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I begin with the explicit recognition that knowledge, broadly construed, does not distinguish a 

lone method of knowing or a specific characterization of what can be known, but rather that the 

vast range of human experience begets a rich array of knowledges that attend to many different 

features of the world. Without sharing the lived experience of other epistemic agents – complete 

with their histories, worldviews, and cosmologies – it is inappropriate to evaluate the relative 

merits of different knowledge systems, especially regarding assessing the truth or value of the 

respective systems. This does not suggest, however, that we cannot seek to understand how 

different knowledge systems interact.  

In this paper, I suggest that contemporary (read: Western) modes of public engagement in 

environmental management programs are mistakenly oriented at engaging knowledges rather 

than engaging the peoples whom possess the diverse knowledges. Motivated by literatures from 

marginalized communities, I begin by describing what I will here call the Inseparability Thesis 

which, I suggest, serves to highlight the ways in which many diverse knowledges are mistakenly 

characterized by Western environmental management regimes. Through consideration of the 

ways in which Indigenous knowledges of the natural environment stand in relation to current 

Western environmental management practices, I aim to show how these mistaken 

characterizations pose a severe threat to the epistemic autonomy of those peoples that the West 

seeks to engage and, secondarily, undermines the purpose of engaging diverse peoples. 

Ultimately, I argue that recasting engagement as an engagement of diverse peoples instead of an 

engagement of diverse knowledges helps to foreground the potential harms that pose ethical and 

practical obstacles to engagement. 

II 

Knowledge, in general, has been an integral part of human life as long as human life has existed. 

I don’t believe this to be a troublesome claim, but this does suggest that knowledge is 

inextricably tied to people, perhaps in ways that we may see it as inseparable. If human 

knowledge has existed as long as humans have, then it is at least intuitively plausible that the 

human person is necessary for human knowledge and this, perhaps, further suggests that human 

knowledge cannot exist without human persons. Western knowledge systems, however, act as 

though this is not the case.  

Take, for instance, the Western scientific institution. The pursuit of “objective knowledge” has 

rendered the individual scientist (a human person) obsolete in accounts of knowledge. 

Institutional norms for scientific publication demand the removal of the first-person perspective, 

instead opting for the cold, seemingly objective third-person. For example, instead of “I’m 

writing this paper” – with the recognition that I am a person with my own beliefs, desires, and 

intentions, the third-person norm demands that “Jared is writing this paper”, providing an 

externalist perspective of an intimate (to me) experience. Hasok Chang (2011) provides a much 

better account of these norms in the scientific institution, but it is sufficient for my purposes that 

I am not “a ghostly being that either believes or doesn’t believe certain descriptive statements, 

fixing [my own] beliefs following some rules of rational thinking…” (Ibid., p. 210).  

Simply put, the Western scientific institution is purely satisfied in considering only those 

knowledges that can be expressed in the third-person. But I contend that there are very real, 



 

visceral knowledges that cannot be expressed in this way. Take, for example, the knowledge of 

the taste of a strawberry. A brief third-person account, found on an online discussion board, 

describes the taste of a strawberry as “…a slight bitterness underneath the strong sweetness 

followed by a faint sour flavor with strong distinct scent and a unique texture…”. This is 

obviously insufficient – I have knowledge of the taste of a strawberry and this description does 

not do justice to my knowledge. In fact, my knowledge of the taste of a strawberry is a very 

personal knowledge that, I presume, no one other than myself could ever know. I cannot describe 

it any better than the above description, nor would I try. I claim, non-trivially, that my 

knowledge of the taste of a strawberry is inextricably fixed within myself. I also assume that 

your knowledge of the taste of a strawberry is equally personal, and equally fixed.  

This example is meant only to show that there are some knowledges that cannot be separated 

from the person whom holds the knowledge (it may be the case that all knowledge is 

inseparable, but that consideration is beyond the scope and requirements of this paper). 

Furthermore, this example is based on a Western logic which, given that this paper is focused on 

engaging peoples external to the Western paradigm, is perhaps misguided in describing how 

different peoples conceptualize their relationships with their knowledge. For example, the Black 

Feminist writer, Audre Lorde, describes true knowledge as the erotic, considering the phrase “It 

feels right to me” as acknowledging “the strength of the erotic into a true knowledge, for what 

that means is the first and more powerful guiding light toward any understanding…The erotic is 

the nurturer or nursemaid of all our deepest knowledge” (Lorde 2012, p. 56). Lorde’s recognition 

that the phrase ‘It feels right to me’ denotes a deeper knowledge suggests that, for Lorde, this 

knowledge is viscerally personal and cannot be detached from the knower. Similarly, the 

Chicana writer, Gloria Anzaldúa, describes La facultad as the “capacity to see in surface 

phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, to see the deep structure below surface. It is an 

instant ‘sensing,’ a quick perception arrived at without conscious reasoning” (Anzaldúa 1999, p. 

60). Again, knowledge can be cultivated before conscious reasoning, necessarily embodied 

within the knower (for how could pre-conscious reasoning knowledge exist external to the 

knower?). Dian Million, an Athabascan Indigenous writer, describes a felt theory of Indigenous 

knowledge, recognizing that the “lived experience, rich with emotional knowledges… 

underline[s] the importance of felt experience as community knowledge, knowledge that 

interactively informs our positions…” (Million 2013, p. 57). Again, Million’s account suggests 

an inseparability of the felt experience from the knowledge of the experience.  

I argue that these accounts, in addition to the Western logic account of the strawberry, demand 

attention be paid to the inseparability of some knowledges from the knowers, further demanding 

that the drive to engage diverse knowledges in environmental governance actually requires the 

engagement of diverse peoples. These examples highlight what I call the Inseparability Thesis, 

namely that much of human knowledge is inseparable from the human person who holds it. With 

this in mind, I now turn toward the pursuit of diverse knowledge engagement in Western 

environmental management regimes. 

III 

Humans have a relationship with their respective natural environments. These relationships vary 

widely from absolute objectification (often recognized through flagrant resource extraction) to 

viewing the environment as inseparable from the fabric of the human community. Varying and 

diverse relationships beget different experiences a community will have with their environment 

and these experiences, in turn, construct and reinforce those ways in which a community 



 

interacts with their environment. In Western culture, these community interactions are guided 

and described under the brand of natural resource management. As suggested by the term 

‘natural resource’, Western natural resource management regimes orient communities towards 

the extractive and utilitarian use of the environment, perhaps best evidenced by the United States 

Federal Land Policy Management Act’s overarching mandate that the environment should be 

managed for multiple uses and sustained yield (highlighting the focus on resource utility).  

I assume that it is noncontroversial that any management – extractive or otherwise – requires at 

least nominal knowledge of the thing to be managed, and the way that one perceives 

management goals will make salient the types of knowledge relevant to those goals. The Western 

management goals of sustained extraction require knowledge systems that are focused on the 

health of an ecosystem inasmuch as is required for it to continue producing the desired resources, 

manifesting as scientific knowledge of the causal mechanisms of ecosystem health. Many 

Indigenous knowledges, however, rely on living adaptively with the natural environment and are 

focused on the ways in which their community practices adapt to the “seasonal changes and 

shifting ecological trends” (Whyte 2015, p. 3) of the environment, manifesting as community-

based knowledge – akin to the felt experiences recognized by Million – of the interwoven 

relationship communities have with their environments. I recognize that these examples are brief 

and not exhaustive of the diverse array of knowledges of the natural environment, yet they serve 

to highlight how different relationships bring different values to bear on knowledge systems and, 

in turn, on the management of the natural environment (e.g. adaptive versus extractive). 

As industrial societies have developed, they have impacted their natural environments in ways 

that render the environment’s future health uncertain. Climate change, for example, is a notable 

product of this industrialization and has prompted Western management regimes to reconsider 

their management prerogatives. As described above, different relationships will make salient the 

types of knowledge deemed relevant and with the uncertain future of the natural environment, 

there has been an explicit drive to incorporate different knowledges into Western management 

regimes. To be sure, the inclusion of diverse communities, knowledges, and environmental 

relationships will assuredly benefit management regimes. And yet, to rely on platitudes, a wrong 

thing done for the right reason may still be wrong. Although it may prove beneficial to the way 

that the environment is managed (in this case, the right reason), viewing communities’ 

knowledges as a resource to be used raises ethical concerns regarding an indifference to that 

communities’ epistemic autonomy and rights to self-determination (the wrong thing done).  

III 

Following from the last section, Western natural resource management regimes have expressly 

sought out Indigenous knowledges in order to augment their own environmental knowledges. In 

order to understand the critical points of reflection for engaging Indigenous knowledges, it is 

first helpful to understand how Indigenous and Western knowledges are currently postured 

toward each other. To this end, Nicole Latulippe (2015) aptly characterizes four predominant 

relationships between Western and Indigenous knowledges as [1] Ecological, [2] Critical, [3] 

Relational, and [4] Collaborative (See Figure 1). Briefly, [1] Ecological relationships can be seen 

as those where Indigenous knowledges are used, as resources, in Western research. [2] Critical 

relationships are those where the knowledge systems are disparate and can be characterized as 

incommensurable. [3] Relational systems keep separate and retain the key features of the 

knowledge systems, instead allowing that knowledge can be shared while the knowledge 

systems themselves remain separated. [4] Collaborative relationships seek to equitably 



 

accommodate the two knowledge 

systems, with a key focus on the co-

production of knowledge and the co-

ownership of the collaborative 

processes. I suggest that the 

dominancy of Western knowledges in 

environmental governance will treat 

all other knowledges – Indigenous or 

otherwise – in line with one of 

Latulippe’s four relationships. 

Kyle Whyte (2015) offers a description of Indigenous knowledges that instead focuses on the 

relative value that sharing Indigenous knowledge with Western research may have for 

Indigenous communities. Whyte distinguishes between Indigenous knowledges engendering 

either supplemental-value or governance-value, the former generally describing those scenarios 

where knowledge is used “as inputs for adding (i.e. supplementing) data that scientific methods 

do not normally track” (p. 7), whereas the latter refers knowledges that “serve as irreplaceable 

sources of guidance for Indigenous resurgence and nation-building” (p. 7). Governance-value, in 

this sense, suggests that although Indigenous knowledges may be incorporated with Western 

research, it is necessary that it is done in accord with Indigenous peoples whom “need to be 

assured that the flourishing of [their] knowledges is respected and protected” (p. 8). This means, 

unequivocally, that a scenario where Indigenous knowledge is being considered will be of 

governance-value to the Indigenous peoples only as long as it is done with complete respect to 

the epistemic autonomy of the Indigenous peoples and in accordance with their values and 

customs as determined by the Indigenous peoples themselves. Although these descriptions only 

serve to briefly summarize different ways in which Indigenous and Western knowledges may 

relate to each other and under what conditions, they serve to provide a foundation that can help 

consider the ways in which Western natural resource management regimes – with the current 

desire to incorporate diverse knowledges in order to better manage the natural environment – can 

reflect on their engagement practices in order to respect diverse communities’ epistemic 

autonomy and rights to self-determination.  

IV 

The bulk of Western resource management occurs under differentiated programs that are 

constrained by Western legal frameworks and provide the rules for carrying out management 

activities. Program creation often relies on Western science to help predict the impacts and 

effects of management actions and is a site of potential engagement with other knowledges. This 

is also a critical stage for Indigenous peoples to engage as there is a possibility that they can 

guide the program to provide governance-value for themselves, yet there can be considerable risk 

to their epistemic autonomy in doing so. Western management operates as a hierarchy and it may 

be unlikely that the ultimate decision-makers will turn over control of program creation to others, 

Indigenous peoples included. If Western managers engage with Indigenous knowledges yet 

refuse to relinquish decision-making authority, then Indigenous knowledge risks being of 

supplemental-value, falling short of the governance-value that respects the epistemic autonomy 

and rights of self-determination of Indigenous peoples.  

As long as Western management engages only with Indigenous knowledges instead of 

Indigenous peoples themselves, then it must do so under the Ecological relationship described by 



 

Latulippe. Without Indigenous peoples being engaged to assert their terms of knowledge 

engagement, there is no possibility that their knowledge will remain separate, instead being used 

(and by virtue of this, permuted) as the Western management deems satisfactory. Management 

programs that seek to engage other knowledges need to recognize this harm to epistemic 

autonomy and make space for Indigenous peoples to co-create the conditions of their 

engagement. In doing so, Indigenous peoples are able to regard whether the underlying goals of 

the project (and the relevant Western knowledges associated with attaining these goals) are 

incommensurable with their own knowledges, thus describing Latulippe’s Critical relationship. If 

it is not, they are able to decide how they would like to relate their knowledge to Western 

knowledges in order to maximize the governance-value of the project. I want to emphasize the 

key concern at this stage: There can be great value in engaging Indigenous knowledges at the 

program creation stage – both for Western management and for the governance-value for 

Indigenous peoples – but if Western decision-makers refuse to relinquish decision-making 

authority and/or do not engage Indigenous peoples (instead of only Indigenous knowledges), then 

there is a terrible risk that Indigenous knowledge will be merely used as a supplemental-value.  

Once a program has been established it is implemented on-the-ground at local scales. The 

program creation stage seeks to provide general rules and guidance for specific environmental 

management goals whereas implementation occurs at specific sites with distinct affected 

communities and ecosystems. There is an increasing recognition that program implementation 

can be greatly improved by engaging the relevant local communities1 in order to reflect program 

details against local knowledge, practice, and values. This provides an opportunity for 

Indigenous knowledges to guide management efforts in ways that hold governance-value for 

Indigenous peoples, but there is also a risk – given the hierarchal structure, tightly controlled 

decision-making authority, and legal constraints that undergird Western resource management – 

that Indigenous knowledges will be co-opted under the guise of engagement. At best, this 

relegates Indigenous knowledges to an Ecological (supplemental-value) relationship that 

constructs them as a resource to be used. At worst, it seeks to make commensurable knowledges 

that are, in fact, incommensurable, contorting and deforming Indigenous knowledges and 

undercutting the epistemic autonomy of Indigenous peoples. With respect to these risks, the 

same considerations apply to program implementation as program creation of allowing 

Indigenous peoples, themselves, to assert the conditions of their engagement.  

Program implementation, however, offers opportunities beyond program creation in that 

contemporary resource management programs generally require community engagement, thus 

giving on-the-ground management legal latitude and motivation to consider local communities’ 

interests. As argued above, engaging Indigenous peoples instead of focusing on Indigenous 

knowledges allows them to set the terms of their engagement, further supporting Indigenous 

people’s epistemic autonomy to decide whether their knowledges are commensurable with 

Western knowledges. If they are and they wish to engage, they are then in a position to decide 

whether Relational or Collaborative knowledge relationships are appropriate and best able to 

provide the governance-value that Whyte describes.  

 

 

                                                             
1I use ‘relevant communities’ broadly as it is still highly controversial who counts as relevant for environmental 
management across vast cultural, spatial, and temporal scales.   



 

V 

Western environmental governance regimes have a prerogative – motivated by both instrumental 

and aspirational goals – to engage diverse knowledges in program creation and implementation. 

As described above, and recognizing the Inseparability Thesis, many diverse knowledges cannot 

be ‘pulled apart’ from the persons holding them. This leads to a deep-seated obstacle to 

engagement – how can engagement practices engage diverse knowledges without permuting, 

transforming, or otherwise damaging the knowledges? Following from Latulippe’s four 

relationships and the inseparability of knowledges from peoples, I argue that engagement can 

only occur with respect to Latulippe’s [4] Collaborative relationship.  

Before turning back toward the question posed above, it is worth briefly considering the concept 

and goals of ‘engagement’. For the purposes of this paper, I stipulate that the engagement of 

diverse knowledges requires the safeguarding of the knowledges being engaged. If an 

‘engagement’ does not seek to safeguard the knowledges being engaged, then I presume that it is 

being falsely labeled as an ‘engagement’. I suspect, without further defense, that an 

‘engagement’ without knowledge safeguarding would be more appropriately labeled as epistemic 

colonization – but that is beside the point of this paper. It is sufficient to recognize that ideal 

engagement would require knowledge safeguarding. 

It should be obvious, at this point, that the Inseparability Thesis – supported by diverse 

knowledges from Black, Chicana, Indigenous, and Western knowledges – demands that 

safeguarded engagement (as described above) can only occur through Latulippe’s [4] 

Collaborative relationship. Put another way, it is necessary that engagement seeks to equitably 

accommodate diverse knowledge systems, with a key focus on the co-production of knowledge 

and the co-ownership of the collaborative processes.  

[1] Ecological relationships are clearly insufficient as they do not safeguard knowledges and they 

presume that embodied knowledge can be translated into Western epistemologies – which, as 

argued above, they often cannot. [2] Critical relationships do safeguard diverse knowledges by 

explicitly recognizing the incommensurability of some knowledges (i.e. Western and embodied 

knowledges), but [2] also precludes engagement. Put differently, engagement as conceptualized 

here cannot occur in [2] Critical relationships. Similarly, the [3] Relational relationship assumes 

that the Western management regime can benefit from diverse knowledges apart from the 

peoples possessing the knowledges. As argued by the Inseparability Thesis, this is simply not 

possible and thus, the [3] Relational relationship cannot characterize safeguarded engagement. In 

order to safeguard diverse knowledges in engagement, Western regimes need to engage the 

peoples possessing the knowledge and relinquish authority to create the conditions of knowledge 

co-production to the peoples being engaged. Simply, without engaging diverse peoples with their 

embodied knowledge according to the [4] Collaborative relationship, there is no way to engage 

their knowledge.  

If Western environmental governance wishes to engage diverse knowledges, then (as I’ve 

argued) it is required to engage the diverse peoples bearing the knowledge. Recasting 

engagement as engagement of peoples brings to foreground considerations of epistemic 

autonomy, representation of marginalized knowledges (peoples), and inquiries into the ethics of 

methodologies of engagement. If it is sufficient for Western regimes to engage mere knowledges 

(which it is not, as argued), then the regimes can remove reflection on the ethics of their actions 

toward the people bearing the knowledges since the knowledge is seen as ontologically separated 



 

from the person. I believe that this is clearly insufficient. Recognizing that knowledges are 

inseparable from their bearers demands accountability of engagement: Who are we engaging (not 

‘what knowledge are we engaging’)? How are we engaging these peoples (not ‘how are we 

engaging this knowledge’)? How are we accommodating diverse peoples in management 

programs (not ‘how are we accommodating diverse knowledges in management programs’)? The 

recognition of the Inseparability Thesis demands the engagement of diverse peoples and not the 

colonization of their knowledges. Ultimately, this foregrounds and recognizes the potential 

harms to peoples that engagement propagates under the pretense of engaging knowledges. 

VI 

Western resource management is beginning to recognize that diverse knowledges are able to 

better provide environmental management solutions, yet the management structures have been 

constructed in ways that render them potentially harmful to the epistemic autonomy of those 

whose knowledge they seek to integrate. By recognizing the inseparability of knowledges from 

the people that bear the knowledges, we are able to recast engagement as an engagement of 

people and not an engagement of knowledge. This paper has argued that engaging people both 

protects and safeguards the epistemic autonomy of the engaged persons, as well as highlights the 

ethical commitments of engagement, demanding that the Western governance regime cannot 

background ethical conversations on the pretense that they are only engaging knowledges 

separate from the people bearing the knowledge.  
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