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Abstract 
 

Fire as medicine to prevent raging wildfires. It was the indigenous answer to wildfire management for 

years, until colonization ended it. Indigenous peoples all around the world share a deep bond with 

nature as their culture and rituals are deeply embedded in it. Cultural burning is just one example of 

such a ritual. In the United States, indigenous peoples were prohibited from performing cultural burns 

as the settlers were afraid of the fire. Instead, the settlers instigated a policy of fire suppression that 

would last for decades. This suppression policy is part of the reason that in the last decades, California 

in particular has been battling with the most severe wildfires in its history. In 2020, California faced its 

worst wildfire season yet. After this wildfire season, in January 2021 for the first time ever, indigenous 

knowledge was implemented in California’s wildfire strategy. This was a historical moment and gives 

rise to the question ‘How and under what conditions is indigenous knowledge incorporated into 

environmental policy?’ To disentangle how indigenous knowledge was implemented, this thesis 

adopts an interdisciplinary theoretical framework to capture both social movement theory as well as 

postcolonial theory. Postcolonial is used to complement the social movement concepts to capture the 

specificities of the indigenous social movement. A process tracing analysis was conducted in order to 

shine light on the process of implementation. From the analysis it was concluded that it is likely that 

the indigenous social movements in California have exerted influence on their policymakers. They 

were able to use the opportunity structure to their advantage and could through framing processes, 

connect their issues to a broader discussion. Future academic research is necessary to conclude 

whether the implementation of indigenous traditional knowledge in wildfire policy is part of a larger 

trend. 

Key words: indigenous knowledge; social movements; postcolonialism; implementation; wildfire 

policy; environmental policy; indigenous rights 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Research puzzle and research question 
Worldwide there are over 370 million indigenous peoples that are spread across seventy countries 

(United Nations Indigenous Peoples Indigenous Voices, 2007). Indigenous peoples do not make up 

one particular ethnic group, on the contrary, it is a very diverse group. It is therefore difficult to 

capture an experience that will be reflective of all indigenous peoples. However, indigenous peoples 

do share some characteristics, e.g., they self-identify as indigenous, have historical continuity with 

pre-colonial or pre-settler colonies and they have unique traditions that are different from the dominant 

societies (United Nations Indigenous Peoples Indigenous Voices, 2007). Moreover, indigenous 

peoples have a unique relationship with nature. Not only do they often live close to natural 

environments, their culture and rituals are also closely connected to nature (Giunta, 2019, p.151). 

This is also recognized by the United Nations. In 2007, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) was created. Work groups had been working on it since as early as 

1982, but it was not until 1994 that the first draft was finished. In 2006, after many revisions, the 

Declaration was adopted by the United Nations Human Rights Council (United Nations for Indigenous 

Peoples, n.d.-b). UNDRIP was eventually adopted by the General Assembly on the thirteenth of 

September in 2007 by a majority of 144 states in favor, 11 abstentions and 4 votes against. The four 

against-votes came from Australia, Canada, New-Zealand and the United States. This is striking as 

these countries all have large indigenous populations. It was not until 2010 that these four countries 

decided to take on the Declaration. When it comes to the Declaration, one article is of particular 

importance for the environmental rights of indigenous peoples. Article 29 of UNDRIP (2007) states 

the following: 

“Indigenous peoples have the right to the conservation and protection of the environment and the 

productive capacity of their lands or territories and resources. States shall establish and implement 

assistance programs for indigenous peoples for such conservation and protection, without 

discrimination.  

1. States shall take effective measures to ensure that no storage or disposal of hazardous 

materials shall take place in the lands or territories of indigenous peoples without their free, 

prior and informed consent.  

2. States shall also take effective measures to ensure, as needed, that programs for monitoring, 

maintaining and restoring the health of indigenous peoples, as developed and implemented by 

the peoples affected by such materials, are duly implemented.” 
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UNDRIP was a groundbreaking piece of work for indigenous peoples. It is still the largest body of 

work promoting indigenous rights worldwide. Not only does UNDRIP recognize indigenous peoples 

as a distinctive peoples entitled to certain rights, it also recognizes them as “holders of the collective 

right to the conservation and protection of the environment, the right to self-determination and the 

right to development” (Giunta, 2019, p.150-151).  

Even though UNDRIP was an important piece of legislation for indigenous peoples, it still did not 

give them decision-making power over environmental management. Today, indigenous peoples 

(often) still not hold decision-making powers to their traditional lands and resources (Giunta, 2019, 

p.152).  

Indigenous participation in environmental management is an interesting notion as it forces one to look 

at the legal status of indigenous peoples. The legal status of indigenous peoples differs between nation 

states, but most nation states recognize indigenous peoples as sovereign within their own territories. 

This gives them varying degrees of autonomy over their resources. This is sometimes referred to as 

‘tribal sovereignty’ (Indigenous Environmental Network, 2020). Indigenous nations used to possess 

powers of self-government that pre-date the colonial contemporary states that we currently know. 

Over the years, these self-government rights have been restricted through violence, treaties and laws. 

This has led to increased conflict between indigenous peoples and nations states, among others, on 

environmental management (Richmond et al, 2013, p.1042). Currently, there are few examples where 

indigenous knowledge is implemented into environmental policy. This is partly due to the position of 

indigenous peoples in the wider societies that they are part of. Within these societies, as argued above, 

they might enjoy some sovereignty, but they still largely have to adhere to the rules of the nation that 

they are part of. 

Furthermore, indigenous peoples do not only want environmental rights in order to practice their 

culture, they need environmental rights to ensure their survival (Giunta, 2019, p.151). From 2007 

onwards, studies have shown that climate change is a threat to human lives. Indigenous peoples, 

because of their closeness to nature, will be affected more severely than all other individuals (Manley-

Casimir, 2011, p.32; Giunta, 2019, p.151). Think, for example, of the Inuit or Native Alaskans who 

rely heavily on ice for their survival. Because of rapid climate change, their access to food is already 

constrained. This is a problem for nutrition as well as for cultural well-being (Durkalec et al, 2012, 

p.136-137; Giunta, 2019, p.151). This is a problem that indigenous peoples worldwide face.  

Often times, indigenous peoples hold different ideas about how to manage the environment than the 

nations that they are part of. Indigenous peoples also possess a different kind of knowledge than 

individuals from the nation that they are part of. Over the years, indigenous peoples worldwide have 

worked to get their own traditional knowledge implemented into environmental policy as a way to 

acquire more control over what is happening to their lands. Indigenous knowledge is “knowledge 



 9 

about the natural world which is managed by indigenous culture and practices in ways to respond to its 

needs and desires” (Harding, 2015, p.90). By ‘adding’ their knowledge to environmental policy they 

become important actors in environmental management, as they are the sole agents that possess this 

particular kind of knowledge. This way indigenous peoples may also increase their influence on policy 

and gain in authority in certain issue areas, which then may expand their decision-making power. 

However, the process of implementation is long and taken together with the disadvantaged position of 

indigenous peoples, it appears to be very difficult to implement their knowledge into policy. 

Therefore, the implementation of indigenous knowledge into environmental policy warrants further 

examination. Thus, this thesis aims to provide an answer to the question: 

RQ: How and under what conditions is indigenous knowledge incorporated into environmental 

policy? 

1.2 Theories 
To provide an answer to my research question, I will adopt a theoretical framework that consists of 

social movement theory and postcolonial theory. Concepts of social movement theory are used to 

disentangle how social movements operate and how opportunities are created and cultivated. 

Postcolonial theory is used to enrich the social movement framework by focusing on the unique 

characteristics of indigenous social movements. This is also a way to add to social movement theory 

that has been criticized for not taking culture into account. 

Henceforth, I will briefly introduce the main concepts. Social movements aim to acquire specific 

(political) goals. To reach these goals, social movements often seek to bring changes that shift the 

distribution of power in society (Silva, 2015, p.29). In order for social movements to reach their goals, 

movements usually direct their energy towards policymakers. Tarrow (1996) coined the concept of the 

political opportunity structure which captures the overall structure in which social movements are 

embedded. The opportunity structure consists of four elements, namely, relative openness of the 

polity, stability of alignments, presence of influential allies and division amongst elites. These 

elements are relevant for social movements to be able to address their claims and to exert their 

influence. Which element is of particular importance differs for social movements according to the 

policy or issue area. When the elements of the structure are present, a certain window of opportunity 

for the social movement opens up which they can use to cultivate their claims. When the opportunity 

structure is present, indigenous social movements are more likely to exert influence on policymaking. 

Next to the opportunity structure, the way indigenous social movements frame their issues is of 

importance. Where the opportunity structure offers more structural explanations for the outcomes of 

social movement activity, the concept of framing helps to explain why and how movements can 

persuade elites to transform policy. A definition put forward by Zald (1996) explains that “frames help 

interpret problems for action and suggest pathways to remedy the problem” (p.265). Frames thus help 
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to situate issues within a certain context. In addition, frames also offer solutions to the proposed 

problems. This suggests that framing is an active process used by social movement. For indigenous 

social movements in particular it is argued that access to the political arena opens up when indigenous 

movements connect their issues to broader societal discourses (Eimer, 2020, p.98). This may also help 

them mobilize supporters. Therefore, it is especially important for indigenous social movements to 

frame their issue in a way that resonates with others in society. 

Another way in which indigenous social movements work to influence policymakers is by adopting a 

two-level strategy. The UN has offered indigenous peoples an important platform to address their 

issues to. Passy (1999) argues that a two-level strategy may be adopted where indigenous social 

movements can address their demands to their state leaders in the international arena of the UN 

(p.151). This way, international norms will be developed that will also potentially constrain the 

nation’s government. This may make it easier to also address the respective governments on the 

national level. The two-level strategy may be quite important as indigenous peoples often address 

issues that are potentially threatening to the state (e.g., right to self-determination). The state is 

therefore unlikely to simply give in, which is why international pressure by the UN is of further 

importance (p.151). 

Postcolonial theory also offers an explanation as to why indigenous peoples often turn to the 

international level. Indigenous peoples worldwide still have to deal with colonization and its ongoing 

consequences. Today, they still are marginalized groups in society. This makes collective action more 

difficult for them. In addition to their underprivileged position in society, they also have to deal with 

stereotypical ideas of their culture and their knowledge. Furthermore, indigenous knowledge is, 

opposed to western science, often perceived to be traditional, backwards and residual (Briggs, 2005, 

p.102). This deeply concentrated bias leads to the widespread idea that the only way things can 

develop is through western knowledge. This results in the fact that to this day, little interest has been 

shown in how the knowledge systems could complement each other (Briggs, 2004, p.103). This thus 

may potentially negatively impact the indigenous social movement on their quest to have their 

knowledge implemented into policy. 

1.3 Case selection 
To analyze how indigenous social movements get their knowledge implemented into environmental 

policy, I have decided to focus on a specific branch of environmental policy, namely, wildfire policy. I 

focus specifically on wildfire policy as the countries that refused to sign UNDRIP at first, have in the 

last decade been struggling significantly with wildfires. These countries all have a large indigenous 

population and are now slowly turning to indigenous people for the answer to the huge wildfires. In 

California in January 2021, a historical fire-fighting strategy was developed where for the first time 

ever, indigenous knowledge was implemented. The strategy emphasizes the importance of indigenous 

knowledge for wildfire management. California has been hit very hard by wildfires, in particular 
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during the wildfire season of 2020. California also has the largest indigenous populations of all the 

states in the U.S. This has made me decide to focus exclusively on how indigenous social movements 

in California have exerted influence to get their knowledge implemented into wildfire policy.  

1.4 Methods 
I have conducted a small-N qualitative case study to study the implementation of indigenous 

knowledge in California. I have chosen to make use of process tracing analysis in order to shed light 

on the process of implementation of indigenous knowledge. I have therefore chosen to focus on the 

period from 2011, when the U.S. announced its support for UNDRIP, to January 2021, when 

indigenous knowledge was implemented into California’s wildfire strategy. I analyzed to what extent 

the political opportunity structure is present, whether the Californian indigenous social movement 

adopts a two-level strategy, and which frames they use. I also analyzed the historical context of federal 

wildfire policy and changes in Californian policy throughout the years, including strategies, 

experiments, and other initiatives by indigenous social movements. 

1.5 Scientific and societal relevance 
Social movement theory has often been criticized for not taking culture into account. Even though the 

concept of framing is presented as a solution to this problem, it remains unsatisfactory. Framing theory 

focuses exclusively on the creation of shared meanings; therefore, one might miss important 

components such as rituals and discourses (Goodwin and Jasper, 1999, p.48). For indigenous social 

movements, culture and context seems even more important. However, it appears that the social 

movement concepts currently are unable to capture the specificities of the indigenous social 

movements due to the neglect of culture. Indigenous movements differ from other social movements 

because of their colonial history, but also because they form their own nations within the larger 

society. This makes their experience not only unique, but it also complicates the relationship they have 

with the governments from the respective states and nation that they are part of. This may also affect 

their access to the polity and affect their opportunity structure in a certain way which may hamper of 

amplify their influence. To fully grasp the particularities of the indigenous social movement, I will 

combine postcolonial theory with social movement theory. Here, I follow Eimer’s (2020) idea that the 

combination of these two theories provides a better understanding of the potential and limitations of 

indigenous political agency, as it allows researcher to study the constraints under the historical legacy 

of colonialism (p.96). With this study I will not only contribute to the relatively small body of 

scholarly work on indigenous social movements, but I will also examine and expand the concepts of 

social movement theory by modifying it with postcolonial theory. Finally, I will reflect on whether the 

social movements concepts are applicable to indigenous movements, or whether the concepts might 

need some updating.  

The societal relevance of this thesis is not only amplified by the focus on wildfire policy, which is a 

very big problem in large parts of the world, it is also augmented by the focus on the recognition of 
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indigenous knowledge as valuable. Firstly, the emphasis on wildfire policy and the new solutions that 

are being found are highly important for future wildfire management. Many countries are struggling 

with huge wildfires that are only increasing in severity. California is one of the first entities that is 

going beyond western ideas of how to manage wildfires and instead turns to other knowledge systems. 

That could potentially also be interesting for other states and countries. Secondly, the fact that 

indigenous knowledge is being taken seriously and implemented into wildfire policy is a big step for 

indigenous peoples everywhere. Not only does it emancipate them and give them their agency back, it 

is also a recognition that their knowledge is valuable and not ‘lesser’ than western knowledge. These 

first small steps in the implementation of indigenous traditional knowledge may only be the starting 

point for new ways of inclusive policy making but it may also be part of a larger trend of indigenous 

emancipation. 

1.6 Thesis outline 
In the next chapter, I will present the theoretical framework. Thereafter, in chapter 3, I will move on to 

discuss the methodology and the operationalization of the theoretical concepts. In chapter 4 I will 

analyze and trace California’s wildfire policy and the implementation of indigenous knowledge in the 

period from 2011 to January 2021. Finally, in chapter 5, I will conclude this thesis by presenting my 

main findings. In this chapter I will also provide an answer to my research question and reflect of this 

study. 
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Chapter 2 Theoretical framework 
 

This thesis will adopt an interdisciplinary theoretical approach to disentangle the relationship between 

indigenous peoples and environmental policy. The central question of this thesis is: ‘How and under 

what conditions is indigenous knowledge incorporated into environmental policy?’ To answer this 

question, I will turn to social movement theory and postcolonial theory. To study the ways in which 

indigenous social movements may influence environmental policy, two strands of social movement 

theory are particularly important, namely, political process theory and framing theory. However, social 

movement theory is not sufficient in explaining the particularities of indigenous peoples. Therefore, I 

will also turn to postcolonial theory where I will discuss indigenous knowledge. Additionally, I will 

also address what the characteristics of the indigenous social movement are and whether the current 

social movement concepts are applicable to this movement. By combining postcolonial theory with 

social movement theory, I follow Eimer’s (2020) idea that the combination of these two theories 

provides a better understanding of the potential and the limitations of indigenous political agency, as it 

allows researchers to study the constraints under the historical legacy of colonialism (p.96).  

This chapter will be structured as follows. Firstly, the main concepts of social movement theory will 

be discussed. Secondly, I will discuss postcolonial theory by reflecting on indigenous knowledge and 

indigenous social movements using the work of Niezen (2000), Briggs (2005) and Harding (2015). 

Thirdly, the political opportunity structure will be discussed, building on the work of Tarrow (1994) 

(1996) and Tilly (1978). Thirdly, framing theory will be reviewed, building on the work of Snow et al 

(2019), Zald (1996) and Gamson and Meyer (1996). Finally, throughout the discussion of the social 

movement theory, I will add sections that elaborate on the specificities of the indigenous social 

movement building on the work of Morgan (2004), Passy (1999), and Eimer (2020).  

2.1 An introduction to social movements 
Diani (1992) offers a description of what a social movement encompasses. “[A] social movement is a 

network of informal interactions between a plurality of individuals, groups and/or organizations, 

engaged in a political or cultural conflict, on the basis of a shared collective identity” (Diani, 1992, 

p.13). Social movements consist of different elements. They are “(a) mostly informal networks of 

interaction, based on, (b) shared beliefs and solidarity, mobilized around (c) contentious themes 

through (d) the frequent use of various forms of protest” (della Porta and Mattoni, 2016, p.1). They 

engage in these kinds of protests to “promote or oppose social change either at the systemic or non-

systemic level” (Diani, 1992, p.11).  

Social movements have specific, political goals they want to acquire. They often seek to bring about 

political changes that shift the distribution of power in society (Silva, 2015, p.29). Additionally, social 

movements may also seek favorable public opinion.  However, in order for them to reach their goals, 

movements direct most of their energy to exert influence on policymakers and to change existing 
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policies. Many social movement campaigns thus seek to either disrupt threatening policies, demand 

change in already existing policies or propose policy changes that progress their goals for political, as 

well as social and economic inclusion (Silva, 2015, p.29).  

To engage in social movements implies some form of collective action. However, collective action is 

not without problems. As Olson already pointed out in 1965, it is quite costly for individuals to engage 

in social movements. They may have to put themselves in vulnerable situations, e.g., by protesting on 

the streets where they might face repercussions for their actions. Furthermore, given that social 

movement goals are collective goods (van Stekelenburg and Klandermans, 2013), people may not 

have an incentive to participate since they will be able to enjoy the benefits irrespective of their own 

participation in the movement. Therefore, many people may be tempted to free-ride on the benefits, 

without actively contributing. This makes it harder for movements to mobilize supporters which, in 

turn, makes it harder for social movements to be successful. For indigenous social movements 

specifically, collective action may be particularly difficult. Postcolonial theory offers an explanation as 

to why exactly collective action is particularly difficult for indigenous movements. Therefore, in the 

next section I will discuss postcolonial theory and focus on the particularities of the indigenous social 

movement. 

2.2 Postcolonial theory 
The term indigenous refers to the three hundred million indigenous peoples worldwide who remain 

attached to their traditions and heritage (Niezen, 2000, p.120). The term indigenous peoples originates 

from international law (Niezen, 2000, p.120). Original groups worldwide started to refer to themselves 

as indigenous because by doing so they bound themselves to the international laws that were instituted 

to protect indigenous rights. However, later on the term indigenous also helped with the forming of a 

new group identity (Niezen, 2000, p.120). Even though the indigenous social movement does not 

consist of one (ethnic) group, they are connected by the shared experience of being a marginalized 

group in society. Indigenous peoples worldwide have had to deal with the negative impacts of their 

lands being extracted for resources and economic modernization and the social convergence and 

homogenization that followed it (Niezen, 2000, p.120-121). This may be one of the reasons that 

indigenous peoples have formed international networks on the basis of the shared experience to fight 

for self-determination rights together. 

Another element that makes indigenous social movements different from other social movements is 

the degree to which it is grounded in international networks. Indigenous social movements take their 

problems and complaints to international fora where they strive to be involved at the highest level 

possible in international politics (Niezen, 2000, p.121-122). For them, it is a way to overcome the 

abuse caused by the states while at the same time pursuing the recognition of their rights. Niezen 

(2000) argues that the creation of an international movement of indigenous peoples reflects a change 

in political advocacy that makes indigenous leaders among the most effective political strategists in 
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the international setting (p.121). When indigenous social movements take their issues to the 

international level, they often attempt to achieve their freedoms through the use of frames that are 

recognizable to everyone, e.g., claiming of laws that should apply to all people equally and insisting 

on local control as a universal right (Wyse, 2016, p.59). 

Another element that makes collective action for indigenous social movements more difficult is the 

view on indigenous knowledge. Indigenous peoples want to see their knowledge reflected into policy. 

Therefore, it is also important to reflect on the indigenous knowledge system and how its relation to 

the western knowledge system further complicates collective action. 

Harding (2015) argues that there are still many western scientists who believe that the differences 

between western knowledge and indigenous knowledge are so great that it is not even reasonable to 

view the latter as ‘real’ science (p.87). Western science, in this sense, is pure science. However, this 

science is always co-produced and co-instituted with its social order, and therefore never free from the 

culture and society it is part of (Harding, 2015, p.80-81). But what exactly is indigenous knowledge? 

Harding explains indigenous knowledge as “knowledge about the natural world which is managed by 

indigenous culture and practices in ways to respond to its needs and desires” (Harding, 2015, p.90).  

When it comes specifically to the incorporation of indigenous knowledge in other knowledge systems, 

Briggs (2005) finds that indigenous knowledge is often connected to sustainability (p.108). This, 

according to Briggs (2005), is the result of traditional knowledge being responsible for allowing 

multiple generations to live in harmony with the environment (p.100). This idea has contributed to the 

institutionalization of the knowledge, even though it is quite different from western perceptions of 

science in that it does not claim to be universal or transferable to other spaces (Briggs, 2005, p.100). It 

is also one of the reasons why indigenous knowledge is often contested. Furthermore, the focus of 

indigenous knowledge is quite narrow. Indigenous knowledge is mainly focused on the environment 

and natural resources (Briggs, 2005, p.100). Its primary focus in on supporting the community. 

It is also often understood that indigenous knowledge has to be translated into a more western idea of 

science to be able to measure it accordingly. There have, of course, been some subjects in which both 

western scientists as well as indigenous groups have taken interest. Briggs (2005, p.101) explains the 

example of a study on soil. Both western and indigenous knowers have researched soil but have found 

starkly different things. The objectives and priorities of both knowledge systems were quite different, 

which also led to different outcomes that made it difficult to agree on the final result (p.101-102). This 

also led to the idea that in general, western science and indigenous knowledge are two completely 

different knowledge systems. Briggs (2005) argues that indigenous knowledge, contrary to western 

science, is perceived to be traditional, backwards and residual (p.102). This deeply ingrained bias also 

led to the widespread belief that the only way things can develop is through western knowledge. This 

also further complicates the acceptance of indigenous knowledge as valuable. Furthermore, even if 
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both knowledge systems are used within a community, they still do not have much to do with each 

other (Briggs, 2005, p.103). This suggests that the knowledge systems are operating completely 

separately from each other. However, it could also mean that there is, generally speaking, little interest 

in studying how both knowledge systems could complement each other (Briggs, 2005, p.103). 

Briggs (2005) also raises another interesting point, namely, the romanticizing of indigenous 

knowledge. Here, he argues that indigenous knowledge serves to empower indigenous communities 

by valuing local knowledge (p.108). This does however have a risk with it, namely that indigenous 

knowledge never gets problematized, and it is therefore seen as the best answer to all environmental 

questions. Another potential problem could be that indigenous knowledge is simply appropriated, 

which could lead to both a loss of agency and efficacy as the knowledge would be decontextualized 

(p.109). This way, indigenous knowledge will be undermined as it is usually distinctively context-

bound (Briggs, 2005, p.109-110). 

2.3 Main concepts social movement theory 
Now that I have explained more about indigenous social movements and what may hamper their 

influence, I will now turn to the elements of social movement theory relevant for this thesis. Since the 

1970s, theoretical approaches around social movements have been developed. Where collective action 

was once perceived to be a spontaneous outbreak, movements now began to be perceived as having 

concrete goals, distinct general values and interests and well-thought-out strategies (van Stekelenburg 

and Klandermans, 2009). Even though the social movement literature is quite broad, scholars largely 

agree on the importance of three factors in analyzing the emergence as well as the development of 

social movements. These three factors are political opportunities, mobilizing structures and framing 

processes (McAdam et al, 1996).  

The three factors correspond with different social movement theories that each emphasize a different 

component. These factors are reflective of three major strands of theories, which broadly fit within 

two different categories, namely, structural and social constructivist theories. Political opportunities 

and mobilizing structures are both structural elements, as they create the structural potential for action. 

The third factor, framing, is used to create shared meaning and definitions (McAdam et al, 1996, p.4). 

The creating of meaning is inherently a social construction, which is why framing theory is found to 

be reflective of social constructivist theories. Henceforth, I will elaborate on the specific concepts of 

political process theory and framing theory as these are the most important for this thesis. 

2.3.1 Political process theory 
In the following section I will explain political process theory’s core concept and its lead scholars.  

The political opportunity structure is the main concept of political process theory. The political 

opportunity structure refers to the "consistent but not necessarily formal or permanent dimensions of 

the political environment that provides incentives for people to undertake collective action by 
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affecting their expectation for success or failure” (Tarrow 1994, p.85). Furthermore, theorists of the 

political opportunity structure emphasize “the mobilization of resources external to the group” (p.85). 

Tarrow’s (1996, p.54-56) opportunity structure consists of elements that are more structural (openness 

of system) and elements of agency, that are more dynamic (elite alignments, influential allies, and 

divided elites). Henceforth, all elements will be discussed, beginning with openness of the system.  

Eisinger (1973) was the first to emphasize the importance of the political system for movement 

success. Eisinger (1973) argues that where structures of governments are potentially more responsive 

to their electorate by providing opportunities of formal representation (e.g., the right to vote) for 

distinct segments of the population (e.g., women and minorities) and/or where the government is 

responsive to the needs and demand of its citizens, the structure is relatively open (p.12). Conversely, 

where formal as well as informal power appears to be concentrated and where the government is not 

responsive to its citizens’ needs, the structure is relatively closed (Eisinger, 1973, p.12). Hence, the 

way in which social movements, groups, or individuals behave is not only dependent on their 

resources, but rather the openings, weak spots and barriers found in the political system itself. 

Additionally, Tilly (1978) states in his theory that if a government has a very strong position and is 

prone to repressive behavior, it is more likely that social movements fail (p.55). Consequently, if a 

government is on the weaker side and more tolerant, a social movement is more likely to succeed in its 

goals (Tilly, 1978, p.55). 

The second dimension of the political opportunity structure is the stability of alignments. The stability 

of alignments is, in liberal democracies, indicated by electoral instability e.g., the changing fortunes of 

governments and fortunes of government and opposition parties, especially when the potential for a 

new coalition is on the horizon (Tarrow, 1996, p.54). This spurs social movements to try to exert 

influence while simultaneously inducing elites to seek support from outside the polity. When an 

electorat is unstable, social movements are more likely to engage in collective action (Tarrow, 1996, 

p.54).  

The third component of the structure entails influential allies. Allies can be of utmost importance for 

social movements. Allies can act as guarantors against brutal repression but can also be acceptable 

negotiators who can negotiate on behalf of the movement (Tarrow, 1996, p.54-55). Allies can be 

politicians or other individual actors, but the media can also act as an ally. In general, the media’s 

openness to the social movements is quite an important element of the opportunity structure as they 

can, for example, grant actors a place to acquire status (Gamson and Meyer, 1996, p.287). 

Furthermore, the media play an important role in movement actors being taking seriously as agents of 

(possible) change. Gamson and Meyer (1996) argue that media attention, no matter negative or 

positive, shows that the social movement is an important player. This then shows the movement that 
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they have created momentum, which can be an indicator that there is an opportunity present (p.287-

288). 

The fourth element comprising the political opportunity structure is a divided elite which can be 

fortuitous for social movements. Division among elites provides an opportunity for resource-poor 

groups as they can take a calculated risk of collective action (p.56). However, and perhaps more 

importantly, it may also incentivize members of the (political) elite to become spokespersons for ‘the 

people’ as a way to acquire support from citizens (p.56). This way, the politicians may become an ally. 

This is potentially favorable for the politician as well, as it offers them a chance to increase their 

political influence. Additionally, it may open opportunities for political outsiders through the widening 

of the conflict. Tarrow (1996, p.56) argues that a division amongst elites often leads to the conflict 

being widened so that it also includes groups outside the realms of politics. They then become actors 

in the conflict which gives them some marginal power to exert influence. Conversely, a united elite 

will leave less to no opening for non-elite actors to exercise their (marginal) power (Tarrow, 1996, 

p.55). 

Based on this literature, I expect that when social movements have access, can use instabilities in 

alignments, have influential allies, and/or can respond to a divided elite, they are likely to exert 

influence on policy. I therefore hypothesize the following: 

Hypothesis 1 

The political opportunity structure exists of four elements. When those four elements are present 

and cultivated, social movements are more likely to influence policy (Tarrow, 1996). 

Social movements are not only dependent upon the structure in which they are embedded for political 

opportunities. They can also create opportunities themselves, or work from the opportunities created 

by others. Successful collective action by a social movement may illustrate to other (potential) social 

movements that it is possible to organize and accomplish goals (Tarrow, 1996, p.58). This happens 

when e.g., new movements rise to the occasion and make claims that are based upon similar 

grievances of those with less appetite for collective action or with less daring (Tarrow, 1996, p.58). 

Secondly, the collective action of others may expose the points of weakness of their opponent, thus, 

making it easier for future social movements to act (p.58). Thirdly, collective action of others may also 

shine light on (former) allies, both within and outside of the political system, that may have remained 

quiet in the past but now have proven themselves to be loyal allies (Tarrow, 1996, p.58). Lastly, when 

collective action has become part of a system, a model of collective action comes to existence, which 

will produce opportunities for others (Tarrow, 1996, p.58). 

Tarrow (1996) specifies four ways through which opportunities may arise. 
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(1) Expanding the group’s own opportunities: A social movement may expand their own 

opportunities within the opportunity structure (p.58). This happens through different 

mechanisms, e.g., by expanding their forms of protests and creating new ways of collective 

action (p.58). Authorities have to adapt every time a new mode of action is created. Whilst the 

authorities are preparing to respond accordingly to the new way of action, the social 

movement can plan more new methods of collective action. This will then create new 

opportunities that have the potential to also reach new publics (p.58). 

 

(2) Expanding opportunities for others: When social movements put issues on the agenda, it is 

likely that others will also identify with the presented grievances in some way (p.59). Others 

can learn from this and reshape their own grievances. This then may give rise to a new social 

movements that pushes a similar agenda (p.59). However, there are also some dangers. Instead 

of giving rise to a similar movement, it may also invoke countermovements (p.59). 

Additionally, social movements may also give rise to new social movements that are less 

radical than them and make a similar claim that may be more appealing to the elite (p.59). 

Concluding, movements do not only create opportunities for themselves and their allies, but 

their mere presence may also create opportunities for opponents and elites (p.59). 

 

(3) Creating opportunities for opponents: Opposition can happen in different ways. Another group 

may threaten another in the context of mobilization, or another movement may actively take 

collective action against another group. Sometimes, simply the presence of another movement 

may be enough for it to be classified as an opponent, simply because it rises the cost for other 

movements, e.g., by demanding attention from elites and possible participants (p.59). 

 

(4) Creating opportunities for elites: When opportunities are created for elites, the results can be 

positive or negative. When looking at the negative side, actions by social movements may lead 

to even more repression, especially when the social movement is quite radical (p.60). 

Conversely, it can also be more positive when opportunistic elites are able to seize the 

momentum to become spokespersons for ‘the people’ (p.60). This may be good for social 

movements as they are rarely able to affect policy priorities on their own. This also further 

reinstates the importance of having influential allies. 

Thus, the opportunity structure and the work social movements can do themselves to create 

opportunities may lead to reform of policy. According to Tarrow (1996, p.60), reform of policy is 

most likely to occur when challengers from outside the polity provide a political incentive for minority 

elites within the polity to be able to achieve their own policy goals. Reform happens less often when 

individuals from protest movements directly make their demands without having elite support (p.60). 
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The elite, then is most likely to act as reformers when they can gain political advantages from it 

themselves (p.60).  

With respect to the conditions of success, scholars agree that parties and interest groups are most 

likely to take advantage of the opportunities created by other by social movements when a) a system 

has already been fundamentally challenged by multiple social movements, as when it is only one it 

gives way for further repression and/or isolation and b) when reformist outcomes are most likely 

successful which happens when civil society produces opportunities to confront elites and authorities 

with collective action (Tarrow,1996, p.60-61). 

When it comes specifically to indigenous social movements and how they work within an opportunity 

structure, it is interesting to note that indigenous social movements operate on both the national and 

the international level. This is also important for how they recognize opportunities and how they act 

upon them. The United Nations in particular, is an important international platform where indigenous 

peoples can address their issues to. The UN has been very important for indigenous peoples, as it is 

part of the opportunity structure for indigenous social movement. In the following section I will 

discuss the specificities of how indigenous peoples work within the international opportunity structure. 

Passy (1999) argues that for a long time the resistance of indigenous peoples against their colonizers 

has been a local struggle. At the very beginning of the colonizing process, indigenous peoples 

attempted to resist them by taking up arms (p.148). It was not until the end of the 19th century that in 

several countries, indigenous people were starting to nationalize. This also resulted in them addressing 

their demands to the national states. However, Passy (1999) argues that due to a lack of opportunities 

on the national level, which was especially the case in non-democratic regimes, indigenous social 

movements have shifted their protest to the UN (p.148-149). Because of this shift, Passy (1999) 

stresses, the indigenous political conflict became globalized, as the indigenous movements could now 

address their issues to the UN. 

The UN offers some opportunities to social movements as it is a center of power where two types of 

authorities can be challenged (Passy,1999, p.152). Namely, the entire UN structure, or the national 

states. Especially the second part is interesting for social movements as the UN structure provides 

states and their opponents opportunities to meet, and thus offers the opportunity to challenge specific 

governments. However, the UN also has some weaknesses, such as weak implementation capacities 

and prevalent state supremacy (Passy,1999, p.152). Therefore, it is still important to also address 

indigenous issues at the national level. Thus, they may need to adopt a two-level strategy where they 

choose to address their demands to their national state leaders but using the international area. This 

helps develop international norms that may then constrain the nation’s governments (Passy,1999, 

p.152). Furthermore, because indigenous peoples often address issues which may be threatening to the 
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national state (such as the right to self-determine), the state will turn them away quite quickly, which 

is why the international options are of further importance (Passy,1999, p.153). 

As the two-level strategy thus seems particularly important to indigenous social movements. I have 

hypothesized the following: 

Hypothesis 2 

Indigenous social movements are more likely to exert influence when they adopt a two-level strategy 

and when they join forces to work together as one movement.  

Now that we have disentangled the political opportunity structure in which social movements operate 

and the mobilizing structures accompanying it, I will discuss the main components of framing theory. 

Framing theory concerns the framing of issues and solutions in a certain context. As we will see in the 

following section, how issues are framed is important for social movements and is influenced by the 

society in which social movements are embedded (Zald,1996, p.266).  

2.3.2 Framing theory 
The concept of framing has its roots in the work of Goffman (1974). Frames focus attention by 

categorizing what is either ‘in-frame’ or ‘out-frame’, i.e., what is connected to the issue and what is 

not. Zald (1996) argues the importance of frames by stating “frames help interpret problems to define 

problems for action and suggest action pathways to remedy the problem” (p.265). Thus, frames are 

there to situate issues within a specific context. Furthermore, frames offer solutions to the proposed 

problems. Framing theory suggests that what we define as relevant, such as actors and events, are 

actually contestable and open to debate and different interpretations (Snow et al, 2019, p.393). Thus, 

when grievances are mobilized, this is not naturally occurring, but rather the result of the creation of 

common interpretation of the grievances (Snow et al, 2019, p.393). Framing is thus the active 

construction of an interpretation. It is also one of the core activities of social movement leaders and 

supporters, as well as the media. 

Framing and frame alignment theories can explain why and how movement leaders can persuade elites 

to transform law or policy. It is not enough to offer purely structural explanations for the outcomes of 

social movement activity, which depend not only on the coming and going of political opportunities, 

or the material and organizational resources at their disposal, but also on the way movements present 

or ‘frame’ their case (Gamson and Meyer, 1996, p.275-277). Purely structural accounts of outcome 

provide just ‘one side of the story’ and need to be supplemented by work on the role of movement 

participants as makers and managers of meaning (Morgan, 2004, p.496).   

Within existing political structures, social movements must frame their issues in a way that makes 

them seem urgent, important, and appealing for people to support them (Snow et al, 2019). Snow et al 

(2019) argue for the importance of framing for the mobilization of collective grievances (p.393). This 
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happens mainly through the use of two frames. Firstly, through what Snow et al (2019) call collective 

action frames. Collective frames are “sets of action-oriented beliefs and meanings that legitimize and 

inspire social movements campaigns and activities” (Snow et al, 2019, p.395). Collective frames aim 

to mobilize movement supporters into action (action mobilization), to gain new supporters (consensus 

mobilization) and to demobilize opponents (counter-mobilization). When a collective action frame is 

recognized, it contributes to a better understanding of what a movement entails exactly (p.395). In 

addition to collective frames, you have master frames. These are collective action frames that are 

sufficiently flexible and broad that other movements could employ it in their own campaign, meaning 

it is not movement specific (Snow et al, 2019, p.395). An example of a master frame is the civil rights 

frame that emphasizes equal rights which appeals to many movements. The effectiveness of a master 

frame for a specific issue for one place in time may be high but that does not mean that it will continue 

to be high when it is used later in time (p.395). For example, it might have worked to frame 

immigration policy in a human rights frame, but this may later be less successful or effective. The 

extent to which collective action frames may actually lead to mobilization is partly due to three 

important framing tasks, which Snow et al (2019) refer to as diagnostic framing, prognostic framing 

and motivational framing.  

Diagnostic framing consists of two elements. 1) the conclusion that there is an issue that needs 

repairing and 2) that blame, or responsibility is placed on someone or something (p.396). Thus, it is 

about the recognition of injustice and the attribution of blame and/or responsibility for causing the 

injustice. Whereas diagnostic framing disentangles what the problem is and who is to blame, 

prognostic framing places emphasis on the solution for the proposed issue (p.396). This also includes 

a strategy and specific tactics for promoting the solution, which often also includes the refutation of 

solutions proposed by others, specifically opponents (p.396). Prognostic framing often works together 

with diagnostic framing. The last element is motivational framing, is a call for mobilization (p.397). It 

aims to encourage people to join a cause by framing the issue in such a way that it overcomes fear of 

the risks involved when one joins a movement. It also tries to counter the ‘free-rider’ problem of 

collective action, which was discussed in earlier sections. This means that people may benefit without 

contributing. Motivational framing tries to attract people by e.g., claiming urgency, emphasizing the 

probability of more efficacy and moral priority (Benford, 1993 as cited in Snow et al 2019, p.397).  

These three core framing tasks are important for the mobilization of social movement supporters. 

However, framing processes do not only occur to mobilize members, but are also a way through which 

social movements actors can link their own interests and goals with those of prospective supporters or 

resource providers (Snow et al, 2019, p.400). The aim is to encourage them to contribute to movement 

activities and campaigns. This process is called the frame alignment process. Snow et al (2019) build 

on the work of Snow et al (1984) when identifying four different strategic alignment processes. 
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1) Frame bridging is a way of linking two or more ideologically close frames on a particular 

issue. The process of bridging can happen in multiple ways. It can happen between a 

movement and individuals, between a social movement with an unmobilized group of 

likeminded people, or across social movements (p.400). Snow et al (2019) provide the 

example of the mobilization of Western German activists against the World Bank and 

International Monetary Fund by bridging their frames with peace and labor movement groups. 

The main aim of this type of framing is to connect the movement’s main frame (e.g., 

indigenous self-determination rights) within one that has a wider resonance in society (e.g., 

human rights). 

2) Frame amplification happens when certain values, beliefs or understandings are emphasized 

more often so they become more salient and dominant than other existing values (p.400). 

Thus, the focus is more on elevating the existing values instead of expanding or changing 

them. For example, in human rights movements the main focus lies on equal opportunities. 

This is heavily influenced by discursive fields. Discursive fields direct attention to the cultural 

context in which movements are embedded (p.400-401). Social movements, here, are thus 

agents engaged in the production of certain meanings with the aim to mobilize others. 

3) Frame extension is when movements are taking interest in frames and objectives beyond their 

own initial ones to includes issues that could attract potential supporters (p.401). Snow et al 

(2019) provide us with the example of the environmental movements extending to include 

frames of people most in danger of certain environmental hazards (e.g., indigenous peoples).  

4) Frame transformation is when social movements change people’s perspectives on things 

leading to them seeing things in a different light (p.401).  

Through these different alignment processes, social movements can frame their issues and solutions in 

such a way to make it resonate with a broader audience. As explained previously, framing can take 

place through the media, that can act as an ally, but also takes place in conversations and meetings 

between social movement members (Snow et al, 2019, p.398). 

Gamson and Meyer (1996) argue that there is also a very strong cultural component present within 

framing theory (p.279). Framing theory focuses on the strategic framing of grievances and how these 

grievances may lead to mobilization. This, contrarily to political process theory, emphasizes cultural 

elements in understanding the participation in social movements, but more important for this thesis, it 

also sheds light on the framing of opportunity.  

Zald (1996) argues that social movements operate within a certain societal context (p.266). This 

context also determines what is seen as just or unjust and also influences how social movements think 

the society should function. An example provided by Zald is, “a woman’s body is her own”. This does 

not only frame an issue, but it also proposes a policy direction in terms of women’s rights and bodily 



 24 

autonomy (p.266). However, this only makes sense within a cultural discourse that focuses on 

individual autonomy and equality of rights. In a society where neither notion would be present in the 

first place, it would not make sense (p.267). Thus, the culture in which social movements operate is 

important for the way they frame their issues. Not only their values are based on culture, but also on 

how to protest and organize (p.267). However, culture and society are not static components. This 

results in repertoires of contention (how to protest) also changes. Sometimes specific ways are no 

longer accepted as the culture and society have changed (p.267). However, this poses the question of 

how social movements frame their issues and propose solutions. Rhetoric here is thus also specifically 

important, as it determines how issues are presented. 

When it comes specifically to the rhetoric of action, there are three central themes present as stated by 

Gamson and Meyers (1996) in reference to Hirschman (1991). These three themes are often at the 

forefront of framing in terms of social movement’s reaction to certain arguments against change. The 

first theme that is often found is that of jeopardy where it is argued that when some changes occur, 

there is a risk one will lose its previous achievements. Inaction is then presented as more prudent as 

the dangers of losing outweigh the possibility of acquiring another goal (p.285). Social movements 

counter this by calling attention to a more optimistic rhetoric of change where they convince potential 

challengers that change is a good thing and that it is urgent things change immediately. The risk of 

inaction is presented as dangerous as it proposed that the situation will worsen significantly if people 

do not act immediately (p.286). The second theme is that of futility where it is claimed that there is 

absolutely no opportunity for change and that thus any action is essentially a waste of time (p.285). 

Social movements counter this by stressing the openness of the moment, i.e., that there is a window of 

opportunity present. However, this window will only remain open for a short moment and thus one 

must act immediately. This will not guarantee success, but the expectation lies in the further opening 

of the window which could potentially lead to more opportunities (p.296). The third theme is that of 

perverse effects, where changes are presented to be bad for the current situation as it will only further 

worsen the situation (p.286). This is countered by activists by referring to new possibilities that would 

come from the new policy that is proposed by the social movement. This new policy is then proposed 

to represent great justice as opposed to the current policy (p.286). 

When it comes to indigenous movements, Eimer (2020) argues that it is not impossible for indigenous 

actors to access the political arena, as long as they connect their issues to broader societal discourses in 

order to mobilize supporters (p.98). To do so, the indigenous movement must devise a certain frame 

that corresponds with the daily practices of the indigenous peoples to appear credible (p.98). If 

members of a social movement can connect their issues to the demands of other societal actors, their 

support base might also be significantly enlarged. Eimer (2020) argues that being part of a broader 

discussion may increase the responsiveness from the political elite and that this creates an opportunity 

structure for ‘subaltern agency’ (p.98). One way to expand the opportunities by turning to the 
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international level. Postcolonial theorists are in general a bit skeptical about the idea of ‘subaltern 

agency’ and their chances for success. Postcolonial scholars argue that postcolonial societies are 

divergent and different in terms of historical experiences and political attitudes (Eimer, 2020, p.98-

99). However, postcolonial scholars and social movement scholars agree that the chances of subaltern 

actors, such as indigenous peoples, depend upon their capability to connect their issues and demands 

to a broader discussion (Eimer, 2020, p.99). What further makes indigenous peoples different from 

other (ethnic) groups is that they may frame their issue as salient by stressing that they are the native 

peoples and that all other people who came to their land are immigrants (Baylor, 2007). 

Similar to the other authors, Eimer (2020) has stressed that the international level is a very important 

playing field for indigenous peoples. Morgan (2004) argues that indigenous social movements have 

used the language of international law to frame their claims (p.485). One of the ways they did this is 

through the discrimination frame. The frame was developed in light of the adoption of the United 

Nation’s 1966 International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights, that affirms that “all peoples have the right to self-determination” (United Nations, 

1996 cited in Morgan, 2004).  The Covenant provided indigenous social movements with a legal 

framework to claim self-determination rights. Since its adoption, indigenous social movements have 

used it in support of their position that that they are a ‘peoples’ and that therefore they deserve self-

government (p.485). Even though the Covenant was not created to be applicable to sub-groups within 

states, indigenous peoples still used it to frame their issue. This has not been well-received by state 

governments. This was largely due to the fact that states equated self-determination with secession. 

The states believed that that would lead to huge unrest and therefore had to be avoided at all costs. 

Indigenous peoples wanted to overcome this association by stressing that they want self-determination 

rights in the shape of free association instead of complete independence (p.486).  

Another frame used by indigenous social movements, that was used subsequently to the discrimination 

frame, is the peace and security frame. This frame aims to solve the issues created by the 

discrimination frame by equating self-determination with peace and security. Indigenous people claim 

that self-determination would lead to peace because the cultural and political identities of all peoples 

would be respected, thus leading to less conflict (p.487). The framing of self-determination in this way 

has been successful to some extent, but it has failed to gain widespread support (Morgan, 2004, 

p.487).   

The third frame Morgan recognizes is the one which is currently used frequently. This frame is a 

frame extension. The previous framing of indigenous peoples as having a right to self-determination is 

now framed to fit within the discussion surrounding environmentalism. It suggests that “recognition of 

indigenous rights, particularly the right to self-determination with all of its attributes, contributes to 

the ecologically sustainable use, management and preservation of the world’s ecosystems” (Morgan, 
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2004, p.492). Thus, indigenous rights are connected to the broader issue of the environment. The 

argument underlying this connection is that indigenous peoples have a special relationship with nature 

that makes it extra important for them that it is preserved. It also implies that indigenous peoples have 

much to lose when it comes to radical environmental change. In addition to emphasizing their special 

connection with nature, they also claim to have the vital environmental knowledge to counter climate 

change, and that they are thus the only ones who can properly solve this problem (p.493-493). This 

approach, however, also has some downsides. The emphasis on the unique relationship indigenous 

peoples have with nature both romanticizes and primitivizes indigenous peoples as it is exactly this 

argument that has been used to justify the superiority of colonizers over indigenous cultures (p.494-

495). This has however not led to abandonment of the frame; it has instead continued to be an 

important part of (international) indigenous advocacy.  

Based on the assumption that frame alignment processes enhance the likelihood of social movements 

to exert influence, I have hypothesized the following: 

Hypothesis 3 

Social movements can enhance their chances by aligning their issue to a broader framework (Snow 

et al, 2019) (Morgan, 2004). 

2.4 Conclusion 
Social movement theory is a good starting point for understanding how social movements can exert 

influence on policy and policymakers. It does however also suffer from some shortcomings which 

make it difficult for the theory to explain the particularities of indigenous social movements. 

Henceforth, I will explain the most salient issues of social movement theory. 

Firstly, human agency has not always been sufficiently taken into account (Morris, 2001, p.445). This 

notion reflects the problem surrounding subaltern agency, meaning that different groups of people 

have to adopt different strategies to get their issues and demands known. Furthermore, social 

movements may have different opportunities due to their position in society. This is currently not 

taken into account. Postcolonial theory offers a chance to expand our understanding of human agency 

and how opportunities work for different people. 

The second issue that arises in the social movement literature, is that concepts of the theory have been 

thought to be too broad. An example of this is the political opportunity structure. Gamson and Meyer 

(1996) argue that “the concept of political opportunity structure is in trouble, in danger of becoming a 

sponge that soaks up virtually every aspect of the social movement environment – political institutions 

and culture, crises of various sorts, political alliances, and policy shifts” (p.275).  If everything is 

perceived to be a political opportunity, then the structure will eventually explain very little. 



 27 

Finally, social movement theory has been critiqued for not taking culture into account. Even though 

framing theory is argued by scholars such as Gamson and Meyer (1996) to bring in the cultural 

component, it is still not sufficient. Firstly, it thought to be overly broad and therefore has the potential 

to be contradictory (Goodwin and Jasper, 1999, p.44) Furthermore, the fact that framing is seen to be a 

cultural component to social movement theory, whereas political opportunities and mobilizing 

structures are not, suggests that the latter two or somehow ‘disconnected’ from culture. Moreover, 

when one solely attributes culture to framing, which relies on creating shared meanings, one misses 

components such as rituals, news routines, idioms and discourses (Goodwin and Jasper, 1999, p.48), 

this may be of particular importance for indigenous social movements. Culture, in this sense, thus 

even shapes framing processes in an unconscious way as culture is an inherent part of the social 

movement actors. This is also the case when it comes to building on a common identity. The identity 

needs to be present first before it can be mobilized. Goodwin and Jasper (1999) argue that perpetrates 

a certain bias as frames are constantly dichotomized as either ‘successful’ or not. This makes them 

very similar to opportunities (p.48-49). Concluding, framing theory is not sufficient for explaining 

cultural components of social movements. The concept is quite broad and is therefore inadequate in 

explaining all facets of culture. This is why postcolonial theory has been added to this theoretical 

framework. 
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Chapter 3 Methods 
 

In this chapter the research design will be introduced. With respect to the analytical method, a small-N 

qualitative case study will be conducted to answer the research question ‘How and under what 

conditions is indigenous knowledge incorporated into environmental policy?’ Employing process 

tracing as an analytical method, the integration of indigenous knowledge into the wildfire policy and 

wildfire management strategies in California will be examined to determine how indigenous social 

movements exert influence. As discussed in the previous chapter, I will use concepts from social 

movement literature, namely, the political opportunity structure and framing, to examine the 

movement. This will be amplified by the concept of the two-level strategy, that is of particular 

importance to indigenous social movements. The concepts will be operationalized in this chapter. I 

conclude with a brief discussion of the shortcomings of the applied methods.   

3.1 Research design 
To research the implementation of indigenous knowledge, I will employ a qualitative research design. 

Specifically, I will be conducting a small-N qualitative case study. Gerring (2017) defines a case study 

as “an intensive study of a single case or small number of cases which draws on observational data 

and promises to shed light on a larger population of cases” (p.28). I will look at implementation of 

indigenous knowledge into wildfire policy in the state of California in the United States. A case study 

sheds light on a case that is representative of some broader phenomenon (Gerring, 2009, p.645). This 

means that it has to be generalizable to other cases (Gerring, 2009, p.646). To study the 

implementation of indigenous knowledge in environmental policy, I have chosen to focus on one 

aspect of environmental policy, namely, wildfire policy. The management of wildfires is especially 

important for indigenous peoples because management of the forest has been part of their culture and 

traditions for centuries (Asselin, 2015, p.589). Before indigenous people were colonized, they used 

cultural controlled burnings to keep the forest healthy and to stimulate plant growth (Fuller, 2020). 

After colonization, controlled burnings of all kinds, including cultural burnings, were prohibited. 

However, over the last decades, wildfires have increased in both number as well as in severity. In the 

quest to find a way to suppress the wildfires, scientists started to pay attention to the indigenous ways 

of managing wildfires. This increased interest in indigenous ways to manage wildfires, makes it 

interesting to research this particular element of environmental policy. 

3.1.1 Discussion of case selection  
I have chosen to look at how indigenous knowledge is implemented into wildfire policy in California. 

California is an extreme case as it has suffered more wildfires than any other state in the U.S. It is 

interesting to study wildfire policy in California as the issue of severe wildfires is very salient and has 

been at the top of the political agenda for years. Additionally, it is the only American state so far that 

has implemented indigenous knowledge in their wildfire policy. Furthermore, more indigenous 
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peoples live in California than in any other state (California Courts, n.d.). Because of these reasons, I 

have characterized wildfire policy in California as an extreme case. It is however difficult to 

categorize this case unequivocally as extreme. Wildfires may be an extreme case of an environmental 

issue, which is why I decided to categorize this case as extreme, but it could also be argued that it is a 

deviant case. The implementation of indigenous knowledge in California’s wildfire policy is unique in 

the U.S., which is why this case could also be argued to be deviant. However, because of the above-

mentioned arguments I have decided to categorize the case as extreme. 

California has suffered huge losses due to wildfires. Throughout the years the risk of wildfires only 

increased. 2020 was the worst wildfire season in Californian history. After this terrible wildfire 

season, officials decided to implement indigenous knowledge into wildfire policy in January 2021 for 

the first time ever. To study how indigenous knowledge was implemented, I will trace the process that 

took place before implementation. I will start looking from 2011 onwards to trace how indigenous 

social movements in California have (potentially) influenced the implementation. 

In 2011, Barack Obama announced his support for UNDRIP two years after the U.S. first rejected it 

(U.S. Department of State, 2011). Even though this was a historical moment, it also was a bit 

disappointing as the U.S. made it clear that it had no desire to actively implement UNDRIP. 

Nonetheless, it was still historical as indigenous rights were now recognized by the United States. 

UNDRIP also recognizes that the environment is important to indigenous peoples and prescribes that 

therefore indigenous peoples should be granted environmental rights (UNDRIP, 2007). Because 

UNDRIP was the first large international instrument that also extensively discussed indigenous 

peoples’ environmental rights, it is a good starting point for the analysis. Therefore, I will trace 

changes in policies, strategies, and other elements in the period between 2011-2021 pertaining 

indigenous peoples to disentangle what led to the implementation of indigenous knowledge.  

3.1.2 Method 
To provide an answer to the above-mentioned question, I will conduct a process-tracing analysis. 

Process tracing analysis enables me to study how indigenous knowledge was implemented and what 

role indigenous social movements played in this process. The aim of process tracing analysis is to go 

beyond identifying correlations to identify the causal mechanism (Beach and Pederson, 2013, p.1). 

George and Bennett (2005) as cited in Beach and Pederson (2013), explain process-tracing as 

“attempts to identify the intervening causal process – the causal chain and causal mechanism – 

between an independent variable (or variables) and the outcome of the dependent variable” (George 

and Bennett, 2005, p.206-207; Beach and Pederson, 2013, p.1). Studying a causal mechanism enables 

me to unpack how entities engage in activities that lead to Y. Entities can be persons, groups, states, or 

specific structural elements (Beach and Pederson, 2013, p.39). Activities on the other hand are the 

transmitters of causal forces through the mechanism (p.39). There are different types of process-

tracing. I will be conducting a theory-testing process tracing analysis, meaning that I will test whether 
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the causal mechanism that I have derived from my theory functions as expected. I have used social 

movement theory to formulate my hypotheses.  

3.2 Operationalization and data selection 
In order to study how indigenous social movements influence wildfire policy, the hypotheses 

formulated in the theory chapter will be tested. In the following sections I will explain how the 

different variables in the hypotheses will be measured and subsequently analyzed. 

3.2.1 Operationalization independent variable 
The independent variables mentioned in hypothesis 1 are the four elements of the opportunity 

structure as theorized by Tarrow (1996). To study whether these elements are present and in what 

capacity they are present, I will study media coverage, governmental documents and documents 

provided by different indigenous social movements. The first element of the opportunity structure 

pertains the openness of the polity. I will study this by looking at e.g., indigenous representation in 

governmental organizations and councils involved in wildfire policymaking. The second element, 

stability of alignments, will be measured by e.g., looking at changes in the Californian legislature and 

differences that come about when a new Governor is elected. The third element, influential allies, will 

be verified by e.g., NGOs aligning themselves with the indigenous cause, politicians that support 

indigenous wildfire management or journalists arguing for the inclusion of indigenous knowledge in 

wildfire management. The final element, division amongst elites, can be verified by e.g., division 

among Republicans and Democrats in terms of view on wildfire policy.  

The second hypothesis concerns the two-level strategy. The two-level strategy pertains indigenous 

social movements working to address their claims on the national level as well as on the international 

level to enhance their chances of success. To study whether this happened and to what extent this 

strategy was adopted, I will study media coverage, documents put forward by the indigenous 

movements and UN-documents. An indicator that this strategy is adopted by the indigenous social 

movements in California, could be found in e.g., the presence of Californian movements in UN 

discussions on indigenous rights. 

The third hypothesis concerns how indigenous social movements frame their issue. I will look again at 

media coverage and documents of indigenous movements. I do so to study how indigenous social 

movements frame their issues and concerns. Furthermore, I will study whether the indigenous 

movements align their issues to a broader discourse. Evidence for an environmental frame, for 

example, can be found in continuous connections to sustainability and climate change. On the next 

page, a table containing the operationalization of my hypotheses and the data selection can be found. 
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Concept Dimensions Subdimension Measurement (data) 

 

H1: The political opportunity structure exists of four elements. When those four elements are 

present and cultivated, a social movement is more likely to influence policy (Tarrow, 1996). 

Relative 

openness of 

the polity 

Openness to indigenous 

peoples 

Representation in 

councils/meetings 

Chances to discuss policies 

and regulations 

Tribal meetings 

 

Government 

documents 

 

Media coverage in 

national news outlets 

Influential 

allies 

Presence of support Supportive allies in the 

government 

Media 

Influential people outside 

the realm of politics (e.g., 

scientists or NGOs) 

Government 

documents 

 

Media coverage in 

international and 

national news outlets 

Division 

amongst elites 

Disagreement Difficulty putting out 

legislation (e.g., getting 

enough support for a 

law/policy) 

Government 

documents 

 

Media coverage in 

international and 

news outlets 

Stability of 

alignments 

Electoral (in)stability Changing fortunes of 

governments 

Media coverage in 

international and 

news outlets 

 

Government 

documents 
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H2: Indigenous social movements are more likely to exert influence when they adopt a two-level 

strategy and when they join forces to work together as one movement (Morgan, 2004) (Passy, 1999) 

(Niezen, 2000). 

Two-level 

strategy 

National and international 

arena (predominantly 

United Nations) 

Issues presented on both 

levels (perhaps in 

connection to each other). 

 

 

 

Media coverage in 

international and 

national news outlets 

 

UN policy documents 

 

Policy documents BY 

U.S. government 

Indigenous 

cooperation 

Indigenous peoples joining 

together in one large 

movement (at the 

international level) 

 Media coverage in 

international and 

national news outlets 

 

H3: Social movements can enhance their chances by aligning their issue to a broader framework 

(Snow et al, 2019) (Morgan, 2004). 

Frame 

extension 

Issue frame connected to a 

broader issue 

 Media coverage in 

international and 

national news outlets 

Table 3.1. Operationalization independent variable 

3.2.2 Operationalization dependent variable 
The dependent variable, implementation of indigenous knowledge in wildfire policies and wildfire 

management strategies, will be traced by looking at documents on both the federal and state level 

regarding wildfire policy. Because wildfire policy and strategies are decided at both the federal level 

and the state level, I have decided to study my dependent variable by looking at both changes in policy 

on the federal level and the state level. I will use the federal policy to describe the context in which 

California’s policy is embedded. I will however not trace federal policy but I will solely trace the 

process of implementation of indigenous knowledge in Californian policy.  
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I will look at government documents to study how the policy has changed throughout the years. This 

will also include data by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, a federal bureau that manages wildland on so-

called ‘Indian land’. For the Californian level, I will turn to the Californian Legislature and Cal Fire, 

California’s agency for wildfire prevention and fighting, for data. Below, a table containing the 

operationalization of the dependent variable can be found. 

Concept Dimension Subdimension Measurement (data) 

Implementation of 

indigenous knowledge 

in wildfire policy 

Changes in wildfire 

policy 

 Data by  

• U.S. Office of 

Wildland fire 

• Bureau of 

Indian Affairs 

• Cal Fire 

• Californian 

legislature 

• Scientific 

articles 

Table 3.2 Operationalization dependent variables 

3.3 Critical reflection  
In this following section I will critically reflect on the methods I have chosen to use. Firstly, I will 

comment on the difficulties surrounding case study analysis. Subsequently, I will move on to discuss 

the limitations of process tracing analysis. 

I will first reflect on the problem of external validity in case study research. External validity relates to 

the generalizability of the sample to the larger population (Gerring, 2017, p.219). By choosing only 

one case that also has an extremely high number of wildfires, it is difficult to generalize to a broader 

population of cases. However, this study is aims to provide an answer to how indigenous social 

movements in California have exerted influence, and these movements may have similar tactics to 

other indigenous social movements in other places in the world, including in other states.  

Another problem with case study analysis is the problem of researcher-induced bias, as the case 

selection was not randomized. Some cases might for example be selected sooner than others because 

of e.g., media attention. 

There are also potential problems with the validity of this study. Validity adheres to assertions being to 

the point and clear so that no objections can be fairly made (Richards, 2006, p.81), i.e., whether 

assertions that X indeed leads to Y are factually sound. Even though, it is impossible to state with 

absolute certainty that X leads to Y, you can make it more probable through making sure your research 
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is transparent and replicable. This can be achieved by clearly discussing the ways in which you will 

conduct your analysis and what specific steps you take (p.81). By discussing it extensively, you also 

make your research more reliable, meaning the extent to which you will find the same results when the 

study is conducted by another researcher or at another time (Davies and Beaumont, 2011, p.4). As this 

study will conduct most of its data through Google search, whose pages may change in time due issues 

becoming more or less salient, this affects the reliability of this study.  

There are also some downsides to using process-tracing analysis. Theory-testing process tracing does 

not have the ability to test the relative explanatory power as it only looks at presence or absence of the 

theorized mechanism (Beach and Pederson, 2013, p.15). This means that it is difficult to determine the 

explanatory power of individual elements of the mechanism. 

3.4 Conclusion 
 
In this chapter I have outlined the methodology that will be used in this study. Summarized, I will 

conduct a small-N case study analysis. I will use process tracing analyzing to disentangle the process 

through which indigenous knowledge was implemented in California’s wildfire policy and how this 

was influenced by indigenous social movements.  
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Chapter 4 Analysis 
 

In this chapter, I will trace how indigenous knowledge was implemented in California’s wildfire 

policy between 2011 and January 2021. However, California’s wildfire policy is embedded into the 

broader federal wildfire policy. Therefore, I will first discuss the United States’ federal wildfire policy 

as it explains the historical context of wildfire management and it provides the context for California’s 

wildfire policy. Thereafter, I will move on to explain the special position of the federal Bureau of 

Indian Affairs that manages wildland in 89 reservations in cooperation with tribes across all over the 

United States. The federal level, including the BIA, is important to discuss as it is part of the overall 

opportunity structure of indigenous social movements. After elaborating on the federal context, I will 

move on to trace changes in California’s wildfire policy. Finally, I will analyze the manifestations of 

the theorized concepts in the Californian case. 

4.1 Federal wildfire policy 
The U.S wildfire policy has been focused on the immediate suppression of wildfires. This history of 

suppression dates back to 1910 when multiple small wildfires merged into one huge firestorm killing 

86 people within 36 hours and burning over three million acres (Barrett, 2019, p.8). Thereafter, 

wildfires were suppressed for nearly sixty years. This had long-lasting consequences that severely 

affected the density, structure, and composition of forests. This also led to an increase in dry and 

overgrown vegetation which heightened the fire risk.  

The suppression was further reinstated through the Weeks Act (1911) and the Clarke-McNary Act 

(1924) which basically nationalized the fire suppression policy. Through these acts, the federal 

government obtained more power when it came to forest management. The government started to 

work with states and private landowners to suppress the wildfires. If states or landowners refused to 

cooperate with the federal government, they would no longer receive funding. In 1933, this by now 

nationalized no-burn policy, culminated into the notorious 10 a.m. policy that was implemented after 

the Tillamook fire that burned nearly 300.000 acres (Barrett, 2019, p.10). This infamous policy was 

created with the aim to have all fires extinguished by the following morning. In the late 1960s, some 

scholarly critique started to surface on this policy. This eventually led to some adjustments to the 10 

a.m. policy in 1971 (Barret, 2019, p.10). Shortly after that, it was entirely dismissed.  

This was the start of a slow change in U.S. wildfire policy. Under the Natural Fire Management 

Programs, natural fires under certain conditions were allowed, and eventually ‘natural’ wildfires 

occurring during specific times a year that only affected the wilderness, were allowed. This approach 

was, however, heavily criticized by both politicians as well as citizens, especially after the Ouzel fire 

was allowed to burn in the Rocky Mountains back in 1978 (Barrett, 2019, p.11). This fire burned for 

over a month and came very close to a community. It was however not enough to change the policy. 

The next (big) policy change did not happen until 1995, when the Federal Wildland Fire Management 
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Policy and Program Review was adopted. This policy change was a result of the Colorado South 

Canyon Fire that led to the loss of many lives in 1994. This policy, for the first time in history, 

addressed the role humans played in influencing wildfire behavior. In the report, an emphasis was 

placed on public safety and resources, but also on the protection of firefighters. The policy also still 

allowed, in some cases, to let wildfires burn their own course.  

The 1995 policy was one of the first policy documents that recognized the difficulties of managing 

wildfires in the wildland-urban interface (WUI). The WUI is the place where nature and communities 

meet. The problem here is private and public landownership as well as the fact that the number of 

houses is increasing. In 2000, once again after a severe wildfire season, the National Fire Plan (NFP) 

was adopted. The NFP aligned with the 1995 policy and focused on ensuring that in the future enough 

firefighting capacity would be available (Previous Wildland Fire Management Initiatives, n.d.). To 

implement the NFP, the Interior and Related Agencies Appropriations Act was passed by Congress. 

With this act, the departments of Agriculture and Interior started coordinating a 10-year strategy to 

implement the NFP.  

Only a few years later, in 2003, the NFP was amplified with the Healthy Forest Restoration Act 

(HFRA). This act was focused on the ecological benefits of wildfires and how to restore these. To do 

so, the act prescribed controlled burnings, aggressive thinning of the woods and replanting flora to 

create more open forests. Suppression costs remained very high for the Forest Service, which is why 

the Federal Land Assistance, Management and Enhancement Act, or for short FLAME, was instigated 

in 2009. This act changed budget allocations to better deal with wildfire costs. To guide this act, the 

National Cohesive Wildland Fire Management Strategy was created in 2014.  This strategy stresses 

three major themes, namely, restoring resilient landscapes, creating fire-adapted communities and 

improving overall wildfire response. This cohesive strategy is coordinated by the Wildland Fire 

Leadership Council.  

In 2002, the Secretaries of Agriculture established the Wildland Fire Leadership Council (WFLC) to 

support implementation of Federal Fire Management Policy. In 2016, the Memorandum of 

Understanding was signed, which authorized the continuation of the Council. The Council specifically 

monitors, reviews, and influences the development and implementation of the federal wildland fire 

management policy, the FLAME act, the National Cohesive Wildland Fire Management Strategy and 

other policies installed to protect communities and reduce loss from wildfires. The Council is 

comprised of deputies from the different departments that are concerned with wildfire management. In 

addition to these federal officials, the Council includes seven non-federal members, among them the 

President of the Intertribal Timer Council, an elected representative of a recognized tribe.  

In the last few years, the goal of most wildfire policy was to decrease suppression costs. To end the 

deficits that kept on occurring, in 2018 a huge appropriations bill, the wildfire funding fix in the 
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Omnibus Bill, was passed by Congress. The $1.3 trillion dollar package came after months of 

negotiating and included new policies such as the expansion of stewardship contracts from 10 to 20 

years in fire-prone areas.  

After having explained federal wildfire policy changes throughout the years, I will now move on to 

discuss the special role of the Bureau of Indian Affairs and how this federal bureau is part of the 

opportunity structure for indigenous social movements. 

4.1.1 The Bureau of Indian Affairs 
The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) is one of the agencies that manages wildland on behalf of the 

federal government. The existence of a wildfire branch of the BIA is in itself an indicator that wildfire 

management is relatively open to indigenous peoples. Not only does the BIA provide indigenous 

peoples with a place where they can address their concerns to, it is also the place where indigenous 

peoples are involved into wildfire management. Additionally, it is a place where indigenous wildfire 

technique is not only recognized as helpful, but it is also the only federal agency that has continued to 

increase the use of prescribed burnings, an inherent part of indigenous wildfire management (Kolden, 

2019, p.7). This is also historically significant as the indigenous peoples in the U.S. where for a long 

time prohibited to perform (cultural) burnings and were even prosecuted when they did perform 

burnings. Even though cultural burnings that indigenous peoples perform are more deeply engrained 

in rituals and their culture, it shares many similarities with prescribed burnings that works from the 

same understanding that fire can be used as a tool (Sommer, 2020). BIA’s use of prescribed fire is 

therefore important, and the agency is therefore also an important part of the opportunity structure for 

indigenous social movements. However, before diving into why and how the BIA is part of the 

opportunity structure, I will first elaborate on the sensitivities surrounding the BIA. 

During the 1950s, the United States adopted termination policies to forcefully assimilate its 

indigenous population. The BIA was one of the ‘tools’ used by the federal government to terminate 

federal obligations it had to tribes (Termination Era, the 1950s, Public Law 280, n.d.). Especially with 

Public Law 280 that extended state jurisdiction into Native American land. The relationship between 

indigenous peoples and the BIA has thus been influenced significantly by this policymaking. 

However, in 1975 with the creation of the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act, 

the BIA was turned over to work with indigenous peoples. With the installment of the Tribal Self-

Governance Act of 1994 (and the Self-Determination and Educations Assistance Act) the federal 

government and indigenous peoples slowly started working together. Today, the BIA serves 574 

federally recognized tribes (Bureau of Indian Affairs, n.d.-a). Even though termination policy and its 

effects are beyond the scope of this thesis, it is important to discuss as it signifies the postcolonial 

context in which both institutions as well as policy are embedded.  
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How then can the BIA now be an important part of the opportunity structure for indigenous social 

movements? The BIA, that is part of the Department of Interior (DOI), first became involved in 

wildfire management in 2009. Through the previous discussed FLAME act, the National Cohesive 

Wildland Fire Management Strategy was created. This was the start of the cooperation between the 

DOI and the U.S. Department of Agriculture to battle wildfires together. The management of wildland 

fire is thus interdepartmental and interagency. To establish cohesiveness of wildland fire management 

in terms of standards and policies, the federal land management agencies work with the National 

Wildland Coordinating Group (NWCG). The NWCG consists of different groups and committees, 

including tribes, and helps determine standards in different areas, including wildfire management 

(NWCG.gov, n.d.). 

2009 was thus the starting point of BIA’s involvement in wildfire management. Today, BIA’s specific 

branch of wildland fire management (BWFM) is responsible for BIA’S compliance with federal fire 

management policy, the National Fire Plan, and BIA’s own wildland fire management policies, 

implementation, and practices. They state, “BWFM is responsible for managing and overseeing safe 

and effective wildland fire protection programs on Indian lands held in trust by the Federal 

Government” (Indian Affairs Manual, 2019, p.1).  

BIA has a trust responsibility to protect 55 million acres of ‘Indian land’. The department takes land 

into trust, which the government deems crucial for tribal self-determination. In the United States, 

tribes enjoy tribal sovereignty and trust lands are a primary part of tribal authority (Indian Affairs, 

n.d.-b). This is also visible in the availability of federal programs and services, which are for a large 

part only available for reservations and trust lands. The office works closely with indigenous tribes 

and offers them functions related to, among others, forestry and wildfire management. The 

relationship between the BIA and tribes is thus very important. This is exemplified by the National 

Indian Forestry and Wildland Fire Management Program. 

This program falls under the responsibility of the Division of Forestry and Wildland Fire Management 

(DFWFM). The program is a cooperation between the Department of Interior, Bureau of Indian 

Affairs, Office of the Deputy Director, DFWFM, the Intertribal Timber Council and individual tribal 

governments on reservations. This specific branch of Wildland Fire Management is responsible for the 

development of both policies and standards (rules, guidelines, definitions) for wildfire responses, but 

also for firefighting safety and wildfire prevention. The branch also offers guidance to the BIA’s 

regional directors on the use of prescribed fire and urges them to achieve “integrated wildland fire 

management objectives based on management plans approved by the Indian landowner” (Indian 

Affairs, n.d.-b). 

Furthermore, indigenous peoples themselves have also acquired management rights. As of 2013, 89 

tribes and agencies have managed wildfire programs. This is the Indian Country’s Wildland Fire 
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Management Program that is implemented through different forms of self-governance and 

determination. This program is also instigated by the BIA. In these programs, tribes are also allowed 

to make use prescribed fire.  

Currently, the BIA is the only federal agency that has been able to substantially increase the relative 

use of prescribed fire (Kolden, 2019, p.7). This increase is interesting, as BIA was already burning 

more than any of the other agencies. Kolden (2019) argues that this may also reflect the general effort 

of tribes seeking to reclaim sovereignty of their ancestral lands (p.7). BIA’s budget for prescribed fire 

is also way higher, especially in comparison with the fire suppression budget. However, even though 

the BIA is a place for indigenous peoples where they can address their claims and is a way through 

which they can acquire some control over their lands, the BIA gives indigenous peoples little to no 

decision-making powers themselves. Indigenous tribes are still not allowed to determine their own 

wildfire management policies. However, the BIA makes an attempt to recognize and involve 

indigenous peoples into the actual management. Therefore, even though the BIA has its weaknesses, it 

is also very important for the opportunity structure of indigenous social movements. 

4.1.2 Indigenous wildfire management and the federal government 
After having explained general federal wildfire policy changes and the role of the BIA. I will now 

move on to discuss how indigenous wildfire management has been increasingly allowed by the federal 

government. Even though implementation of indigenous knowledge in federal wildfire policy has yet 

to happen, there have been some rather interesting changes to federal laws pertaining indigenous 

peoples. This further amplifies the opportunity structure for indigenous movements. From 2015 

onwards, the Tribal Forest Protection Act, the Reserved Treaty Rights Plan and the Farm Bill were 

created. In the following section, I will discuss these laws. 

In the United States, indigenous forests provide more than 40 million in annual tribal governmental 

revenues to sustain over 19.000 jobs in tribal communities (Harris, 2020). In total, the Indian forests 

comprise nearly 19 million acres (Harris, 2020). The federal government also issued some laws 

through which indigenous peoples can get involved with wildfire management. In 2017, for example, 

the Tribal Forest Protection Act was created. This act encourages tribes to propose projects relating to 

fire to the Forest Service (Harris, 2020). The BIA also instigated a policy relating to indigenous rights. 

Beginning in 2015, the Reserved Treaty Rights Plan that “enables Tribes to participate in collaborative 

projects with non-Tribal landowners to enhance the health and resilience of priority tribal natural 

resources at high risk to wildland fire”, was created (Fiscal Year 2015 Reserved Treaty Rights Lands 

Plan, 2015). But perhaps the biggest win for indigenous tribes in the United States was the 2018 Farm 

Bill.  

The Native Farm Bill Coalition, which consisted of almost 200 tribes, allies and Native organizations, 

pushed, among other things, to ensure that the Good Neighbor Authority (GNA) was extended. The 
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GNA originally enabled forest agencies to carry out restoration projects on federal land (Harris, 2020). 

The Yurok Tribe in California has used the GNA to start a project that now evaluates Yurok forest 

management practices informed by their traditional knowledge. The goal is to develop conditions that 

are more resilient to climate change (Harris, 2020). 

4.2 The case of California 
Wildfire policy that is created at the state level is embedded in the broader federal wildfire policy. 

Even though policy that is created on the state level can never exceed federal policy, the policy that is 

created on the state level is the policy that changes quicker if it has to adjust to local occurrences. It is 

also the level that is better accessible by those directly involved with wildfires, which makes it 

arguably easier to address your claim and to put forward the idea that you are ought to be involved. 

Therefore, it may be exactly the place where indigenous peoples are most likely to address their 

claims.  

To study how indigenous knowledge was implemented in California’s wildfire policy, I will trace the 

process of the implementation of indigenous knowledge in the period from 2011-2021. In the first 

section of the analysis, I will describe the changes to California’s wildfire policy, similarly to the way 

in which the federal policy was described earlier in this chapter. Thereafter, I will move on to discuss 

what the indigenous movement looks like in California. Finally, I will analyze what the different 

theorized concepts look like in the Californian case. 

4.2.1 California’s wildfire policy from 2011-2021 
Over the last two decades, wildfires in California have only increased in scope and severity. This 

culminated in 2020 in California’s worst wildfire season ever (Sanchez, 2020). Beginning in 2000, 

wildfire policy in the United States has shifted from an exclusive focus on suppression to embracing 

goals of fuel reduction, including the use of prescribed fire (Steelman and Burke, 2007, p.67). When 

reviewing the wildfire policy, I found that most changes to wildfire policy happen around 2018, when 

California’s wildfire season was the worst thus far. Before 2018, most wildfire policy changes 

consisted of budget allocations. In the following section I will reflect on yearly changes in California’s 

wildfire policy. 

In 2011, the U.S. battled an economic crisis. This crisis led to large cuts in California’s wildfire budget 

(Gabbert, 2011), even though a total of 126,854 acres of wildland burned in California (Cal Fire, 

2011). This also led to difficulty with implementing the wildfire strategy that was created only the 

year before. Cal Fire, the state level service responsible for wildfire prevention and fighting, suffered a 

budget cut of 34 million dollars due to the financial crisis that severely affected the state (Gabbert, 

2011). In addition, a three-year 21-million-dollar contract for a DC-10 supertanker was canceled 

(Gabbert, 2011). This airliner was of the main component of the firefighting strategy which further 

exemplified the financial difficulties of the state.  
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In 2012, things did not improve much. In addition to the financial difficulties California was still 

dealing with, California now had to deal with a drought that would last until 2016 (Drought.gov, n.d.). 

Furthermore, in 2012 a massive fire at Yosemite National Park in the Sierra Nevada led to critique on 

California’s wildfire policy (Kaminsky, 2013). Previous to the fire, eight projects focused on 

prescribed burnings were proposed. However, Congress decided to not provide funding to the projects. 

The projects would have thinned out about 25 square miles. 9000 acres would have been deliberately 

burned as a prevention buffer zone, however, due to Congress’ decision and their ongoing budget 

difficulties, this never happened (Kaminsky, 2013). Critics later ascribed the massive fire to Congress 

failure to fund the projects. 

In 2013, over 9000 wildfires occurred that burned 600,000 acres of land (Cal Fire, 2013). It is also the 

second wildfire season in which little rain falls. However, 2013 is also the year of the first experiment 

between the Yurok tribe, one of the largest tribes of California, and Cal Fire. Here, they worked 

together to perform a small burn on Yurok land (Buono, 2020). People were ecstatic. Margo Robbins, 

a member of the Yurok tribe and one of the fire practitioners, followed the experiment up with a 

communitywide assessment of the greatest need of the Yurok tribal members (Buono, 2020). The 

unanimous answer of the Yurok tribe was the lack of prescribed burnings. This result led to the 

formation of the Cultural Fire Management Council, which is a community-based NGO that aims to 

restore the use of fire (McCann, 2020). More explicitly, the Council aims to have indigenous fire 

practitioners manage the forest once again. 

After this first experiment, fire trainings called Yurok TREX were created to increase the use of 

prescribed burnings. These trainings are supported by The Nature Conservancy and other 

environmental NGOs. The Nature Conservancy is even responsible for part of the funding (Bailey, 

2019). TREX truly formed in 2014 and involves members from the Yurok Tribe as well as members 

and staff from state and federal fire management agencies. This way the ecological and fire knowledge 

of both groups are combined. 

In addition to the TREX training session, two workshops were given in 2012 and 2014 to engage a 

diverse community of tribal and non-tribal fire managers, but also scientists and students. In these 

trainings’ discussions were held about how to deal with wildland fire, fuels and cultural and natural 

resource management.  Tribal communities are keen to share their knowledge and to combine their 

traditions with more contemporary fire practices. However, there are some factors limiting the 

application of their knowledge (Lake and Christianson, 2019). In these workshops, participants came 

to the conclusion that the crucial element for successful cooperation is to build and improve the 

relationship between the tribes and the different fire agencies. Eventually, in 2017, Cal Fire 

participated in a controlled burn as part of Yurok TREX, which was a huge step for the tribe (Jolley, 

2017). The indigenous peoples got the opportunity to learn more about the legal rules surrounding 
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controlled fire, whilst simultaneously teaching western firefighters more about working with fire, 

instead of against it. 

Also in 2017, a record of 2 billion dollars was announced by the U.S. Congress to deal with the 

wildfire suppression costs after another particularly devastating wildfire season. 

Period 2018-2021 

The wildfire season of 2018 appeared to be a turning point for policymaking. The severity of the 

wildfires in California was something unlike anything ever seen before. In December, the Thomas fire 

burned through 440 square miles and became the largest fire in California’s history (Cornell, 2018). 

But only eight months later, the record was broken again by the Mendocina Complex fire (or Camp 

Fire). The summer of 2018 was also one of the hottest summers on record (Samenow, 2018).  

In 2018, the Camp Fire destroyed more property and led to the losses of more lives than ever before in 

Californian history. This was most likely one of the reasons that the California Forest Management 

Task Force (Task Force) was created to introduce “a more holistic, integrated approach toward 

effective forest management” (Wildfire and Forest Resilience Action Plan, 2021, p.9). The aim of the 

task force is to develop more resilient forests that can adapt to the current situation of wildfires, 

drought and a changing climate. 

Next to the installment of the Task Force, a strategic plan was published in 2018. In this plan, fire 

prevention and suppression activities are mentioned as part of one strategy. The use of prescribed fire 

is mentioned briefly as part of fuel treatments to enhance ecological resilience (2018 Strategic Fire 

Plan, 2018). One of the plan’s objectives is to promote the role of prescribed and managed fire in 

certain jurisdictions. Additionally, Cal Fire wants to start with increasing public education and 

awareness in support of “ecologically sensitive and economically efficient vegetation management 

activities, including prescribed fire, grazing, forest thinning, and other fuels treatment projects” (2018 

Strategic Fire Plan, 2018, p.23). However, no mention of Native Americans, tribes or indigenous 

peoples can be found throughout the document. 

Also, in 2018 the USDA ordered a Shared Stewardship Investment Strategy. This was created to better 

the relations between states and the federal government in terms of managing wildfires. In 2020, this 

was expanded after California’s worst wildfire season in recent history. In 2020, wildfires burned 

more than 4 million acres across California (Cal Fire, n.d.). This is more than the 2017 and 2018 

wildfire seasons combined. It also seems to be the turning point for the implementation of indigenous 

knowledge into wildfire policy. In December 2020, Bill SB-63 Fire Prevention was created, which led 

to 230 million being invested in fire prevention in 2020-2021. 50 million dollars was spent to increase 

the use of prescribed fire. Additionally, 10 million dollars went to indigenous tribes, who are allowed 

to use it to perform not only prescribed burnings, but cultural burnings. As explained earlier this is 

even more striking as this also shows a certain respect for indigenous culture and traditions. 
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Bill SB-63 was the precursor of California’s Wildfire and Forest Resilience Action Plan that was 

created in January 2021. This plan highlight indigenous knowledge by stating:  

 “We recognize the scientific consensus that frequent, low-intensity fire can be a positive force in 

improving forest health and biodiversity and forested communities’ safety. We must draw upon the 

practices of Native Americans, ranchers, and rural communities to rapidly expand the use of 

prescribed fire and bring these best practices to state lands” (Wildfire and Forest Resilience Action 

Plan, 2021, p.4). 

This is historical. Not only does prescribed fire become an important of the wildfire strategy, but Cal 

Fire also recognizes it as a Native American tool. Furthermore, they acknowledge that prescribed fire 

is the most cost-effective and versatile tool to reduce ‘fuel buildup’. Prescribed fire has been used in 

California for some time, however it was never used widely. However, now they want to increase the 

number of burnings to also include burnings in more populated areas. Not only does Cal Fire want to 

increase the use of prescribed fire, Cal Fire and the United States Forest Service are now also actively 

seeking to “support and expand California Tribes’ ability to culturally burn” (Wildfire and Forest 

Resilience Action Plan, 2021, p.18). This is a big step for Californian tribes as it does not only 

acknowledge that prescribed burnings are important, but also that cultural burnings are important to 

the survival of indigenous peoples and their culture.  

Cal Fire additionally plans to establish a program to afford funding to tribal governments so they can 

perform cultural burnings and other traditional and cultural practices to keep the forest healthy. 

Furthermore, Cal Fire and its partners are planning to develop a Prescribed Fire Strategic Action Plan 

to guide prescribed fire activities and to address what the key barriers are to widespread use. The plan 

is planned to be published in 2021.  

Furthermore, Cal Fire will establish a new tribal grants program. This program is to increase support 

for workforce development, training programs and also to solve liability issues with private 

landowners who are interested in conducting prescribed burns. The aim here is to expand the 

prescribed fire program to use forest treatment on 500,000 acres by 2025. 

After having disentangled how Californian wildfire policy has changed throughout the years and how 

indigenous knowledge was implemented in 2021, I will now discuss the main characteristics of the 

indigenous social movement in California. 

4.2.2 California’s indigenous social movement 
Throughout the United States, there is no singular indigenous social movement fighting specifically 

for inclusion in wildfire policy and/or wildfire management, even though short-term movements such 
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as the Native Farm Bill Coalition have been created in the past to fight for inclusion in one particular 

policy. In California, there is also no clear indication of a specific wildfire social movement existing 

exclusively of indigenous Americans. Rather, the indigenous movement in California exists of tribes 

that are fighting to be included into wildfire management. That is not completely surprising as 

California is home to more indigenous peoples than any other state in the U.S. (California Courts, 

n.d.). The most recent numbers put forward by California’s Tribal Court-State Forum, approximates 

that there are around 720,000 people in California who identify as Native American. Moreover, more 

than fifty percent of the state is composed of people that were relocated to other areas due to federal 

termination policy (California Courts, n.d.). 

In California, tribal termination came about through the Rancheria Act in 1958. This act led to the 

termination of 44 Californian tribes. Two years earlier through the Relocation Act of 1956, Native 

Americans were forced to relocate to specific Native American centers that were usually placed in 

large cities. Today, it is believed that over 60.000 Native Americans settled in San Francisco and Los 

Angeles, which remain the largest urban Native American populations in the United States to date 

(California Tribal Court-State Forum, n.d.). Those who went on to relocate were forced to sign an 

agreement that they would under no circumstances turn back to their former reservations. This may be 

the reason why indigenous tribes today are so much smaller than previously. 

California is thus home to many indigenous peoples. There are approximately 110 recognized tribes in 

California, and around 80 indigenous groups that are seeking federal recognition (California Tribal 

Court-State Forum, n.d.). Currently, these tribes are scattered in nearly hundred different reservations. 

In addition, there are different Indian trust allotments that together constitute ‘Indian country’, the land 

that the BIA is concerned with. For both indigenous people living in reservations and those living in 

Indian country, different federal, state and tribal laws apply. 

Today, tribes form the indigenous social movements in California. Tribes focus on specific aspects of 

policy that touch upon different parts of self-determination. This provides them with ample 

opportunity to also focus on wildfire policy, also as part of a broader discussion of environmental 

management rights.  

In 2015, the Nature Conservancy and a fire ecologist met with Yurok, Hoopa and Karuk tribes that 

reside in California, to discuss fire management. This led to the formation of the Indigenous Peoples 

Burning Network (IPBN). The IPBN is a network that supports indigenous communities across the 

United States that are working to get the mandate to conduct their traditional fire practices in a modern 

context. The IPBN are also looking at what is happening outside the United States to inform their 

course of action. In California, the IPBN is working on a five-year strategic Healthy Country Plan that 

was inspired by aboriginal programs in Australia (IPBN Factsheet, 2021). The aim of the plan is to 

highlight cultural burnings and intergenerational learning. However, the ultimate goal of the IPBN, 
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who also received financial funds from the Forest Service and the Department of Interior, is to 

strengthen the tribes in their journey to self-determination of forest management (IPBN, n.d.). 

As it is Californian tribes who make up the IPBN, I will be focusing on the tribes exclusively. By 

studying how the theoretical concepts relate to the Californian tribes, that will thus be perceived as 

social movements, I will analyze whether the theorized concepts were present in the case of 

California. 

4.2.3 Theoretical concepts 
In the following section, I will analyze how the theoretical concepts have manifested themselves in the 

Californian case. Firstly, I will reflect on the opportunity structure. Thereafter, I will move on to 

discuss framing efforts. Finally, I will discuss whether the Californian tribes have used a two-level 

strategy. 

4.2.3.1 Political opportunity structure  
The political opportunity structure exists of four elements. Firstly, the relative openness or closeness 

of the system to indigenous peoples. Secondly, the stability of alignments will be discussed by 

discussing Californian leadership and how changes in its leadership have hampered and/or bolstered 

opportunities. Thirdly, support by allies for indigenous fire stewardship will be discussed. Finally, 

division amongst elites will be analyzed by looking at partisan differences relating to wildfire policy. 

Openness of the political system 

The relative openness of the political system to indigenous tribes was largely discussed in the earlier 

discussion of the federal policy. Here, I described the BIA as an access point for indigenous peoples. It 

is not only a place where tribes can address their issues, but it is also a way to get indigenous 

knowledge implemented into management on the federal level. In addition to the federal level, the 

international level, in particular the UN, is arguably an access point for indigenous peoples. 

 The UN is quite complicated as it could be argued to be a platform where the indigenous movements 

can address their claims, and at the same time it can be viewed as an ally by putting out documents 

and forming committees that promote indigenous rights. In this thesis, I will regard the UN as an 

access point and not as an ally. The UN is platform as it is made up of nation-states and thus not an 

independent actor. I will elaborate on the UN structure when discussing the two-level strategy.  

To discuss the openness of the system, I will not look at the international level, nor will I devote much 

time to access on the federal level. I want to know how indigenous tribes in California have exerted 

influence, and therefore I will be focusing on the openness of the Californian polity for indigenous 

social movements. I find that from 2017 onwards, California’s polity has been relatively open to 

indigenous peoples. 
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As of 2017 the CDSS Tribal Consultation Policy was finalized in California. This policy established 

“a firm commitment to communication and consultation with California Indian Tribes” (California’s 

Social Services, n.d.). It is meant to provide a framework in which indigenous leaders and officials can 

contribute to developments or regulations, rules and policies that may affect indigenous peoples in 

California. Here, tribes can ask for consultations, summits may be organized on regulations that affect 

tribes and a strategy will be created to develop a Tribal Advisory Body and a strategy for engagement. 

This is a place where indigenous peoples may thus address policy makers on issues that directly affect 

them (California’s Social Services, n.d.). This is an important access point for indigenous peoples and 

shows that the polity is relatively open to them. 

In addition to the Tribal Consultation Policy, it is also important to mention that in 2018 for the first 

time in Californian history, a Native American was elected to the California State Assembly. 

Assembly member John Ramos works to represent Native Americans and their interests. Even though 

Ramos does not infer directly with wildfire policy or management, his presence in Congress shows 

that indigenous voices are being heard. Furthermore, he is representing indigenous peoples and issues 

at California’s highest level of government. Ramos is not only an ally to the indigenous cause and 

continuously stands up for indigenous rights, his presence is also a sign that the political system is 

opening up more to indigenous voices. 

Both the creation of the CDSS Tribal Consultation Policy in 2017, and the election of Assembly 

member John Ramos show that California’s policy has been relatively open to indigenous social 

movements.  

Stability of alignments 

The second element of the political opportunity structure is stability of alignments. I have looked at 

the stability of alignments by analyzing the changes in Californian government. I have analyzed 

whether the change in government opened up an opportunity for the tribes. 

From 2011 to 2019, Jerry Brown was the Governor of California. In his last few years as Governor, he 

was heavily criticized for his wildfire policy. In September 2016, Brown made the highly 

controversial decision to veto Senate Bill 1463. The Bill was unanimously passed by both Houses of 

the Californian Legislature. The aim of this bill was to reduce the risk of wildfire from overhead utility 

lines (power lines) by clearing out dead trees to prevent the power lines sparking a fire. This was 

deemed highly necessary as explosive power equipment is among the top causes of wildfires in 

California. 

The bill followed after the Butte fires earlier in 2016. Brown claimed to veto the legislation because 

the state’s Public Utilities Commission and the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection 

already had a similar process in place. The Brown administration argued that since 2013, different 

commissions and Cal Fire had been working to map areas at risk of fire due to utility equipment. A 



 47 

month later, a huge fire broke out in California’s wine country caused by power lines. The fire resulted 

in the loss of 44 lives. Brown was heavily criticized and later even accused of corruption (Nichols, 

2018).  

He did however stay in office and at the end of 2018, Brown decided on a very different wildfire 

policy. The first bill that instigated this chance was Bill 1260 that made it easier for both the state as 

well as for private companies to conduct prescribed burns. This was complemented by Bill 901 that 

expanded the wildfire budget by focusing more on wildfire prevention, including the use of prescribed 

fire. These bills were signed at the same time as Brown ascribes all problems around the wildfires to 

climate change. However, this stance has been heavily criticized. Even though many agreed with 

Brown that climate change is a huge part of the problem, poor wildfire policy has also played a role 

(Jones, 2018; DeVore, 2018). 

Brown, however, did not have to bear the criticism much longer as in January 2019, the Democrat 

Gavin Newsom was appointed as the new Californian Governor. Newsom was only a week in office 

before declaring a state of emergency due to the high wildfire risk (Luna, 2019). He subsequently 

ordered to install 35 projects, which together cost around 35 million, aimed at protecting the 

community (Luna, 2019). Furthermore, in his first months as Governor, he already published a report 

called ‘Wildfires and Climate Change: California’s Energy Future’, also known as the Five Point Plan. 

In this plan the Governor proposes to commit a billion dollar for critical fuel reduction projects such as 

prescribed fire crews and the thinning of forests. He however did not attribute this to indigenous 

traditional knowledge. 

However, Newsom did make history by issuing an apology to the Californian tribes. In 2019, Newsom 

openly apologized to Native Americans for the genocide and the war of extermination that was 

declared by California’s first Governor back in 1851 (Levin, 2019). After the apology, some Native 

American tribes and activists were planning to push for reparations for indigenous peoples. Here, they 

are also echoing the debate on reparation for black Americans whose right to reparations is being 

discussed in Congress. 

The fact that Governor Newsom decided to issue an apology at the very beginning of his term, opened 

up a window of opportunity for indigenous peoples in California. Many of them directly began 

speaking about expanding this opportunity to also include more self-government regulations (Levin, 

2019). In many ways this was a starting point for indigenous peoples. Especially because once the 

apology was issued, the question arose of how retributions should be made and what these retributions 

should look like. This facilitated the influence of indigenous peoples in California, as now they 

suddenly were given a position to negotiate how this apology should be followed up. 

Newsom’s decision to openly apologize to the Californian tribes was a personal choice. The theory 

states that changes in power may lead to an opening for social movements to address their claims. 
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Whilst it is difficult to determine whether indigenous tribes have lobbied to get this apology, it is 

remarkable that in Newsom’s first months as Governor, he decided to issue the apology. It is however 

not a clear sign per se that indigenous tribes in California created the opportunity themselves. 

However, it appears clear that the change of power created a new opportunity for the tribes through 

which they could influence policy. 

Influential allies 

The third element of the opportunity structure pertains allies. In this next section allies of the 

indigenous tribes will be discussed. I found that the indigenous tribes enjoy support from influential 

allies in different places. I will reflect on the media, scientists, Californian politicians and lastly the 

Nature Conservancy. 

The media has sporadically been an ally to the indigenous cause. Throughout the years, there was little 

attention for indigenous fire management, except for after large fires such as the fire in Yosemite Park 

in 2012 (Kaminsky, 2013), that I discussed earlier in this chapter. However, the media truly started to 

pay attention in 2020 after yet again, a record-breaking wildfire season. Large newspapers such as the 

New York Times and the Guardian highlighted how indigenous knowledge may be the solution to the 

wildfire problem.  

In an article by the New York Times, successful fire management programs by Aboriginals are 

discussed and it offered as a potential solution for California as well (Fuller, 2020). In the other news 

articles, the emphasis is placed on the different tribes and their connection to wildfire management 

(Iannone Roman, 2020). Additionally, western scientists’ support for prescribed burnings is often 

mentioned (Cowan, 2020; Fuller, 2020). This does not only help the indigenous peoples in telling their 

story, it also appears to form a bridge to western science and indigenous knowledge and how they 

could complement each other. Here, the media appear to be an ally to indigenous cause by spreading 

awareness of indigenous fires and by forming bridges between indigenous and western knowledge. 

The media thus often references scientists’ support for prescribed burnings. On the one hand, 

indigenous voices that also went to study at western universities speak out, such as dr. Huffman who is 

also the director of the IPBN (Cowan, 2020). But perhaps more important for the indigenous cause is 

the support by non-indigenous scientists, who have been calling for prescribed burnings even before 

2020. Christianson (2015), for example, calls for indigenous inclusion into wildfire management, even 

though she also recognizes difficulties such as differences in worldview (p.197). Other scientists such 

as Chrystal Kolden and Don Hankins have even talked to the media to promote prescribed burnings 

and indigenous wildfire management (Mann, 2020; Fuller, 2020). In his own research Hankins states 

not only that a greater recognition of indigenous fire management is necessary but that it should be 

incorporated into the practices of wildfire management agencies (Eriksen and Hankins, 2014, p.1300). 
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Interestingly, in this study the restraints of colonialism that are still visible today are recognized as an 

extra hurdle (p.1300). 

 
In addition to the media and western scientists, some Californian politicians have also aligned 

themselves with the indigenous cause. Even though, this could also be seen as evidence of the polity 

opening up for indigenous movements, I think that the willingness of politicians to promote 

indigenous fire management goes a little further, then the policy simply opening up to indigenous 

voices. In September of 2020, three Californian senators, Wyden, Manchin and Cantwell, proposed 

funding for prescribed burning initiatives, which they have named the National Prescribed Fire Act of 

2020. In the act they state that “Scientists and environmentalist agree that pre-fire season-controlled 

burns are an essential strategy for reducing hazardous fuels to mitigate the worst effects of wildfire” 

(National Prescribed Fire Act, 2020, p.1). With this act 300 million dollars have been made available 

for the conduct of controlled burns on federal, state and private lands.  

Finally, environmental organizations focused on increasing prescribed burnings such as the Prescribed 

Burn Association and the Nature Conservancy are important allies. The Nature Conservancy 

especially has been a particular important ally to the indigenous cause. This already started back in 

2012 during the creation of TREX and later in 2015 during the creation of the IPBN.  Not only has the 

Nature Conservancy created a platform for tribes to meet and work together, but they have also 

actively supported indigenous prescribed burnings throughout these years. On their website and in 

their magazine, they continuously promote the indigenous answer to wildfires. 

Thus, where the Nature Conservancy has been a loyal ally for years, support by the media came a bit 

later along. Western scientists have been studying indigenous stewardship for quite some time, but it 

was not until 2020 that they were given a platform by the media to speak out. This further suggests 

that 2020 was the year that the tribes could cultivate the opportunity due to the large number of allies. 

Divided elite 

The final element of the opportunity structure is the divided elite. I argue that in the Californian case 

the elite was not divided, but rather united. I, however, do not think that this has hampered influence 

by the indigenous movements, but rather that it has strengthened it. 

A survey from 2020 conducted by Stanford’s Bill Lane Center for the American West suggests that 

personal experiences with wildfires may lessen the gap between Republicans and Democrats. 

Republicans are, generally speaking, more often opposed to spending funds on preventive resilience 

measures than Democrats, but proximity to wildfires lessens this opposition (Hui et al, 2021). 

Furthermore, even Donald Trump seems to think preventive wildfire policy is the way to move 

forward. Back in 2018 after the Camp Fire destroyed many houses and livelihoods, Trump took to 

Twitter to say: “There is no reason for these massive, deadly and costly forest fires in California 
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except that forest management is so poor” (Trump, 2018). Trump further clashed with Brown in the 

years following the Camp Fire and even threatened to cut aid. Trump’s relationship with Governor 

Newsom was not much better. Even though California has changed its policy to focus more on fuel 

reduction since 2018, Trump still felt that the management was poor and that it was the root cause of 

the problem. Newsom continuously goes against this by stating climate change as an important reason 

(Bellware, 2019).  

However, Republicans from California also strongly disagreed with Trump’s threat to stop the 

funding. Republican state Senator Jim Nielsen and Assemblyman James Gallagher issued a joint 

statement calling Trump’s threat to withhold aid ‘wholly unacceptable’ (Berstein, 2019). “He made a 

commitment to the people who have lost everything in the fires, and we expect the federal government 

to follow through with his promise” (Bernstein, 2019). Republic Assembly minority leader Marie 

Waldron also defended Newsom’s policy by stating “On his first full day in office, California 

Governor Gavin Newsom established fire prevention and forest management as a statewide priority, 

with a proposal aimed at combating wildfire, protecting communities and safeguarding forests. This 

strong focus on what’s important to firefighters and the safety of our citizens stands in stark contrast to 

the president’s ill-informed tirade” (Pike, 2019). 

This shows me that California’s elite is a unified front when it comes to wildfire policy. There is a 

remarkable willingness to end the fires. The focus is not on the cause on the fires, but rather on what 

the solution should be. This willingness is stronger than partisan differences.  

However, there is a clear divide on the root problem of wildfires. Whereas Democrats point largely to 

climate change, Republicans still go against this notion and only point to poor forest management 

(Brownstein, 2020; Bowman, 2020). However, both Democrats and Republicans are on the same line 

when it comes to fuel reduction.  

However, instead of this being negative for indigenous peoples who are working to get their 

knowledge implemented into wildfire policy, it appears that it is actually working to their advantage. 

Years of wildfire suppression has not worked for the state of California. In 2018, but the process 

started even earlier, the state decided to invest in wildfire prevention. In 2014, the state started 

working with tribes through TREX and since then the use of prescribed burns has slowly increased. 

The fact that wildfire prevention appeals to both Republicans and Democrats provides an opportunity 

for California’s tribes as prescribed burns is a preventive tool. This means that through the use of their 

knowledge about prescribed burnings, they can provide an answer to the problem that Republicans and 

Democrats are desperate to solve. This opens up a window of opportunity for the tribes. 

4.2.3.2 Two-level strategy 

In this next section, I will briefly reflect on the two-level strategy. I did not find evidence that the 

Californian tribes were working within a larger international movement or that they were aligning 
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with indigenous movements from other countries. Furthermore, even though the UN did continue to 

promote indigenous rights, I did not find evidence that the Californian tribes adopted a two-level 

strategy where they used the UN to address their claims. Therefore, I will not extensively discuss what 

the UN generally has done for indigenous peoples, but I will reflect on how the Californian tribes may 

have benefitted from the UN’s support for indigenous fire management. 

When it comes specifically to forest management, the UN refers to indigenous communities on 

multiple occasions. In the UN Forest Instrument from 2018 where the argue that indigenous 

communities should be part of sustainable forest management and that this should be reflected in 

policies (UN Forest Instrument, 2018, p.3). In addition, the UN also calls to investigate scientific 

innovations that can be used by, among others, indigenous communities. Finally, the UN calls for 

training and education programs that involve local indigenous communities (p.4). The UN goes even 

further in their Strategic Plan for Forests 2017-2030 (UNSPF) where it is stated that “national and 

subnational forest-related policies and programs are coherent, coordinated and complementary across 

ministries, departments and authorities, consistent with national laws, and engage relevant 

stakeholders, local communities and indigenous peoples, fully recognizing the UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples” (p.5). Here, they thus fully recognize indigenous peoples as 

stakeholders of forests. 

The UN has thus made efforts to recognize indigenous interests in wildfire management. It appears 

they have done so without the Californian tribes actively asking them to do so. Furthermore, I did not 

find any evidence of the Californian tribes referring to the international level. 

4.2.3.3 Framing efforts 
Henceforth, framing efforts by the indigenous tribes will be discussed. Here, I will look at how 

indigenous peoples frame their connection to wildfire management and how they frame the issue of 

the wildfires. I argue that the Californian tribes were successful in aligning goals to a broader 

discourse. They connected their claims most often to discourse around sovereignty, culture, and the 

environment. Henceforth, I will elaborate on the framing efforts of the Californian tribes and why 

these frames appeared to be successful. 

When looking at documents and media, I find that a few things seem to circulate. Firstly, Californian 

tribes call attention to their history of conducting prescribed burnings and how it is an inherent part of 

their culture. In connection to references to culture, there is often also a comment relating to the of 

indigenous wildfire management and its connection to colonialism. In an article by The Guardian in 

2019 for example, Rick O’Rourke from the Yurok Tribe refers to both history and colonialism by 

stating: “Our first agreement with our creator was to tend the land. It was taken away from us, and 

now we’re trying to reclaim it” (Cagle, 2019). This frame falls in with another notion often stressed by 

indigenous peoples, namely, the problem around sovereignty. Native Americans, such as the Karuk, 
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have states that it goes against their believe to continuously seek permission from the federal 

government to conduct their ceremonies or traditions as it defies their sovereignty (Fimrite, 2020). 

In the report Good Fire, Current Barriers to the Expansion of Cultural Burning and Prescribed Fire in 

California and Recommended Solutions (2021) from the Karuk Tribe, they once again put forward 

their special relationship with fire. In the report it is stated that “each member of an Indigenous society 

has some connection to fire. From the first fire story, which many Indigenous societies recount, it is an 

inevitable process of life. It has been handed down as a responsibility through generations, with 

forebears mindful of their progeny in generations to come” (p.2). Furthermore, in the report they state, 

“By recognizing the inherent authority of Tribes, tribal organizations, and cultural fire practitioners to 

engage in the use of cultural fire, we can start to return the landscape to a condition in which the laws 

of nature are recognized and respected” (p.5). 

In September 2020, Bill Tripp, spokesperson for the Karuk Tribe, wrote an editorial for the Guardian. 

In this article he did not only appeal to having the answer to the wildfire problem, but he also directly 

connected this to tribal sovereignty. He argued the importance of the cultural land for his tribe and that 

poor wildfire policy also led to them being victims, especially because indigenous peoples often live 

in fire-prone areas (Iannone Roman, 2020). In a column for the Guardian he states: “We carry the 

same qualifications as the federal and state agencies when it comes to prescribed burning or otherwise 

managing fire, and we hold the Indigenous knowledge that is needed to get the job done right. We 

have the knowledge to conduct cultural burning that is perfectly safe, and in many cases, we do not 

even need fire lines. Yet the federal agencies still do not allow us to lead prescribed burns on lands 

administered by the National Forest System” (Tripp, 2020). 

Before the indigenous efforts were more broadly discussed in the media, the Karuk Tribe already 

issued a report back in 2014 on ecological sovereignty. In the report they state that “while non-Tribal 

agencies have attempted to gain access to Karuk knowledge, a far more effective and appropriate 

action these agencies can take is to remove the barriers their policies put into place” (Norgaard, 2014, 

p.31). In this report they also emphasize the intrinsic relationship between indigenous peoples and 

nature. Which brings me to the environmental frame. 

In almost all of the articles and documents I found, a reference is made to climate change, 

sustainability and/or the environment in general. In this environmental frame, the indigenous way to 

manage wildfire is discussed to be the best option to battle the wildfires and climate change. The 

Karuk tribe frames their way of working with wildfires as beneficial to the environment and that they 

view it as part of their responsibility. “Tribes practice place-based cultures, and many believe they 

have a responsibility to steward those places, including using fire to balance natural resources for the 

benefit of the natural world” (Climate Adaptation Plan, 2019, p.5). In Karuk’s Climate Adaptation 

Plan (2019) they make a strong connection to sustainability. “Tribes have been key leaders in 
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responding to climate change through both so called mitigation —efforts to stop further climate 

change— and adaptation — developing responsive measures for coping with the unfolding ecological 

and atmospheric changes. Tribes can often be found leading the way in climate change policy, strategy 

and resistance by participating in the political process, engaging in sustainable land stewardship, and 

being at the forefront of many climate change activism efforts” (p.14-15). 

Finally, indigenous tribes frame indigenous knowledge as being an important part of wildfire policy, 

but also express the willingness to work within a contemporary context. In the San Francisco 

Chronicle, Tripp from the Karuk tribe states “I would like to be able to use modern tools and our 

ancestral knowledge and integrate it with western science so we can restore the natural landscape. We 

are trying to work with the Forest Service. We’ve been trying to do that for decades” (Fimrite, 2020). 

This is also clearly put forward by the IPBN who state that they want to “revitalize their traditional 

fire practices in a contemporary context” (Indigenous Peoples Burning Network, n.d.). The fact that 

western scientists have also promoted indigenous inclusion, as discussed earlier in this chapter, may 

have made this frame more resilient. 
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 
 

The aim of this thesis was to provide an answer to the question ‘How and under what conditions is 

indigenous knowledge incorporated into environmental policy?’ I have investigated this question by 

focusing on the implementation of indigenous knowledge into wildfire policy in California in the 

period from 2011 to January 2021. To study how the knowledge was implemented, I specifically 

looked at Californian tribes that exemplified indigenous social movements. I applied the concepts 

from social movement theory to assess how they manifested in this particular case. Henceforth, I will 

first discuss the hypotheses before providing an answer to the research question. Subsequently, I will 

move on to address both the theoretical and societal findings of this thesis. Finally, I will discuss the 

limitations of this study and make suggestions for future research. 

 

5.1 Results 

In the following section, I will reflect on the hypotheses I formulated in the theoretical chapter. In both 

hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 3, I found that the hypothesized concepts were in some way present, 

whereas I did not find evidence that the two-level strategy as stated in hypothesis 2 was adopted in the 

Californian case.  

Hypothesis 1 

The political opportunity structure exists of four elements. When those four elements are present and 

cultivated, a social movement is more likely to influence policy (Tarrow, 1996). 

The first hypothesis can be partially confirmed. Of the four elements, only the divided elite was not 

present in the Californian case. Instead, I found that the elite was rather unified. However, I do not 

think that this has hampered California’s tribes. California’s battle with wildfires is only increasing in 

scope and severity. The need to find a solution to this huge issue is therefore significant. Moreover, it 

is very likely that policymakers wanted to find a solution as quickly as possible. The urgency is felt, 

and partisan differences thus appear to matter less. Furthermore, from the political right (e.g., Trump’s 

tweets) to the political left (e.g., environmental NGOs), prevention of wildfires was emphasized. 

Taken together with the increased pressure on policy makers by scientists, NGOs, the media and the 

tribes themselves, it is perhaps not all that surprising that the political elite was eager to pass 

legislation that was so strongly supported by many different actors.  

With respect to the other elements, I conclude that between 2017 and the implementation of 

indigenous knowledge into California’s wildfire policy in 2021, California’s polity was relatively open 

to indigenous tribes. This was exemplified by the presence of an indigenous Assembly member and 

CDSS Tribal Consultation Policy. Secondly, it appears likely that through the change of government 

the Californian tribes could have exerted influence. This was exemplified by Newsom’s apology for 
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the indigenous genocide. Whilst it is difficult to determine whether indigenous tribes have lobbied to 

get this apology, it is remarkable that in Newsom’s first months as Governor, he decided to issue the 

apology. Finally, in 2020 specifically, the Californian tribes had many influential allies. Especially the 

media, western scientists and the Nature Conservancy appear to have been important. 

It is likely that because of the presence of these elements, the Californian tribes have exerted influence 

on policymakers that led them to implement indigenous knowledge into wildfire policy. 

Concluding, three out of the four elements of the opportunity structure were present in the Californian 

case. It is therefore likely that the Californian tribes have exerted influence on policymakers that led 

them to implement indigenous knowledge into wildfire policy. 

Hypothesis 2 

Indigenous social movements are more likely to exert influence when they adopt a two-level strategy 

and when they join forces to work together as one movement (Passy, 1999). 

I reject this second hypothesis as I did not find any evidence of the Californian tribes working with the 

international indigenous movement. Nor did I find evidence that the Californian tribes were forming 

one movement to get their knowledge implemented. Even though they have worked together on some 

projects, e.g., the Indigenous Peoples Burning Network, they largely operate separately from each 

other. 

The reason that this case deviates from the literature could lie in the locality of the Californian tribes. 

Generally, they usually address their issues on the state level, and they are very much focused around 

local issues. They are solely working to address their issues on the state level, as they are the ones who 

directly decide what happens to California’s forests. If there would be a broader, national movement 

fighting for wildland management rights, it might be more likely that they would address their claims 

on the higher level of the UN. Furthermore, the Californian tribes were successful in finding 

opportunities at the domestic level, so perhaps they were also not in such a dire need of international 

support. 

However, even though I did not find evidence of a two-level strategy pertaining the international and 

the national level, that does not mean that there is no two-level strategy pertaining the national and the 

state level. Even though I did not research this, I regard it a possibility that local indigenous 

movements, such as the Californian tribes, work together with other Native American movements and 

Tribes to address their issues on the state level. This happened for example with the creation of the 

Native Farm Bill Coalition. This could be indicative of the presence of a two-level strategy, but 

instead that this plays out on the international and the national level, it plays out on the federal and the 

state level.  
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Concluding, the Californian tribes did not adopt a two-level strategy as theorized to exert their 

influence on policy. There are however some indicators that there may be two-level strategy present 

on the federal and state level. 

Hypothesis 3 

Social movements can enhance their chances by aligning their issue to a broader framework (Snow et 

al, 2019) (Morgan, 2004). 

This hypothesis can be confirmed. The Californian tribes have consistently aligned their frames to a 

broader discussion or discourse. They did so in both their own documents as well as in the media. The 

Californian tribes usually framed their issues to align with environmental frames, sovereignty frames 

and/or cultural frames. The sovereignty frame was usually not at the forefront of the discussion, whilst 

sustainability usually was. Interestingly, I also found that indigenous peoples often refer to the 

historical legacy of their skills, by referencing throughout that they have practiced fire management 

for centuries. This reinstates the idea that they are the true bearers of this knowledge and that they are 

stakeholders to wildfire policy. This was put forward in the literature on indigenous social movements 

in particular, what further shows a difference between indigenous social movements and non-

indigenous social movements. 

Concluding, Californian tribes were able to frame their issue in a broader context and that therefore it 

is likely that they have exerted influence on policymaking.  

5.2 Answer to research question 
After analyzing the data in the previous chapter, I have discussed in the previous section whether the 

theorized concepts and mechanisms were present. This gives me the leverage needed to answer my 

research question. Henceforth I will provide an answer to my research question: How and under what 

conditions is indigenous knowledge incorporated into environmental policy?  

Based on my research, I conclude that indigenous knowledge is incorporated into environmental 

policy when indigenous social movements have access to the polity, have influential allies and can 

work with instability surrounding changes in government. It appears that it matters less whether the 

elite is divided as long as the problem is urgent enough. Additionally, it appears helpful when the 

indigenous social movement has a lot of influential allies in different places. 

Secondly, even though the Californian tribes did not use the two-level strategy on the international 

level and national level, it may be the case that they do use the strategy on the federal and state level. 

Furthermore, when indigenous movements can extend their frames, they appear to appeal to people 

who then perhaps can become allies. The framing of the Californian tribes has appeared to be quite 

important. On the basis hereof I conclude that when indigenous tribes can extend their framing and 

connect it to a broader issue, they are more likely to influence policy.  
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5.3 Reflection 
In this section I will first reflect on the applicability of the theoretical framework of this thesis. 

Thereafter, I will discuss the strengths and limitations of this study. 

5.3.1 Applicability of the theoretical framework 
In this section I will reflect upon the scientific relevance by reviewing the applicability of the 

theoretical framework of this thesis. Furthermore, I will briefly revisit the societal relevance of this 

study. 

Scientific relevance 

For this thesis I adopted a theoretical framework of social movement theory that was modified with 

postcolonial theory. The framework offered me a chance to study the Californian case. I decided to 

focus on indigenous tribes that exemplified the indigenous social movement.  

Regarding the political opportunity structure, I have studied what the opportunity structure looks like 

for the Californian tribes and how the different elements of the structure manifested in the Californian 

case. The opportunity structure worked mostly as theoretically expected, however, there were also 

some differences. In the Californian case, a united elite actually appeared to work to the advantage of 

the Californian tribes. Even though this is at odds with the literature. Perhaps it is possibly that for 

problems at large as the wildfire problem, a united elite may work to the advantage of social 

movements when the pose a solution to the problem that is plausible to both parties. This seems to 

open up a new window of opportunity that is currently not reflected in the literature. Furthermore, the 

access points where the polity was opening up to indigenous voices appeared important. 

Interestingly, I found that both on the federal and the state level, the polity was relatively open to 

indigenous peoples. This shows that the Californian tribes have the potential to conduct a two-level 

strategy pertaining the federal and state level. The literature focused on a two-level strategy played out 

at the international level and the national level. I did not find evidence that the Californian tribes 

adopted this strategy. However, by studying both the federal as well as the state level, I discovered 

that indigenous peoples in the U.S. have multiple points of access to polities at different levels. The 

current theoretical framework does not take this possibility into account.  

The concepts of framing manifested as theoretically expected. Indigenous peoples used frame 

alignment strategies to connect their issues to a broader one. They also used an environmental frame, 

which was expected based on the literature.  

This study has shown that the social movement concepts did not differ much for indigenous social 

movements, except for the divided elite element. The (postcolonial) context does appear important for 

indigenous social movements as due to indigenous peoples’ unique position in society they have 

access points at both the federal and the state level. Furthermore, this study may be a starting point to 

further expand the concept of the two-level strategy. 
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Next, I will briefly revisit the societal relevance of this study. 

Societal relevance 

Furthermore, wildfires remain a large issue for many countries. The societal relevance of the studying 

the connection between wildfire policy and the implementation of indigenous knowledge is two-fold. 

Firstly, this study showcases how indigenous knowledge may lead to more awareness of the value of 

non-western knowledge system and how it may potentially contribute to solving modern problems. 

Secondly, the implementation of indigenous knowledge may be the starting point of a broader 

discussion on the position of indigenous peoples. This may potentially further emancipate them and be 

the starting point for expansion of self-determination rights. 

5.3.2 Strengths and limitations 
This thesis has both strong points as well as some weaker points. In this following section I will 

elaborate on the strengths and limitations of this thesis. 

Strengths 

This thesis contributes to the literature on indigenous social movements. Currently, there is not much 

scientific work on the particularities of indigenous social movements and how the classical social 

movements concepts fit with this movement. By studying the particularities of indigenous tribes in 

California, I have made a humble contribution to this still relatively small body of work.  

Furthermore, by emphasizing indigenous knowledge I have not only added to the growing body of 

western literature that increasingly recognizes indigenous knowledge as valuable, I have also 

contributed to a better understanding of how indigenous knowledge can be implemented into western 

policy. This could offer some insights in how other non-western knowledge could potentially be 

implemented into different kind of practices and policy. 

Furthermore, by looking at how the different theoretical concepts manifest in the case of indigenous 

movements, I have also attempted to uncover the importance of the postcolonial context. Indigenous 

social movements differ from other social movements because of the deviant legal status of 

indigenous peoples. This affects both their framing strategies and their opportunity structure. This is 

also what makes the indigenous social movement unique. There are few studies that have focused 

exclusively on indigenous social movement and with this thesis I hope to have made a small 

contribution to this relatively small body of work. 

Limitations 

This study also suffers from some limitations. Henceforth, I will elaborate on the most important ones. 

Firstly, there is a problem with generalizability. I have decided to focus on one case only, California, 

to study the implementation of indigenous knowledge in wildfire policy. Furthermore, California is an 

extreme case of wildfire management. Not only does the state suffer more wildfires than any other 
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state in the United States, they also strongly prioritize wildfire policy. This makes it one of the most 

important parts of the legislation. This is not the case in other states that may also suffer from 

wildfires. Therefore, it is quite difficult to generalize. Moreover, because the emphasis of this study is 

also on providing the historical context of wildfire policy, the wildfire policy of the U.S. has been 

studied throughout the years. Even though this has provided a clear picture of the policies in the U.S., 

it also means that it is not (directly) transferable to other countries.  

Secondly, a potential limitation of this study is the researcher-induced bias. This bias may have 

occurred and influenced how I have made connections between the theorized concepts and its 

empirical manifestations. This is one of the limitations of using a process tracing analysis in general. I 

have tried to create a plausible narrative to trace the process of implementation. It is however difficult, 

if not impossible, to prove that the process happened as argued. I have tried through the gathering of 

sufficient data to create a plausible explanation of the process. Even though this thus cannot be 

completely proven, the number of data sources shows that it probable that it may have occurred as 

described. A similar problem arises with the measuring of influence. It is impossible to conclude 

whether influence was exerted by tribes that consequently led to the implementation of indigenous 

knowledge. Influence in general is a difficult concept to measure. I attempted to overcome this by 

studying the empirical manifestations of the theorized concepts to argue whether it was likely that the 

indigenous movements could exert influence. Therefore, through extensive research I found evidence 

that some of the concepts were present, which led me to conclude that influence was exerted by the 

indigenous social movements. 

Furthermore, even though the data search was extensive, it may also be hampered by bias. I have 

conducted most of my searching through Google and RUQuest, the online library platform of 

Radboud University. This may have limited the number of articles and news stories that I found. Not 

only did this mean that I have only looked at digitalized evidence, it may have also led to a potential 

blind spot for articles that were not high on the Google search list. Finally, the Google searches where, 

logically, conducted through my own choice of wording. This may have perhaps led to an area of data 

to be undiscovered as it was, for example, not in my vocabulary.  

5.4 Suggestions for further research 
Firstly, I would recommend to further research the implementation of indigenous knowledge in 

wildfire policy in other states and other countries. The United States is not the only country that has 

been suffering from huge wildfires, nor is it the only country with a large indigenous population. It 

would be fruitful to further extrapolate whether the mechanism operates the same way in a different 

country, or a different state in the U.S. It would perhaps be interesting to look at a country with a 

larger, nationalized indigenous movement to study what the mechanism looks like and whether a 

nationalized movement is more likely to adopt a two-level strategy. Following this argument, it would 
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also be interesting to study whether a two-level strategy pertaining the national level and local level is 

present. 

Secondly, it would also be fruitful to expand the study by not only focusing on wildfire policy, but to 

also study other areas of environmental policy. Wildfire policy has been under scrutiny because of the 

terrible losses peoples and countries suffered because of it. Therefore, policy makers were very keen 

to find solutions and were perhaps more inclined to look at other knowledge systems and different 

solutions. It would be interesting to see whether indigenous movements could get their knowledge 

implemented into other areas of environmental policy. This will also determine whether the 

implementation of indigenous knowledge wildfire is an outlier or that it is the start of a broader trend 

of implementation of other knowledge systems. 

Finally, I would suggest to also look at the consequences of the implementation of indigenous 

knowledge into wildfire policy. This will not only clarify whether the implementation of indigenous 

knowledge has its expected effect, but it will also tell us whether this is the beginning of indigenous 

emancipation and perhaps eventually, indigenous self-determination in the United States or anywhere 

else in the world. 

  



 61 

References 
 

Asselin, H. (2015). Indigenous forest knowledge. In K. Peh, R. Corlett, & Y. Bergeron 

(Eds.), Routledge Handbook of Forest Ecology (1st ed., pp. 586–596). Routledge. 

Bailey, J. (2019, November 7). Fire Training Exchanges Expand Controlled Burns. The Nature 

Conservancy. https://www.nature.org/en-us/what-we-do/our-priorities/protect-water-and-

land/land-and-water-stories/fire-training-exchanges-expand-controlled-burns/ 

Barrett, K. (2019). Reducing Wildfire Risk in the Wildland-Urban Interface: Policy, Trends, and 

Solutions. Idaho Law Review, 3. 

Baylor, T. (2008). The American Indian Movement’s Strategic Choices: Environmental Limitations 

and Organizational Outcomes. In M. B. Spencer & R. Tudor (Eds.), Sixty-Seven Nations and 

Counting (pp. 9–19). Native American Symposium. 

Beach, D., & Pedersen, R. B. (2013). Process-Tracing Methods: Foundations and Guidelines (1st 

ed.). University of Michigan Press. 

Bellware, K. (2019, November 3). Calif. governor hits back at Trump over wildfire criticism, threat to 

cut aid. Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/11/03/california-

burns-trump-slams-gov-newsom-over-wildfire-response/ 

Benford, R. D. (1993). Frame Disputes within the Nuclear Disarmament Movement. Social 

Forces, 71(3), 677–701. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/71.3.677 

Bernstein, S. S. H. (2019, January 10). California Republicans object after Trump threatens wildfire 

aid. Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-california-fires-trump-idUSKCN1P31ND 

Bowman, K. (2019, April 20). Democrats And Republicans Divided On Climate Change. Forbes. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/bowmanmarsico/2019/04/19/democrats-and-republicans-

divided-on-climate-change/?sh=3b81df413198 

Briggs, J. (2005). The use of indigenous knowledge in development: problems and 

challenges. Progress in Development Studies, 5(2), 99–114. 

https://doi.org/10.1191/1464993405ps105oa 

 



 62 

Brownstein, R. (2020, September 17). California Wildfires and the Politics of Climate Change. The 

Atlantic. https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/09/california-wildfires-and-

politics-climate-change/616380/ 

Buono, P. (2020, November 2). Indigenous Tribes Restore Prescribed Burns in California. The Nature 

Conservancy. https://www.nature.org/en-us/magazine/magazine-articles/indigenous-

controlled-burns-california/ 

Bureau of Indian Affairs. (2011). Indian Affairs Manual. 

https://www.bia.gov/sites/bia.gov/files/assets/public/raca/manual/pdf/1_IAM_3_Indian_Affair

s_Directives_System_508_OIMT.pdf 

Cagle, S. (2019, November 22). “Fire is medicine”: the tribes burning California forests to save 

them. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/nov/21/wildfire-prescribed-

burns-california-native-americans 

Cal Fire. (n.d.). Welcome to Stats & Events. Cal Fire Stats and Events. https://www.fire.ca.gov/stats-

events/ 

Cal Fire. (2018). 2018 Strategic Fire Plan. https://osfm.fire.ca.gov/media/5590/2018-strategic-fire-

plan-approved-08_22_18.pdf 

California Courts. (n.d.). California Tribal Communities - tribal_projects. 

https://www.courts.ca.gov/3066.html 

California Is No Stranger to Dry Conditions, but the Drought from 2011–2017 Was Exceptional. 

(n.d.). Drought.Gov. https://www.drought.gov/california-no-stranger-dry-conditions-drought-

2011-2017-was-exceptional 

California Tribal Courst-State Forum. (n.d.). Frequently Asked Questions: Indian Tribes and Tribal 

Communities in California. https://www.courts.ca.gov/documents/TribalFAQs.pdf 

California’s Social Services. (n.d.). Tribal Consultation Processes. CDSS Department of Social 

Services. Retrieved 1 C.E., from https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/tribal-

affairs/tribalconsultation 

 



 63 

Christianson, A. (2015). Social science research on Indigenous wildfire management in the 21st 

century and future research needs. International Journal of Wildland Fire, 24(2), 190. 

https://doi.org/10.1071/wf13048 

Clark, S. A., Miller, A., & Hankins, D. L. (2021). GOOD FIRE Current Barriers to the Expansion of 

Cultural Burning and Prescribed Fire in California and Recommended Solutions. 

https://karuktribeclimatechangeprojects.files.wordpress.com/2021/03/karuk-prescribed-fire-

rpt_final-1.pdf 

The Clarke-McNary Act. (n.d.). Foresthistory.Org. https://foresthistory.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/06/Clarke-McNary.pdf 

Cornell, M. (2018, November 13). How catastrophic fires have raged through 

California. Environment. https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/how-

california-fire-catastrophe-unfolded 

Cowan, J. (2020, October 26). Alarmed by Scope of Wildfires, Officials Turn to Native Americans for 

Help. The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/07/us/native-american-

burning-practices-california.html 

Davies, W. M., & Beaumont, T. J. (2011). Helpsheet Case studies: Research Methods. University of 

Melbourne. 

https://library.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1924175/Casestudy_Research.pdf 

DeVore, C. (2018, November 27). Trump’s Right About California’s Fires: It Wasn’t Climate Change; 

Two New California Laws Prove It. Forbes. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/chuckdevore/2018/11/27/trumps-right-about-californias-fires-it-

wasnt-climate-change-two-new-california-laws-prove-it/?sh=48fec2f822e3 

Diani, M. (1992). The Concept of Social Movement. The Sociological Review, 40(1), 1–25. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954x.1992.tb02943.x 

Durkalec, A., Furgal, C., Skinner, M. W., & Sheldon, T. (2015). Climate change influences on 

environment as a determinant of Indigenous health: Relationships to place, sea ice, and health 

in an Inuit community. Social Science & Medicine, 136–137, 17–26. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.04.026 



 64 

Eimer, T. R. (2020). What if the subaltern speaks? Traditional knowledge policies in Brazil and 

India. Third World Quarterly, 41(1), 96–112. https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2019.1650639 

Eisinger, P. K. (1973). The Conditions of Protest Behavior in American Cities. American Political 

Science Review, 67(1), 11–28. https://doi.org/10.2307/1958525 

Eriksen, C., & Hankins, D. L. (2014). The Retention, Revival, and Subjugation of Indigenous Fire 

Knowledge through Agency Fire Fighting in Eastern Australia and California. Society & 

Natural Resources, 27(12), 1288–1303. https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2014.918226 

Fimrite, P. (2020, October 14). California Native American tribe has been burning forests for 10,000 

years. What can we learn from them? San Francisco Chronicle. 

https://www.sfchronicle.com/california-wildfires/article/California-tribe-offered-solution-to-

wildfire-15638137.php 

Fiscal Year 2015 Reserved Treaty Rights Lands Plan. (2015). 

https://www.bia.gov/sites/bia.gov/files/assets/public/pdf/idc1-030969.pdf 

Fuller, T. (2020, January 29). California Wildfires: Could Native Burns Be a 

Solution? Https://Www.Nytimes.Com/#publisher. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/24/us/native-american-controlled-burns-california-

wildfires.html 

Gabbert, B. (2011, July 6). CalFire reduces fire budget by $34 million, cuts firefighters and DC-10 air 

tanker. Wildfire Today. https://wildfiretoday.com/2011/07/06/calfire-reduces-fire-budget-by-

34-million-cuts-firefighters-and-dc-10-air-tanker/ 

Gamson, W. A., & Meyer, D. S. (1996). Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements: Political 

Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings (Cambridge Studies in 

Comparative Politics). In J. D. McCarthy, M. N. Zald, & D. McAdam (Eds.), Framing 

political opportunity (First Edition, pp. 275–290). Cambridge University Press. 

George, A. L., & Bennett, A. (2005). Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences. 

Amsterdam University Press. 



 65 

Gerring, J. (2009). Case Selection for Case‐Study Analysis: Qualitative and Quantitative Techniques. 

In J. M. Box-Steffensmeier, H. E. Brady, & D. Collier (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 

Political Methodology (p. 645). Oxford University Press. 

Gerring, J. (2017). Qualitative Methods. Annual Review of Political Science, 20(1), 15–36. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-092415-024158 

Giunta, A. (2019). Looking back to move forward: the status of environmental rights under the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The International Journal of Human 

Rights, 23(1–2), 149–173. https://doi.org/10.1080/13642987.2019.1572874 

Goodwin, J., & Jasper, J. M. (1999). Caught in a Winding, Snarling Vine: The Structural Bias of 

Political Process Theory. Caught in a Winding, Snarling Vine: The Structural Bias of Political 

Process Theory, 14, 27–54. 

Governor’s Forest Management Task Force. (2021, January). Wildfire and Forest Resilience Action 

Plan. 

https://www.fire.ca.gov/media/ps4p2vck/californiawildfireandforestresilienceactionplan.pdf 

Harding, S. (2015). Objectivity and Diversity. Amsterdam University Press. 

Harris, C. R. (2020, December 7). Reasserting Tribal Forest Management Under Good Neighbor 

Authority. The Regulatory Review. https://www.theregreview.org/2020/12/07/harris-

reasserting-tribal-forest-management-good-neighbor-authority/ 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/4625. (2020). Congress.Gov. 

https://www.wyden.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/National%20Prescribed%20Fire%20Act%20of

%202020%20One%20Pager.pdf 

Hui, I., Zhao, A., Cain, B. E., & Driscoll, A. M. (2021). Baptism by Wildfire? Wildfire Experiences 

and Public Support for Wildfire Adaptation Policies. American Politics Research, 

1532673X2110239. https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673x211023926 

Iannone Román, A. (2020). West Coast Fires Disproportionately Affect Indigenous Communities. 

Cultural Survival. https://www.culturalsurvival.org/news/west-coast-fires-disproportionately-

affect-indigenous-communities 



 66 

Indian Affairs (IA). (n.d.-a). Branch of Wildland Fire Management | Indian Affairs. 

https://www.bia.gov/bia/ots/dfwfm/bwfm 

Indian Affairs (IA). (n.d.-b). Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) | Indian Affairs. https://www.bia.gov/bia 

Indian Affairs (IA). (n.d.-c). Division of Forestry and Wildland Fire Management | Indian Affairs. 

Division of Forestry and Wildland Fire Management. https://www.bia.gov/bia/ots/dfwfm 

Indigenous Peoples Burning Network. (n.d.). Indigenous Peoples Burning Network. 

http://www.conservationgateway.org/ConservationPractices/FireLandscapes/Pages/IPBN.aspx 

Indigenous Peoples Burning Network. (2021, May 7). Indigenous Peoples Burning Network. 

Indigenous Peoples Burning Network Factsheet (IPBN). 

https://www.conservationgateway.org/ConservationPractices/FireLandscapes/FireLearningNet

work/Documents/FactSheet_IPBN.pdf 

Jolley, A. (2017, 7 December). Good Fire on the Ground in 2017: Seven Controlled Burns to Learn 

From. Fire Adapted Communities Learning Network. https://fireadaptednetwork.org/7-

controlled-burns/ 

Jones, T. (2018, November 13). California’s Gov. Brown Again Blames Fires On Global Warming — 

He Couldn’t Be More Wrong. Investor’s Business Daily. 

https://www.investors.com/politics/editorials/californias-gov-brown-global-warming-blame/ 

Kaminsky, J. (2013, September 1). Failure to thin brush may have worsened California wildfire. 

Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/article/usa-fire-yosemite-brush-idUSL2N0GX02220130901 

Karuk Tribe. (2019). Karuk Climate Adaptation Plan. 

https://karuktribeclimatechangeprojects.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/reduced-size_final-

karuk-climate-adaptation-plan.pdf 

Kolden, C. A. (2019). We’re Not Doing Enough Prescribed Fire in the Western United States to 

Mitigate Wildfire Risk. Fire, 2(2), 30. https://doi.org/10.3390/fire2020030 

Lake, F. K., & Christianson, A. C. (2019). Indigenous Fire Stewardship. Encyclopedia of Wildfires 

and Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) Fires, 1–9. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-51727-

8_225-1 



 67 

Levin, S. (2019, June 22). “This is all stolen land”: Native Americans want more than California’s 

apology. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/jun/20/california-native-

americans-governor-apology-reparations 

Luna, T. (2019, March 23). Newsom declares wildfire emergency, waives environmental rules to 

expedite projects. Los Angeles Times. https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-gavin-

newsom-wildfire-20190322-story.html 

Manley-Casimir, K. (2011). Reconciliation, Indigenous Rights and Offshore Oil and Gas 

Development in the Canadian Arctic. Review of European Community & International 

Environmental Law, 20(1), 29–38. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9388.2011.00702.x 

Mann, C. C. (2021, May 3). An Indigenous practice may be key to preventing wildfires. History. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/good-fire-bad-fire-indigenous-practice-

may-key-preventing-wildfires 

McAdam, P. S. D., McCarthy, J. D., & Zald, P. E. S. M. N. (1996). Introduction: Opportunities, 

mobilizing structures, and framing processes - toward a synthetic, comparative perspective on 

social movements. In Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements (pp. 1–20). Cambridge 

University Press. 

McCann, H. (2020, September 1). Using Fire for Good on Tribal Land. Public Policy Institute of 

California. https://www.ppic.org/blog/using-fire-for-good-on-tribal-land/ 

Morgan, R. (2004). Advancing Indigenous Rights at the United Nations: Strategic Framing and Its 

Impact on the Normative Development of International Law. Social & Legal Studies, 13(4), 

481–500. https://doi.org/10.1177/0964663904047330 

Morris, A. (2000). Reflections on Social Movement Theory: Criticisms and Proposals. Contemporary 

Sociology, 29(3), 445. https://doi.org/10.2307/2653931 

National Report of Wildland Fires and Acres Burned by State Figures from the Fire and Aviation 

Management Web Applications Program. (2011). Cal Fire. 

https://www.predictiveservices.nifc.gov/intelligence/2011_statssumm/fires_acres.pdf 



 68 

Nichols, C. (2018, November 16). PolitiFact - Examining Jerry Brown’s veto of California wildfire 

legislation and the criticism of it. @politifact. 

https://www.politifact.com/article/2018/nov/16/examining-jerry-browns-veto-2016-wildfire-legislat/ 

Niezen, R. (2000). Recognizing Indigenism: Canadian Unity and the International Movement of 

Indigenous Peoples. Comparative Studies in Society and History, 42(1), 119–148. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0010417500002620 

Norgaard, K. M. (2014). Karuk Traditional Ecological Knowledge and the Need for Knowledge 

Sovereignty: Social, Cultural and Economic Impacts of Denied Access to Traditional 

Management. https://pages.uoregon.edu/norgaard/pdf/Karuk-TEK-and-the-Need-for-

Knowledge-Sovereignty-Norgaard-2014.pdf 

NWCG. (n.d.). NWCG | NWCG is an operational group designed to coordinate programs of the 

participating wildfire management agencies. National Wildland Coordinating Group. 

https://www.nwcg.gov 

Olson, M. (1965). The logic of collective action. Amsterdam University Press. 

Passy, F. (1999). Supranational Political Opportunities as a Channel of Globalization of Political 

Conflicts. The Case of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. In H. Kriesi, D. Rucht, & D. D. Porta 

(Eds.), Social Movements in a Globalizing World (pp. 148–169). Macmillan Publishers. 

Pike, H. (2019, January 10). Lawmakers react to President Trump’s announcement to end FEMA 

money for California. KRCR. https://krcrtv.com/news/local/president-announces-end-to-fema-

money-for-california 

Porta, D., & Mattoni, A. (2016). Social Movements. The International Encyclopedia of Political 

Communication, 1–8. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118541555.wbiepc010 

Previous Wildland Fire Management Initiatives. (n.d.). Forest and Rangelands.Gov. Retrieved June 

11, 2021, from https://www.forestsandrangelands.gov/resources/overview/ 

Richards, L. (2006). Qualitative Research Design. In README FIRST for a User’s Guide to 

Qualitative Methods (pp. 73–104). Sage Publications (CA). 



 69 

Richmond, L., Middleton, B. R., Gilmer, R., Grossman, Z., Janis, T., Lucero, S., Morgan, T., & 

Watson, A. (2013). Indigenous Studies Speaks to Environmental Management. Environmental 

Management, 52(5), 1041–1045. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00267-013-0173-y 

Samenow, J. (2018, August 9). On fire: July was California’s hottest month ever recorded. The 

Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/capital-weather-

gang/wp/2018/08/09/on-fire-july-was-californias-hottest-month-ever-recorded/ 

Sanchez, M. C. A. A. R. (2020, October 17). California’s record-breaking wildfires. CNN. 

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/10/17/us/california-wildfires-saturday/index.html 

Silva, E. (2015). Social Movements, Protest, and Policy. ERLACS, 0(100), 27. 

https://doi.org/10.18352/erlacs.10122 

Snow, D. A., Vliegenthart, R., & Ketelaars, P. (2019). The framing perspective on social movements: 

Its conceptual roots and architecture. In D. A. Snow, S. A. Soule, H. Kriesi, & H. J. 

McCammon (Eds.), The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Social Movements (pp. 392–410). 

Wiley. 

https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/33640269/The_Framing_Perspective_on_Social_Movements_Its_

Conceptual_Roots_and_Architecture.pdf 

Sommer, L. (2020, August 24). To Manage Wildfire, California Looks To What Tribes Have Known 

All Along. NPR. https://www.npr.org/2020/08/24/899422710/to-manage-wildfire-california-

looks-to-what-tribes-have-known-all-along?t=1624363259035 

Steelman, T. A., & Burke, C. (2007). Is Wildfire Policy in the United States Sustainable? SSRN 

Electronic Journal. Published. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1931057 

Tarrow, S. G. (1994). Power in Movement: Social Movements, Collective Action and Politics 

(Cambridge Studies in Comparative Politics) (British First ed.). Cambridge University Press. 

Tarrow, S. G. (1996). States and opportunities: The political structuring of social movements. In P. E. 

S. M. N. Zald, J. D. McCarthy, & P. S. D. McAdam (Eds.), Comparative Perspectives on 

Social Movements (pp. 41–61). Cambridge University Press. 



 70 

Termination Era,the 1950s, Public Law 280 | Federal Indian Law for Alaska Tribes. (n.d.). University 

of Alaska, Fairbanks. 

https://www.uaf.edu/tribal/112/unit_2/terminationerathe1950spubliclaw280.php 

Tilly, C. (1978). From Mobilization to Revolution. McGraw-Hill Education. 

Tripp, B. (2020, September 21). Our land was taken. But we still hold the knowledge of how to stop 

mega-fires. The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/sep/16/california-wildfires-cultural-burns-

indigenous-people 

Trump. (2018, November 10). There is no reason for these massive, deadly and costly forest fires in 

California except that forest management is so [Tweet]. Twitter. 

https://edition.cnn.com/2018/11/11/politics/california-wildfires-trump-tweets/index.html 

United Nations. (2007). Indigenous Peoples Indigenous Voices. 

https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/5session_factsheet1.pdf 

United Nations. (2015). 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20S

ustainable%20Development%20web.pdf 

United Nations. (2018). United Nations Forest Instrument. https://www.un.org/esa/forests/wp-

content/uploads/2018/12/UNFI__brochure.pdf 

United Nations For Indigenous Peoples. (n.d.-a). Indigenous Peoples at the United Nations | United 

Nations For Indigenous Peoples. United Nations For Indigenous Peoples | Indigenous 

Peoples. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/about-us.html 

United Nations For Indigenous Peoples. (n.d.-b). United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples | United Nations For Indigenous Peoples. United Nations For Indigenous 

Peoples | Indigenous Peoples. 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/declaration-on-the-rights-of-

indigenous-peoples.html 



 71 

U.S. Department of State. (2011, January 12). Announcement of U.S. Support for the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples [Press release]. https://2009-

2017.state.gov/s/srgia/154553.html 

van Stekelenburg, J., & Klandermans, B. (2013). The social psychology of protest. Current 

Sociology, 61(5–6), 886–905. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392113479314 

van Stekelenburg, J., & Klandermans, P. G. (2009). Social movement theory: Past, present and 

prospect J. van Stekelenburg, P.G. Klandermans. In S. Ellis, I. Kessel, & I. Van Kessel 

(Eds.), Movers and Shakers (pp. 17–44). Brill. 

The Weeks Act. (2021, March 1). Forest History Society. https://foresthistory.org/research-explore/us-

forest-service-history/policy-and-law/the-weeks-act/ 

What is: Indigenous Sovereignty and Tribal Sovereignty | Indigenous Environmental Network. (2020, 

December 4). Indigenous Environmental Network | Ienearth.Org. 

https://www.ienearth.org/what-is-indigenous-sovereignty-and-tribal-sovereignty/ 

Wyse, S. M. (2016). Indigenous Social Movements in North America: a Comparison of The American 

Indian Movement and Idle No More. Mapping Politics, 7, 57–67. 

Zald, M. N. (1996). Culture, ideology, and strategic framing. In D. McAdam & J. D. McCarthy 

(Eds.), Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements: Political Opportunities, Mobilizing 

Structures, and Cultural Framings (Cambridge Studies in Comparative Politics) (First 

Edition, pp. 261–271). Cambridge University Press. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


