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For over a half a century, indigenous knowledge systems have
captured the attention of anthropologists (Hunn 2007). Recently,
interest has intensified both inside and outside the discipline
among scholars and practitioners in a wide variety of contexts
ranging from international development, resource management,
sustainability and resilience, disaster response, climate change,
ethnobotany, ethnomedicine, and ethnoveterinary studies (ReyesGarcia et al. 2009, UNESCO 2009, Maffi and Woodley 2010).
Simultaneously, sophisticated conceptual and methodological
approaches have been developed, such as cultural consensus
analysis and participatory mapping. Many of these recent
advances tend to rely on theories of knowledge that focus
attention on mental models and discrete, encapsulated, and
abstracted aspects of knowledge that can be documented using
formal interview methods (e.g., freelists, triads, pile sorts, surveys)
(Zent 2009). However, a growing number of anthropologists have
found that these approaches and techniques constrain
descriptions and obscure the hybrid and heterogeneous nature of
indigenous or local knowledge and modes of understanding (see
Spoon 2014, Carothers et al. 2014). For example, as Lauer and
Aswani (2009) note, “More research is needed to develop
approaches and methods that can empirically record aspects of
knowledge and understanding that are commonly ignored in
indigenous knowledge studies,” in order to, “more fully explore,
comprehend, and appreciate indigenous people‛s lives and
perspectives in a rapidly changing world (Lauer and Aswani 2009:
327).“ In keeping with this call, many recent approaches to the
study of knowledge converge on the recognition that knowledge
is embedded in multiple systems of practice, beliefs, values, and
power across all scales. As such, new concepts and methods are
needed for studying and representing contemporary indigenous
knowledge that traverses many different systems of
understanding.
This special feature, based on an invited session of papers
presented at the 2012 American Anthropological Association
(AAA) annual meeting, explores key conceptual, methodological,
practical, and ethical challenges and opportunities in studying
indigenous knowledge systems and applying insights from such
knowledge systems in scholarly, resource management, and local
community venues across the globe. The papers in this feature
represent geographic and topical diversity, while converging on
several important themes facing anthropology and other fields
that study knowledge systems.
First, to better describe and understand indigenous knowledge
systems, several papers use a practice-oriented approach, a
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framework that enters the analysis assuming that knowledge
involves social, dynamic, performative, and improvisational
dimensions in addition to cognitive models and classification
systems. Schareika (2014) examines the theoretical implications
of rethinking knowledge as situated practice embedded in moral,
social, and political contexts. Taking insights from critical
approaches to knowledge, this set of papers explores how
knowledge and linked cultural practices are socially constructed
and differentially shared. Key questions include: What is
knowledge? What is knowing? What is the relation between skills
and practical knowledge? How do local people conceptualize
knowledge? How can the richness and complexity of local
knowledges and practices best inform studies of knowledge
systems? Who should carry out such studies or interventions?
How does knowledge vary among and between communities?
What are the roles of researchers in constructing their own
knowledge and representing that of others? What novel
approaches are emerging that foster new sorts of relationships
between indigenous or local communities and researchers?
Second, several papers discuss multiple ways of representing
knowledge. Case studies by Carothers et al. (2014) and Spoon
(2014) demonstrate that knowledge systems show contradiction,
variation, and consensus. How might we best construct formal
models of representation, or how do we represent not knowing?
Are there patterns to variation based on social categories of
difference or other factors? Here the feature explores a
particularly pressing issue for anthropology and other fields. How
do we best share the results of scientific studies? What are the
larger impacts and engagements that result from such studies?
Relatedly, the authors take up issues of ethics and collaborative
methodologies, seeking to provide alternatives to how knowledge
is studied and to what ends. Local and indigenous knowledge has
become increasingly valued in global governance discourses
focused on concerns about supporting cultural and biological
diversity. Yet, there is little reflection on how current, more rigid
conceptualizations of that knowledge shape assumptions about
what is most important in efforts to sustain those diversities. We
suggest that greater attention to the complexities of the processes
of learning indigenous knowledge in a world undergoing rapid
transformations requires more flexible pairing of methods and
approaches. Recently, scholars and practitioners have developed
education programs aimed at supporting indigenous knowledge
in a variety of ways (Riuz-Mallen et al. 2010, Baines and Zarger
2012, McCarter et al. 2014), including activities that link elders
and youth in outside of school contexts and develop curricula
that integrate local knowledge into formal schooling.
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Third, with these questions about representation of indigenous
and local knowledge and practice in mind, several authors explore
collaborative research and the practical implications for what kind
of knowledge is studied and how it is studied. The papers by
Carothers et al. (2014), Velasquez Runk (2014), and Spoon (2014)
provide a close look at contemporary challenges to collaborative
research with indigenous and local groups and institutions. They
examine key considerations such as locally relevant research
questions and research design, communication of findings,
control of research and its products, and the practical implications
of collaborative research for researchers and local communities.
Throughout each of these themes, this special feature addresses
critical and interrelated questions for the study and application
of indigenous and local ways of knowing, including: 1) How are
different forms of indigenous knowledge conceptualized by
different actors, and what are the implications of these
conceptualizations? 2) What are appropriate methods to study
and represent these different forms of knowledge and practice?
3) To what extent are conceptualizations and methodological
approaches mutually constitutive? 4) What are the ethical and
practical implications of these conceptualizations, methodological
approaches, and representations? We expect that this feature will
be of key interest to students and scholars in a wide range of
fields, as well as resource managers, practitioners, activists,
indigenous peoples, among other interested groups.
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