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Collaborative Event Ethnography
Collaborative event ethnography (CEE) is a team-based,
interdisciplinary approach to studying mega-events. It brings
together a team of researchers under a common analytical
framework to understand and examine how GEG is produced
(Brosius and Campbell, 2010; Campbell, et al., 2014; Corson, et al.,
2014; Duffy, 2014). In addition to traditional ethnographic methods,
the collaborative method prioritizes iterative, reflective analysis
between and among team members from project conception through
to writing and dissemination (see Table 1; Corson et al., 2014;
Zanotti and Marion Suiseeya, under review). For this paper, we draw
from data collected at the 21st Conference of Parties to the UNFCCC
(COP21) and the 2016 World Conservation Congress (WCC).

Introduction 
Because Indigenous Peoples are stewards of some of the world’s
most significant biodiverse landscapes, they are vital for achieving
global conservation and sustainable development goals. Yet, many
scholars and practitioners assume Indigenous Peoples are “weak,”
and therefore inconsequential actors in international politics. At the
same time, Indigenous Peoples play an increasingly greater role in
global environmental governance (GEG). In recent years, 3-4% of
delegates at multilateral environmental negotiations register as
Indigenous Peoples (Marion Suiseeya and Zanotti 2019). Notably,
however, indigenous participants face multiple structural and
agential constraints to engagement. To understand how and why
Indigenous Peoples presence matters at sites of GEG, we direct
attention to the politics of representation.

We consider representation to be the practice of making something
present, whether literally, physically, materially, or ideationally.
Representation is both an act and an artifact of action. With a few
notable exceptions (Brosius and Campbell 2010; Corson et al 2014,
inter alia), most studies of international negotiations focus on high
level decision makers or their outcomes. To examine and understand
how and why indigenous presence matters at sites of GEG, we
adopt collaborative event ethnography.

Results   
The three most prominent themes arising from our analysis of the
spatializing practices we observed in built spaces, technology, and
maps at COP21 and WCC are their roles in: (1) operating as
avenues for access or absence, (2) providing opportunities for
legitimacy or contestation, and (3) hindering ability to exert agency
and authority. The image matrix above demonstrates how we
observed and generated themes across images.

Methods – Data Analysis
The data analysis process began in an undergraduate research 
seminar at Northwestern University, taught by Dr. Kimberly Marion 
Suiseeya with contributions from Dr. Laura Zanotti. Nine students 
worked collaboratively to identify themes and interpret field data 
collected by earlier teams. Students received the same training as 
researchers completing fieldwork, comprised of seven modules that 
cover ethnography, ethics, and our project analytics. 

Students were divided into themes and sites, demonstrated here:
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Research Question and Approach
Although non-state actors, including Indigenous Peoples, are central to the production of global environmental governance, there is little attention
directed to the politics of representation in global environmental governance. In this paper, we ask: how do Indigenous Peoples carve out space
for meaningful and influential representation in global governance? By utilizing visual ethnography to analyze images of COP21 and WCC,
our research demonstrates how Indigenous Peoples leverage spatializing practices – social and political use of technology, maps, and the built
environment – to make their voices legible. Spatializing practices are significant for indicating informal avenues for representation and have the
capacity to influence the inclusiveness and responsiveness of GEG at these sites (Biermann, 2014; Celis, 2013; Kim and Siddiki, 2018; Weiss,
2000).
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Visual Analysis
A key innovation of this project is our use of visual data to examine the
politics of representation. Because our research is focused on spatial
elements and their attributes, visual data is especially significant for
our research. Our visual analysis included four phases:
1. Initial tagging and coding for content analysis: team members

reviewed more than 10,000 images and tagged them for inclusion
in the data set based on a set of topic and subject criteria (e.g.
images that included Indigenous Peoples, forests, biodiversity, etc.)

2. Visual data integration and thematic coding: we uploaded the data
sample of 1,000+ images and associated meta-data to QSR NVivo
and began coding, checking for inter-coder reliability in the initial
and final research phases.

3. Triangulation with field notes: we used field notes from the CEE
field teams to contextualize the images.

4. Interpretation: we collaboratively and iteratively interpreted our
results.
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#3 Agency and Authority
1C). A physical site map at COP21. Site maps were
physically present at both sites, but in select
languages and limited accessibility.

2C). An image of an Indigenous-sourced
“Landscape Cosmology”, included in a slideshow
presented by an individual that works with Quechua
communities and biodiverse food systems.

3C). A map that places the territory of Indigenous
Peoples in the Amazon region, displayed at an event
on financing conservation projects. The Nature
Conservancy’s logo is present at the bottom right
corner of the slide, implying Western sourcing or
influence of the map.

Text and Visual Data Comparison
Our analysis demonstrated how visual data complements and transcends textual data
by capturing the nuances of these components of space. Further, visual data brings
additional performance and aesthetic aspects to our analysis, including the role of
emotion and interactions between groups, individuals, and space, that tend to be lost in
textual representations of sites and events.

#1 Avenues for Access 
or Absence
1A). Example of a pavilion space at WCC,
hosted by sponsors to host events. These
areas were easily visible and accessible for
individuals passing by.

2A). Chief Raoni, a leader of the Kayapó
People, takes the podium on stage at the
UNDP Equator Initiative Award Ceremony at
COP21, even though he was not called on.

3A). Signage at WCC marking exclusive
spaces, where only members with certain
credentials could enter.

#2 Legitimacy and Contestation
1B). An Indigenous leader of the Marubo Tribe speaks in a
scene from a documentary shown during a presentation at
WCC. Documentaries and images shown at the sites
brought in voices that often were not physically present.

2B). A panel of individuals, some of whom are wearing
traditional clothing. Six out of the seven visible panelists are
wearing translation headsets. Access to means of
translation is necessary for individuals speaking
marginalized languages to have the ability to contest ideas,
or speak their own.

3B). Advanced Western technology and scientific
knowledge dominates in this image showcasing the
National Oceanic and Aquatic Administration’s “Science on
a Sphere” exhibit at WCC.www.presence2influence.org
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