
Speaking of Language: 
 

a look into how language reflects differing 
approaches to climate adaptation 

 

1. Why is language important? 
Language and the words one uses can reflect a writer’s 
values, perspectives, and ways of knowing. Taking a 
close look at language can provide a glimpse into these 
values. 

 
This summary sheet focuses on the perspectives 
represented by the Cultural Resources Climate Change 
Strategy (CRCCS) and the Tribal Adaptation Menu 
(TAM). The CRCCS was written by the National Parks 
Service in 2016 and embodies many Western 
approaches toward climate change and the 
stewardship of Cultural Resources. The TAM, written 
between 2017-2019 and released in 2019 by a coalition 
of Tribal and non-Tribal partners in the Midwest region, 
provides a Tribal, specifically Anishinaabeg, 
perspective expressed in English with Ojibwe and 
Menominee terminology translated. 

 

2. What was our approach? 
This project focuses on the English terminology used 
in documents like CRCCS and the TAM. We created 
word clouds and thematically analyzed the individual 
words shared between and unique to each document. 
Finally, we scanned several policies and guidelines for 
instances in which terminology could be a point of 
contention. 

3. How does the language differ? 

Dissecting the language used in each of the documents 
begins to reveal ways in which approaches to climate 
change can differ. With a focus on the individual words 
that have been shared between or are unique to each 
piece of writing, we can see that Tribal and Western 
values and ways of knowing are similar, different, and 
sometimes at odds with one another. Even a simple 
word cloud, in which words that are used more often 
are depicted with a larger font, hints at the different 
priorities each document holds (Figures 1 & 2). Some key 
findings are listed in the chart on the following page. 

 

4. Why should we recognize 
these differences in language? 

In addition to representing values, language also 
influences action; language particularly influences our 
response to climate change. It is important to recognize 
that the ways language is framed can enhance or impair 
how messages are received. For example, the TAM 
emphasizes beings, (including humans, fish, wildlife, 
plants, rocks, spirits); the CRCCS emphasizes things 
(resources). Failing to recognize the values-based 
differences in language between federal agencies and 
Tribal Nations challenges the implementation of 
policies and guidelines that inform climate change 
responses. 

 

  
 

Figure 1. Word Cloud using words from the CRCCS. Figure 2. Word Cloud using words from the TAM. 
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5. How are language and policy 
(dis)connected? 

Below, we take a brief look at how particular key 
findings from analyzing the TAM and the 
CRCCS connect with certain policies and 
guidelines. Policies we examined include: 
- The Archeological and Historic Preservation 

Act (AHPA), passed into law in 1974 
- The Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), passed into law 
in 1990 

- Guidelines for Considering Traditional 
Knowledges in Climate Change 
Initiatives (GCTKCCI), written by the 
Climate and Traditional Knowledges 
Workgroup in 2014 

  6. How should this work continue? 
Firstly, we would like to acknowledge that we were not able 
to work with the TAM team until the end of the creation of 
this summary sheet. In the future, writers of the documents 
to be analyzed should be consulted from the beginning of the 
process in order to accurately frame the project. Additionally, 
the scope of this summary sheet is limited; we only looked at 
the CRCCS and TAM and connected these documents to only 
a handful of policies. The project could, and should, be 
expanded to include an even more comprehensive analysis 
of additional policies and guidelines representative of more 
Tribal perspectives and include NPS guidance for both 
natural and cultural resources, as Traditional Knowledge is 
inherently holistic and integrative. However, it is important to 
note that even in the small step taken by this summary sheet, 
the need to reconcile differences in language is already clear. 
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Key Findings  

Description of knowledge 
The TAM uniquely characterizes knowledge 
as something that can be possessed and 
gifted from one being to another, 
including rocks, plants, and animals. 

  Connection to Policy 

Concept of possession 
Section 2 (13) of NAGPRA aims to define the “right of possession.” 
The mere introduction of the concept of possession demands a 
reconciliation between language. Discussions of possession need to 
share an understanding of what can and cannot be possessed. For 
example, though the TAM characterizes something intangible like 
knowledge as possessable, NAGPRA’s definition only encompasses 
tangible items like “unassociated funerary object[s], sacred 
object[s], or object[s] of cultural patrimony.” 

Description of harm 
The CRCCS emphasizes and details the 
types of physical harm incurred by 
climate change. 

Concept of risk 
§312502 of the AHPA and Guidelines 2 and 3 of the GCTKCCI involve 
the concept of risk. Discussions of risk demand a shared 
understanding of what should be considered harmful in the first 
place. Though documents like the CRCCS tend to focus on physical 
harm, like harm done to a landscape, a comprehensive definition of 
harm must also include intangible risks posed to Tribal populations, 
like the potential misappropriation of shared knowledge and the 
appropriateness of strategies to address climate change risks. 

Shared words 

Though documents share themes of 
management, urgency, and partnership, 
many of these themes are used much 
more often in the CRCCS than the TAM. In 
the TAM, the words colonial and exploitative 
were used to describe historical and 
contemporary injustices; contrastingly, 
these same words were used in strictly 
scientific contexts in the CRCCS. 

The act of defining 
Some policies have a more direct connection to the language work. 
For example, Guidelines 1 and 6 of the GCTKCCI directly call for 
shared concepts and definitions. Undergoing the act of definition 
demands candid conversation between stakeholders that results in 
terminology that represents values-based priorities for climate 
adaptation. 
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