous organization and publicized in the NGO tent. 
The next section recounts some of our observations from the summit halls and indigenous 
press events. The interview results are then presented in two thematic sub-sections.  

                                                
4 Interviews were conducted with representatives from all the indigenous organization present in the 
NGO tent.  

 
 
 



46     Anna Roosvall and Matthew Tegelberg 

CC: Creative Commons License, 2015. 

6. Geographies of Climate Justice: Indigenous Perspectives on Nature, Politics 
and Mediation 

6.1. At COP17 in Durban 
At U.N. COP summits nation-states with formal, political roles in the ongoing negotiations are 
referred to as “Parties”. The “Parties” are divided into two main categories: Annex 1 Parties 
(industrialized countries) and Non-Annex 1 Parties (developing countries). These categories 
are determined according to a nation’s expected level of commitment to global efforts to 
mitigate climate change. Organizations, with scales ranging from local to global, participate in 
the COP summits as “Observers”. Such status provides a group with access to climate 
meetings, but no formal role in official decision-making. It is as part of this broad cross-
section of civil society actors that indigenous peoples, and other transnational groups, are 
recognized within the COP process. Hence, when it comes to political representation at U.N. 
summits, indigenous participants occupy a position on the margins. 
     At COP17, a geography of (in)justice permeated the space of the summit. Indigenous 
organizations desiring to take part in the politics of the event resided on the margins in a 
large poster room located a considerable distance from the official proceedings, and 
accordingly from the majority of the media attention. In some cases, press events organized 
by indigenous groups were held in the main conference area. However, these events 
attracted very little media attention. At press conferences held by Tebtebba, the Indigenous 
Environmental Network and the Inuit Youth Delegation we sat in sparsely attended rooms 
where few questions were asked by the journalists present. During Tebtebba’s press 
conference, indigenous representatives from four regions gave thorough presentations on 
climate change impacts that were met with silence. Human rights were central to the 
presentations, connecting the deliberations on climate change to issues of justice. 
   In the poster area, an Inuit Youth Delegation presentation attracted more attention. 
However, the audience mainly consisted of other NGOs and activists. The Inuit youth arrived 
late, because of a traffic jam, and hastily pulled traditional clothing over their jeans. A 
noteworthy gesture since it reinforces a statement made by a representative from 
International National Trusts Organization. When asked how media coverage of indigenous 
groups could be improved, his response was that: “wearing your indigenous…clothing 
actually says much more than talking about it” (Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012). Here 
emphasis is on the recognition of identity, rather than the status, of indigenous peoples. 
According to Fraser, such recognition will not sufficiently help a group maintain status on par 
with others (2000). The utterance moreover puts responsibility for media coverage on the 
people covered rather than on those producing the coverage. This is partially an issue of 
geography, in that we found media at the center and indigenous groups on the margins, of 
the COP structure, and in societies at large. The media marginalization of these groups, 
however, is not due to their dwelling on an absolute geographical margin but rather to their 
symbolic handling in dominant forms of media representation (Roosvall and Tegelberg 
2012).  

6.2. Perspectives on Nature and the Media 
Interviewees rarely mention justice explicitly, but statements on the COP summits’ failure to 
provide adequate spaces for their perspectives on nature indicate injustice. This is reflected 
in the sense of frustration many interviewees had with the summit as a place to express their 
views on nature and the general lack of attention to indigenous perspectives on nature in 
media discussions of climate change.  
     Several interviewees discuss traditional indigenous knowledge in opposition to western 
scientific perspectives on climate change. In an interview with the Inuit Youth Delegation, 
Curtis Konek says: 
 

We’re here to talk about our elders’ perspective on climate change and hope that the 
government or the higher powers will listen to our elders’ perspective. […] they’ve been 
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out on the land for so long and they see the changes and they know the changes and that 
is what the government should look at and study. […] [the elders’] perspective on climate 
change because they know more than the scientists (personal communication, December 
6, 2011). 

 
Konek views traditional indigenous knowledge as something that should be recognized as a 
catalyst for political action. He calls for recognition of the status of indigenous perspectives, 
rather than the recognition of identity and argues that governments should pay more 
attention to Inuit elders’ intimate understandings of changes occurring in their natural 
surroundings. This emphasis on TEK demonstrates that the Inuit Youth Delegation went to 
Durban to generate awareness of perspectives on nature and climate change frequently 
neglected, underrepresented, or misunderstood. 
     Tito Puanchir, president of CONFENIAE, makes a related statement concerning the 
importance and uniqueness of Amazonian indigenous perspectives on nature and the 
environment: “We have an intimate relation with nature, with all living things. This is the 
reason why we care for the environment, why we give back with benevolence instead of 
destroying it, which we don’t think is a good approach. How one manages the environment 
depends on how one understands it” (personal communication, December 5, 2011). 
Puanchir’s statement emphasizes the importance of encompassing different understandings 
of nature in theories about climate change and the media. He contrasts indigenous 
perspectives on environmental conservation with the damaging impact agricultural projects 
and large scale mining are having in the Amazon basin. He fears that if these massive 
interventions continue nothing will remain for future generations. This has been the catalyst 
for Amazonian indigenous peoples to mobilize to defend their natural environments from 
further exploitation, calling for a redistribution of means instead. 
     Vibeke Larsen, a representative of the Sami parliament in Norway, underlines the 
importance of experiencing and knowing a place while discussing the impact of climate 
change on Sami reindeer herders in Norway:  
 

Reindeer herders are in the front of the climate change and it will affect them very much, 
so if they [the media] could just try to take the climate change problems down to the south 
then they would see it has relevance for all the people that live in the north. […] they [the 
media] and the people in the south don’t understand what is happening here. They are 
not here, they don’t understand (personal communication, December 6, 2011). 

 
Larsen stresses that the ignorance of southern Norwegian media to what is happening in 
Sami communities stems from their geographic distance from the north (“They are not here, 
they don’t understand”). This mirrors concerns raised by Agyeman et al. (2009, 3) about 
divisions between North and South in Canada where: “Northern peoples bear a 
disproportionate burden from economic development and natural resource extraction, since 
they do not benefit from the conveniences of mass industrial production as their southern 
neighbours do, yet experience deleterious changes to their economies, environments, and 
ways of life.” 
     Larsen then provides an example of how misunderstanding and lack of dialogue between 
north and south can lead to conflict:  
 

In the north, where the Sami people live, the Norwegian government are very fixated on 
green energy […] windmills, wind energy. […] It means that they have to take some 
reindeer inland to build this and you have to build roads into it and use lots of wires. So 
you have to take a lot of land. Then they [the windmills] come into conflict with Sami 
reindeer herding and you are in a conflict between climate and the traditional way to live... 
So it’s a hard place for the Sami parliament because we want to be responsible for the 
society, we want to be responsible for our future, and at the same time we have to take 
care of our old culture and the reindeer herding (Ibid 2011). 
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Larsen describes a conflict between Sami reindeer herders’ traditional way of life and the 
green energy industry’s infrastructure projects in northern Norway. Moreover, she represents 
conflicting ways of responding to changes in the natural environment. Climate friendly 
indigenous traditions collide with what is deemed a climate friendly energy source, which 
conflicts with traditional rights. 
     Conversely, Francois Paulette, a former chief and representative of Canada’s Assembly 
of First Nations, describes how lands and cultures in the Canadian north are threatened by 
energy projects like the Athabasca tar sands: “they are increasing the tar sands output which 
will destroy more environment […] the river, the people.” He argues that people “need to 
have more of […] an environmental conscience, more of a spiritual conscience about the 
land, the earth and us human beings” (personal communication, December 6, 2011). By 
focusing on nature and humans simultaneously, Paulette underlines spirituality, which 
connects TEK to climate justice. 
     Paulette and Larsen discuss energy projects from partly different angles. However, when 
they are asked about media coverage they both bring these up to exemplify a lack of 
understanding nature and ways of engaging with it. Interviewees express concern about the 
consequences associated with neglecting indigenous perspectives on the changes 
happening to their natural surroundings. Destructive western scientific and economic 
discourses and practices are contrasted with balanced relationships with the natural world. 
The examples illustrate the need for further analyses of media and climate change that 
combine indigenous knowledge with justice theories, subsequently merging into theories of 
climate justice. During the summit, these perspectives on nature and corresponding calls for 
recognition and redistribution largely fell on deaf ears, due to the international structure of the 
summit and the marginal position of these transnational actors; a clear instance of mis-
framing (Fraser 2008). 
     Our final interview question sought advice on how to approach issues of media, 
indigenous peoples and climate change in future research. Vibeke Larsen’s answer concisely 
summarized what many respondents expressed: “[...] media don’t know the indigenous 
peoples...it seems like a lack of knowledge”. Media researchers are advised to become more 
attentive to indigenous knowledge and share it with the public (personal communication, 
December 6, 2011; Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012). Tiina Kurvits called for further emphasis 
on how indigenous knowledge can be recognized in the media (personal communication, 
December 5, 2011). Knowledge about indigenous peoples, recognition of the status of 
indigenous knowledge about nature, and how these peoples and perspectives are 
represented by the media should thus be key areas of concern in future studies. 

6.3. Perspectives on Politics and the Media  
Several interviewees suggested they occupied a marginal position at the Durban summit in 
terms of mediation, commenting on their difficulty gaining access to journalists and other 
news media. Interviewees also discuss marginalization in terms of politics, expressing frus-
tration with their status on the margins of the political structure of the negotiations. These 
instances of marginalization are connected, hence we argue theories of justice are needed in 
media studies. The following examples demonstrate moreover how scales of geography and 
justice intersect in the marginalization of indigenous peoples. 

Tiina Kurvits (Many Strong Voices) highlighted the absence of Arctic indigenous peoples 
from mainstream media coverage of climate change effects in Polar regions. She explained 
that while there is coverage “in northern papers [in Canada] […] in the mainstream media 
we’re not seeing an awful lot […] once in a while there might be something but it tends to 
focus on, say, the polar bears as opposed to the impact on the people that would be hunting 
bears or that are dependent on the wildlife on the land. I’m certainly not overwhelmed” (per-
sonal communication, December 5, 2011). The statement attests to the lack of perspectives 
on justice since the media focus lies on animals rather than humans. Kurvits elaborated on a 
strategy her organization uses to generate media exposure for indigenous and local perspec-
tives on climate change. This is to plan press events that bring together indigenous political 
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leaders from different effected regions: “The appeal there seems to be that when you have 
an Arctic person and somebody from a small island state the media does get interested […] 
it’s like, you know, what are you guys doing together?” (personal communication, December 
5, 2011). The comment underlines that for communication about acute situations in the Arctic 
and small island states to be effective, two leaders representing different cultures must be 
present. It is thus cultural differences that attract media attention, and thereby recognition of 
identity rather than status. 

Kurvits addressed the lack of coverage in mainstream media in particular. She wished that 
activists knew better how to circulate their knowledge in the media: “The press releases […] 
seem to get lost in a pile of all these other press releases” (personal communication, De-
cember 5, 2011). She expresses the need to know how they can get their stories out and 
what kinds of stories work best. A related question is whether it is constructive for social jus-
tice movements to approach mainstream media, or more constructive to focus on alternative 
media (Ekman 2011). While alternative media are crucial for any justice movement, penetrat-
ing mainstream media remains essential if the aim is to reach larger audiences. Interviewees 
struggled to gain mainstream media attention, rather than alternative media attention, even 
though mainstream media was viewed as industry biased and conservative: “most of the 
papers in the world are right wing conservative papers so they reflect the profile of industry 
and governments rather than the people” (Francois Paulette, personal communication, 6 
December 2011).  

Raymond de Chavez (Tebtebba) said alternative media were more interested in covering 
indigenous perspectives on climate change. In the mainstream media “you really have to find 
the hook, a good story line that will really catch the attention” (personal communication, De-
cember 5, 2011). de Chavez explained how Tebtebba used social media platforms like Twit-
ter and Facebook to “raise the bar in terms of exposure to indigenous issues” (personal 
communication December 5, 2011). However, he expressed concern about getting media 
and media researchers to pay attention to indigenous perspectives. He criticized the media 
for marginalizing indigenous perspectives and encouraged media researchers to highlight the 
political role of indigenous groups at the summits, and to scrutinize the disparity between 
high media concentration at climate negotiations and the lack of media access for alternative 
groups (personal communication, December 5, 2011). Takahashi and Meisner (2012, 360) 
identify similar sentiments expressed by indigenous and environmental groups in Peru: “It is 
not possible from this study to determine whether the lack of media access by environmental 
groups and representatives of indigenous groups was due to a deliberate blockage from the 
media or their lack of organization and availability. Either way, their limited access could 
have affected the range of policy options.” Evidently, the structure of the meetings and the 
lack of exposure to mainstream media functioned to marginalize these transnational groups 
and their perspectives on climate change. The range of policy options stemming from COP17 
could have been wider if these structures had been more open to transnational indigenous 
perspectives.  

At COP17, Norway was the only negotiating country with an indigenous representative in 
its official delegation. While this is a privileged position in relation to other indigenous groups, 
Sami representative Vibeke Larsen identified some drawbacks:  

 
The consultation is sealed, secret until a report is there. So it’s very hard for the Sami 
Parliament to show […] where we stand because we have to seal it until the report is 
there. So we have the Sami society on our backs all the time, you are not doing enough 
for us and so on just because the process is like that [...] so when the government in-
cludes us indigenous people they also seal the process (personal communication, De-
cember 6, 2011).  

 
Larsen experiences difficulty reconciling her official status in Norway’s delegation with the 
responsibility of representing Sami interests. While Sami in Norway enjoy political represen-
tation, the conditions and limitations of this representation raise crucial questions. Returning 
to Fraser’s framework for tackling injustice, we must ask whether this is just political repre-
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sentation or misframing through the imposition of state-territorial frames? And, regarding 
recognition, whether this is an issue of being recognized on par with others in terms of sta-
tus? The same questions apply to media reporting: Does media reporting misframe, and 
what does media reporting recognize, identity or status? 

7. Conclusions 
This article elaborates on the politics of media representation, not only in terms of cultural 
stereotypes (Hall 1997) or ideologies connected to the representation of climate change 
(Carvalho 2007), but by framing the discussion as a matter of justice. A theoretical frame-
work is introduced to tackle understandings of climate change impacts that transcend nation-
al boundaries, while still accounting for differences related to peoples and places.  

The misframing that Fraser identifies as part of contemporary political structures perme-
ates international climate negotiations. It occurs in media representations of U.N. climate 
summits, where transnational indigenous groups are misframed in various ways. Interviews 
and participant observation revealed that what was previously identified as misframing in 
media output (Roosvall and Tegelberg 2012; 2013) is built into the structure and conduct of 
media production during climate summits. These insights call for better inclusion of transna-
tional groups who raise issues that are not only marginalized in media and politics, but in 
research as well.  

The concept of misframing allows researchers to determine whether climate related is-
sues are connected to relevant scales in media reporting. More particularly, theoretical focus 
on intersecting scales of geography and justice help enhance understanding of global, na-
tional, transnational and local scales that pertain to the politics and mediation of climate 
change. This occurs right down to the structuring of the summit and its localities. The summit 
and the mainstream media function according to the logic of nation-states, but transnational 
perspectives were evident in the activities and narratives of interviewees, who arguably at-
tempt to reframe the issue of climate change by taking part in a transformative politics of 
framing (Fraser 2008). The organizations represented by the interviewees are not regulated 
by nation-states. On the contrary, transnationalism characterized the activities of groups like 
Tebtebba, Many Strong Voices, and CONFENIAE. Tebtebba arranged a transnational press 
conference featuring representatives from different parts of the global south who placed em-
phasis on status and highlighted human rights. Many Strong Voices underlined connections 
between the experiences of Arctic indigenous peoples and marginalized peoples from south-
ern, small island nations. The examples highlight perspectives currently missing in media 
and international political structures and demonstrate the relevance of doing research with 
indigenous peoples to enhance understanding of transnational groups politically marginalized 
yet acutely exposed to climate change. 

The experiences of indigenous groups show that people encounter multiple scales and 
that these scales are interrelated and synchronous. There are nation-state scales connected 
to the summits and to politics in general; global or planetary scales of possible implications 
and necessary adjustments to climate change; and intersecting transnational, local and re-
gionally particular scales of uneven effects. Each of these scales are situated in politics and 
nature, making it essential to examine how boundaries and extensions of space are imag-
ined in specific contexts. Nation-state scales currently dominate media representations of 
climate change. From the standpoint of justice, this calls for a transformative politics of fram-
ing climate change as a critical issue with indigenous groups positioned at the forefront. In 
order to tackle prevailing injustice, climate change must be reframed this way, in the media 
and elsewhere, to reflect its entanglement with multiple scales: as an issue simultaneously 
universal—in its implications for the entire world—and particular—in the uneven nature of its 
effects. Notions of universal status are often lacking in media output (Roosvall 2014), but 
could certainly be spelled out here in terms of equal human rights to life in non-threatening 
environments. From a perspective that acknowledges diverging geographical scales of jus-
tice (Fraser 2008) this recognition of universal status needs however to be combined with a 
recognition of particular status that addresses the particular effects climate change has in 
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certain localities, for peoples with specific histories of colonization (political as well as politi-
co-environmental) and corresponding cultural rights (particular identity). Prevailing injustice in 
terms of exposure to and political capacity to deal with acute climate change threats must at 
the same time in these areas be amended with particular redistribution of means and just 
political representation. Thus, in tackling global climate change, its uneven effects as well as 
the uneven access to resources, and how this is represented in the media, the operationali-
zation and activation of all of Fraser’s (2008, 2014) different remedies for injustice helps us 
understand and deal with the complexity of injustice in a globalizing world.  

Without mentioning the word climate justice, interviewees repeatedly alluded to the con-
cept in their responses; highlighting human rights, global implications, and a focus on hu-
mans rather than animals or the natural environment. Tina Kurvits criticized media for over-
using polar bear images at the expense of Arctic people. Vibeke Larsen showed us, further-
more, what can be missed if indigenous perspectives are not considered; namely that a mat-
ter perceived by some as climate friendly, such as building windmills in reindeer herding terri-
tory, can be viewed by others as unjust.  

This article begins to answer calls for research on climate justice by examining geogra-
phies of climate justice and integrating indigenous perspectives. We argue that such an ap-
proach is essential when dealing with a changing climate that affects the planet to varying 
degrees depending on geo-political location, and opportunities to tackle these effects that 
vary according to political representation, recognition and redistribution. Informed by these 
insights, our hope is that more research responds to calls by interviewees for: more empha-
sis on indigenous knowledge; greater attention to the politics of climate change in indigenous 
communities; and enhanced access to media at climate summits and with regard to the issue 
of climate change in general.   
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