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I
n my experience Americans who worry about the effects of climate
change tend to think about how it impacts plants and animals, how it
could affect the lives of their children, or perhaps how it is already

threatening distant peoples in other countries.  Christine Shearer’s recent book,
“Kivalina: A Climate Change Story” (2011) brings climate change dramatically into
the here and now through the story of a native village in Alaska.  The Inupiat
residents of Kivalina live on a narrow barrier reef that is washing away from under
them, threatening both their town buildings and cultural traditions.  The connection
to climate change?  Kivalina’s shores have traditionally been protected from storm
surges by the sea ice that surrounds the island for much of the year.  Warming
temperatures have caused the sea ice to form for shorter and shorter periods, leaving
the island increasingly vulnerable to heavy waves and erosion during winter storms. 
Shearer writes that the town has lost 100 feet of coastline since 2004.  Since the
island is only one-quarter mile wide at its widest spot, every 100 feet counts. 
Sometimes the erosion happens quickly.  In one case a single storm eroded away
70 feet of coastline, so the residents live in a state of “constant alert” (p. 14).  The
town has already been declared a disaster area after a 2005 storm and in 2007 its
residents were temporarily evacuated from the island.

Shearer’s short book is written largely for the general public, and is an
important contribution to helping U.S. residents understand that people on our
shores are already feeling the impacts of climate change.  But, it is not a story with
a happy ending.  Kivalina residents voted to relocate their town in 1992, and close
to 19 years later they still remain on their ever-thinner island.  Shearer writes that
several government agencies have reported on the impacts of climate change in
Alaska and the necessity of relocating Kivalina to safer ground, but by the end of
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the book the town’s prospects for doing so look poor. 
Shearer places Kivalina’s problem squarely inside a history of corporate

evasion of responsibility for the environmental health problems that their products
create.  This should make the book appeal not just to people interested in climate
change, but also to those who follow the interaction of corporations and the state.
In the first two thirds of the book, Shearer describes how in the face of evidence of
harm to human health, the asbestos, lead and tobacco industries successfully fended
off legislation to regulate their products for decades even in the face of evidence of
harm to human health.  In the process, they created the ‘product defense industry.’ 
She then provides brief histories of the coal and oil industries before tracing their
efforts to spread doubt about the anthropogenic causes of climate change.  She links
all of these cases together by showing how the fossil fuel industry borrows tactics,
legal strategies and personnel from the product defense industry fights that have
come before. 

In the last third of the book, Shearer describes Native American history in
Alaska, disaster management in the U.S. and Kivalina’s particular circumstances.
After years of unsuccessful attempts to relocate with government help, in 2008 this
town of 400 filed a bold lawsuit against 24 major fossil-fuel companies (Kivalina
v. ExxonMobil et al.).  The suit seeks damages for the companies’ roles in
contributing to global warming—enough to cover the costs of the town’s relocation.
The suit also charges eight of the companies with knowingly conspiring to mislead
the public about the causes and effects of climate change.  Kivalina’s lawyers have
experience in environmental justice, indigenous rights, climate change and the
tobacco litigation described in her prior section on the product defense industry.
Shearer quotes environmental justice lawyer Luke Cole on the role of the lawsuit
as follows:  “It’s late in the day, it’s inadequate, it’s a blunt tool, it’s the only tool
they have left” (p. 116).  Nonetheless, the suit was dismissed in court in the fall of
2009.   Since the completion of the book, Kivalina and its lawyers have appealed
the dismissal, presented oral arguments, and are awaiting the court's next decision. 
In addition to Kivalina’s lawsuit, Shearer describes several other high-profile
lawsuits that are also shaping the options available to minimize US contributions
to climate change.  Her writing helps to make sense of what can often seem like a
thicket of legalese to non-lawyers. 

Shearer touches lightly on race and class analysis in her framing of
Kivalina’s problem as an environmental justice issue, and also in telling the history
of U.S. treatment of Native Americans in Alaska.  Environmental justice grew out
of the concept of environmental racism, in which people of color are
disproportionately burdened by pollution and other environmental problems as
compared to white people.  Environmental justice broadens environmental racism
to encompass both race and class analysis.  It has grown to include a focus not only
of the societal distribution of pollution, but also the distribution of environmental
amenities like parks.  While there is not “more” climate change in poor
communities of color than in privileged white communities, as there tends to be
with toxins, climate change scholars draw on the environmental justice framework
to emphasize that marginalized communities are less able to protect themselves
from the effects of climate change.  Shearer’s description of Kivalina makes it one



Book Review 179

more example of a poor community of color that is struggling to get the help it
needs to respond to an environmental problem that threatens it.  Kivalina’s case is
particularly poignant in Shearer’s description because they owe their town’s
presence on this now dangerous strip of land to the government.  The Bureau of
Indian Affairs built a school on the island and forced Inupiat families in the region
to send their children there to be educated beginning in 1905. The families
gradually moved close to the school to be near their children and eventually formed
a permanent settlement.

The rich contextual information and history that Shearer provides is both
a strength and a weakness of her book.  Understanding the history of the product
defense industry, corporate interference in climate change science and Native
history in Alaska helps us understand Kivalina’s current day problems much better.
But, this contextual information also greatly reduces the amount of space in the
book dedicated to Kivalina itself.  I hope in future writing Shearer will give us more
details about this community and its ongoing struggle with climate change.  How
much have their cultural practices and diet been altered by the diminished sea ice
and ice fishing?  How have they adapted to these changes?  Are they collaborating
with other Arctic towns facing similar predicaments?  Have any families or
individuals moved away from Kivalina on their own, without waiting for the entire
town to be relocated?  Are the young people remaining in town as they grow up or
are they leaving to start their lives elsewhere?  What can we learn from other cases
about what the likely effects on their culture will be if the town is not relocated as
a group?  This book whet my appetite for learning more, as I hope it will for all of
its readers.
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