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Abstract: The Anthropocene is deployed as incontrovertible fact, yet its foundations
merit strong critique to challenge how particular voices and locations are absented,
silenced, or enrolled in the fallacies that attend this epochal framework. Other placed,
grounded, and scale-sensitive explanations exist for present and future state scenarios,
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including on islands—often the focus of apocalyptic thinking. Dealing with historical
and contemporary struggles to decolonise is more powerful than engaging with a rei-
fied framework that is part of ongoing colonial-imperial excesses, uneven development,
and racial capitalism. This work considers how four of us, as instigating authors, worked
with five others, as collaborating authors, to understand academic works, activism, and
artistic expressions of island life and concerns. Our aim was to learn about how and
why their efforts to prioritise decolonisation is at the heart of what is needed to shore
up island peoples’ futures.

Keywords: aesthetic reckoning, flow, geopower, islands and archipelagos, language,
local and particular

Introduction
This paper was prompted by concerns about how the Anthropocene is enmeshed
in debates about the future in ways that deploy islands as tools of an epochal
framework. Indeed, the Anthropocene has become something of a straw figure in
extensive analyses and critical evaluations of its colonial underpinnings. Notwith-
standing, here we retain the term precisely because it stands in contrast to the
kind of planetary epistemology we want to invoke here and consider in relational
labours focused on discourses about islands and islanders. We emphasise rela-
tional approaches because, increasingly, they are proving workable alternatives to
an apparent univocality of the Anthropocene. As Sighard Neckel (2021:136) notes
with powerful incisiveness, this epochal idea of change is now characterised by:

a normative overreach that erroneously imagines an idealised world citizenry with col-
lective action capacities; an obfuscation of the unequal distribution of ecological
pathologies caused by capitalism; a normative indeterminacy concerning modes of
redress; and an abstract ecological universalism offered as a moral panacea.

Such characteristics prevail and the term Anthropocene is propagated with
increasing abandon. That happens despite ongoing debate about its periodisa-
tion; demonisation and idealisation of different actors; misattributions of historical
responsibility (the blunt use of anthro-, rather than, for instance, the capitalistic or
technocratic); renewed and quite possibly disastrous infatuations with particular
forms and/or uses of science and technology; and a blindness to the profound
heterogeneity of Earth and its peoples (Neckel 2021). Such characteristics must
also be roundly critiqued and, Hecht (2018) notes, the Anthropocene needs to be
placed, grounded, and rescaled to reveal local and particular conditions that show
its limitations (Swyngedouw 2019). For us, addressing those needs is crucial, and
informs our aim to shape an emergent (counter-)epistemology with place and
ground at its heart such that what islanders—and Indigenous islanders in particu-
lar—might think about their futures can be reclaimed and revalued and simulta-
neously at multiple scales.

So, what might a new paper about this subject contribute to geographical and
allied thought? We take up a call made by Chandler and Pugh (2021:209) to
resist logics that “reduce island life to merely sensing and attuning to the
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co-relational entanglements of the Anthropocene” at the expense of real political
change. Of particular concern is the proliferation of narratives about the disap-
pearing island (Burkett 2011; Farbotko 2019; Farbotko et al. 2016; Yamamoto
and Esteban 2010). Our focus is on how a small number of island academics, acti-
vists, and artists reflect on island futures. We show how what they think, how
they act, and what they produce reveal and account for colonial violence—includ-
ing that which is implicit in the constitution of the Anthropocene. We argue that
more could be done in critiques of the Anthropocene to recentre local efforts to
decolonise and to understand the powerful interplay of intellectual, activist, and
artistic work for such ends. Our premise is that such efforts can have greater reso-
nance than the Anthropocene, which actually stands for much that islanders chal-
lenge because it is lockstep with colonial-imperial ontologies and practices.

In clarifying our provisional understanding of decolonisation, we have drawn
from Daigle and Ram�ırez (2019:79) who refer to decolonial geographies as “con-
stellations of co-resistance and liberation ... [including] knowledge of the place,
the lands and waters” in which Indigenous people are rooted and for which they
have stewardship. Among such decolonising efforts are local aesthetic and politi-
cal works by islanders that give voice to their/our concerns about the future,
deploy art as social catharsis and political resource (Rivera-Santana 2020), and
have wider reach. For us, it is clear that “creative, disobedient responses to the
Anthropocene” are needed (Jackson 2020:703). On that basis, the significance of
this work is that we bring together a group of island academics, activists, and
artists to explore whether and how the Anthropocene and decolonisation register
in relation to islands and islandness. Throughout, we refer to four “originating co-
authors” (Elaine Stratford, Carol Farbotko, Phillipa Watson and Taukiei Kitara) and
five “participant co-authors” (Juno Berthelsen, Maria Hnaraki, Ayano Ginoza,
Christopher Cozier, and Julie Edel Hardenberg). We explain those descriptors in
more detail when outlining methods, below.

Foundational to our efforts is a “joint-and-several” understanding of the power
of thought, action, and aesthetic force that we use to unsettle problematic ten-
dencies to deem island peoples the planet’s most vulnerable; that understanding
is a through-line in this story. Explicitly thinking in this “joint-and-several” manner
informs our attempts to model a decolonised approach to knowledge practices
by writing with and not about participant co-authors. In taking this approach, we
are indebted to Bawaka Country et al. (2016a, 2016b) and Stratford et al.
(2011), whose works on co-becoming and relational understandings of place/
space and ontological politics exemplify such collaboration and connection to
place and island and archipelagic places, respectively. Specifically, the four origi-
nating authors invited the five participant co-authors to share their works on
islands and consider the extent to which concerns about the Anthropocene fea-
ture in their lives and practices and do or do not inform their aesthetic and politi-
cal motivations as these relate to decolonisation and islandness.

Our work reveals that the Anthropocene does not register for participant
co-authors in the ways that settler colonialism and racial capitalism do
(Garrison 2019; Hobart 2020). While, as Chandler and Pugh (2021) suggest,
there is a proliferation of attachments of the Anthropocene to islands, we show
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here that rarely is it used by islanders themselves, and we suggest that this repre-
sentational rift demands attention. In this regard, Perez (2021:431) condemns the
uncritical embrace of the Anthropocene and caricatures of island peoples as
doomed to:

the possibility of climate-induced migration [in which] ... refugeeism is figured as a
kind of cultural “fatal impact” and death. While this kind of migration will indeed be a
profound trauma, it obscures the long history of Pacific migration, as well as the
strength and resiliency of our diasporas ...

Islands, then, are not mere objects and islanders are not powerless victims
(Larjosto 2020). Usefully, correlations exist across academic, activist, and artistic
endeavours oriented to resistance, critique, and airing the mistrust that the
Anthropocene engenders (see 350 Pacific 2022; DeLoughrey 2019; Hawkins and
Kanngieser 2017; Stratford and Langridge 2012). One M�etis scholar describes it
thus: “I have an inherent distrust of this term, the Anthropocene, since terms and
theories can act as gentrifiers in their own right, and I frequently have to force
myself to engage in good faith with it as heuristic” (Todd 2015:244). Rightly,
Todd insists both that Indigenous people need no one to speak for them and that
settler academics must stop speaking stories that do not belong to them. She
writes: “In order to engage ... in the current discourse of the Anthropocene, there
must be a concomitant examination of where such discourses are situated, who is
defining the problems, and who decides the players involved” (Todd 2015:251).

In what follows, we map out the methods of approach to working with partici-
pant co-author voices by engaging in visual and narrative analysis of works
selected by them. That engagement pointed to five key themes that unsettle and,
we think, render more powerful, individual and collective thinking about islands
and decolonisation. Those themes pertain to the aesthetics of reckoning, the local
and particular, geopower, flow, and language. While each participant co-author’s
works touch on aspects of all themes (and other themes described in other work
forthcoming), here we have focused on one co-author’s work for each theme for
the necessary sake of brevity. Consideration of the themes is followed by a syn-
thesising discussion and conclusion.

Methods of Approach
This work began among three white female settler academics with backgrounds
in geography, climate change, and qualitative research and with commitments to
creative, respectful, and critical modes of working. We wanted to talk to (other)
island academics, activists, and artists whose ideas and works are public and
accessible. Vast distances and pandemic conditions shaped the design. Somewhat
after the fact, we realised our desire to talk with such people required we decolo-
nise our own approach, so we asked an Indigenous scholar/activist from Tuvalu
to join us as mentor and guide and he became a fourth originating co-author;
that journey has been documented in Farbotko et al. (2021) and Stratford et al.
(2021).

4 Antipode
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The newly configured team agreed to engage with people who produce aca-
demic papers as well as artworks, speeches, performances, and other cultural arte-
facts online, and who directly or indirectly explore and/or communicate ideas
about islandness and/or decolonisation and/or the Anthropocene. After we
received ethics clearance (University of Tasmania Human Research Ethics Commit-
tee, Project ID 21649), we started to work with six such people. They had
answered an electronic invitation sent to international island studies communities
based on a purposive, criterion-based selection strategy, including network sam-
pling, to reach people who are geographically dispersed and/or otherwise hard to
find (Heckathorn and Cameron 2017). We completed in-depth interviews with
those six and, as they shared their academic, activist, and artistic work with us,
we were compelled to ask, “Whose research is this? Who owns it? Whose interests
does it serve? Who will benefit from it? Who has designed its questions and
framed its scope? Who will carry it out? Who will write it up? How will its results
be disseminated?” (Smith 1999:10). In the process, five became participant co-
authors and one chose not to continue because of other commitments at the
time.

Our collaboration draws from qualitative research methods. We came at the
work having deduced several ideas about islandness, the Anthropocene, and
decolonisation that were then shaped inductively by analysing documents and
works selected and talked about by participant co-authors. It became clear that
their concerns about islands are rarely about climate change generally or sea level
rise in particular or about interpreting such events as evidence of some reified
Anthropocene. Rather, they were moved—agitated, indeed—when thinking about
other issues—sovereignty, for example, or stock markets. Following Timmermans
and Tavory (2012) that finding has led, we hope, to new insights about the limits
of the Anthropocene and need to critique proponents’ claims to speak for others
and to mis-place the local and particular.

Research labours have been shared. Two of us focused on literatures. One of us
engaged in conversations with six of us. One led discussions about how Indigene-
ity interleaves with everything else we have been working on in this project. All of
us have thought about the themes discussed below (Nowell et al. 2017). Recall
that those themes relate to the aesthetics of reckoning, the local and particular,
geopower, flow, and language, and have been settled on abductively. Nothing
from conversations has been squeezed into a priori categories and we have tan-
gled and tussled with our own text, talk, and practice in the process (Hajer 2006).
Each theme is a story in itself, since each was generated in conversation with one
participant co-author and no collective conversations have been held. So, each
story is honoured and then points they share in common are drawn out in the
discussion and the total work’s larger significance is revisited in the conclusion.

Theme 1: Aesthetics of Reckoning (On Statues and
Brands)
Juno Berthelsen is a Kalaaleq Inuk from Kalaallit Nunaat/Greenland. Because of his
activism, our conversations led us to reflect on the statue—a free-standing
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sculptural form that may be very small (a statuette) or very large (a colossus).
Statues have aesthetic force because they “stand in for”. As Bolt (2004:8) sug-
gests, “a dynamic material exchange can occur between objects, bodies and
images [producing] ... real material effects in the world ... [hence] the deforma-
tional and transformative potential of images”. Importantly, sculpture in general,
and the production of statues in particular, are part of an aesthetics of reckoning
that has been linked conceptually to the Anthropocene. For example, monumen-
tal, “remotely” located sculptures by Morris (2017) engage with “the way in
which we view our past as a species, and our relationship with time itself ... [with]
how we erroneously see ourselves as indestructible” and are partly inspired by liv-
ing with Inuit communities in places “where human figures are mere specks
within a vast untouched [sic] landscape, a true wilderness [sic]”. Morris describes
these humanoid works as Anthropocene sculptures that convey the qualities of
“dark industry ... [and] extreme vulnerability”.1

Statues, of course, tend to have vertical or horizontal reach and be of human
subjects, three-dimensional, expressive, prominent, tactile, viewed from various
angles. Those characteristics underpin another; namely, to provide what
Getsy (2014:1) describes as “sculptural encounter as a theatre of power relations”
between “active viewers and passive statues”. Yet, statues are never inert, and
Getsy (2014:3) later notes how statues refuse to “act like, move like, or respond
to us” as though they were human. Rather, they exhibit “immotility ... muteness
... obdurate copresence” (ibid.). Still and silent they may be, but for us their affec-
tive reach is loud. They heroise, deify, and reify, and their reach is augmented by
their status as artworks and such power combines mimesis, poesis, and aesthesis
in regimes of signification and truth-making that shape modes of being
(Ranci�ere 2009).

Little wonder an aesthetics of reckoning is invoked when statues are “defaced”
or toppled. For example, in his decolonising work, Berthelsen has focused on
Dano-Norwegian missionary, Hans Egede (1686–1758). In work published in
2021 in Politiken, Berthelsen refers to acts in Copenhagen and Nuuk that involved
Egede statues being “smeared in red paint that looked like blood. It is not without
reason”, Berthelsen wrote of the word “DECOLONIZE” on the Nuuk statue. It
“looks out over the colonial harbour in my hometown [and] is a symbol of the
colonial violence that Denmark inflicted on the Inuit in Greenland” from the
1720s (Berthelsen 2021). For him, racism is elemental in “capitalist exploitation of
the countries and peoples that European powers colonized throughout history. It
is therefore inextricably linked to colonial history and has resulted in an unequal
global landscape” (ibid.) of which the Anthropocene is just one expression.

Facebook posts by Berthelsen2 precede and augment his views about “colonial
violence [which] ... stand as an insult and an institutionalized daily slap-in-the-
face” that valorises Egede, who “said that Inuit should be treated as slaves” and
only shown leniency if they converted to Christianity. Otherwise, they faced exter-
mination and disciplinary tactics such as the pillory and later, among women,
having topknots removed—hair that symbolised their womanhood; and later still,
having all those displayed/displaced in exhibition spaces that simultaneously
freeze and constantly mobilise the pain of oppression. For Berthelsen, statues are
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material expressions of power-over; defacing and demounting them are creative
acts of reclamation, a point captured by the #rhodesmustfall movement (Dray-
ton 2019; Gregory 2021; Hatzikidi et al. 2021; Knudsen and Andersen 2019;
Yeats 2021).

Berthelsen’s work also embraces activism against racial caricature on brands
and belated responses to remedy that, especially following George Floyd’s death
in 2020 (Gabbatt 2020). Berthelsen3 is among those now insisting that Danish
companies remove the term “eskimo” from their brands and has recognised deci-
sions by Hansens ice cream and Naturli to do so. So, too, US company Dreyer’s
Grand Ice Cream. Peters Ice Cream in Australia have rebranded Eskimo Pie (Quag-
gin and Woolley 2020; Tyko 2020). The change is crucial: “Inuit” means “the
people” and although the etymology of “eskimo” is contested it may signify
excommunication or consumption of raw meat and problematic binaries about
savagery and civility (one thinks, here, of L�evi-Strauss [1969]). In short, it is
derogatory, and pleading ignorance of that is unacceptable. By focusing on the
aesthetic force of stereotypes in artefacts such as statues and brands, Berthelsen’s
whole approach makes plain the ways in which Indigenous and colonised peoples
are also subject to exploitation via climate change narratives, some of which have
“enrolling” effects that parallel brand loyalty tactics. The “we” in climate cam-
paigns creates a “sense of common human experience” but its use “reinforces
existing Eurocentric geographies, obscuring the inequalities of climate change ...

[that] fall along racial lines” (Williams 2021; see also Sealey-Huggins 2018; Sul-
tana 2021). Noting Berthelsen’s comments, nevertheless it is important to point
out that there is no one Eurocentrism and that island groups within dominant
societies are, themselves, engaged in decolonising and reclamation work, and that
is revealed next.

Theme 2: The Local and Particular
Maria Hnaraki is a professor of anthropology, folklore, and ethnomusicology, and
some of her work on the Mediterranean is oriented to island studies and to Crete,
a mountainous site of Minoan cultures, ancient in its human occupation record.

Our work together is a reminder that, in the face of challenges related to
decolonisation agendas or the effects of global scale environmental change or life
on islands, concerns for the local and particular are crucial. Like the other partici-
pant co-authors, Hnaraki is interested in place and its study and in islands and
their study. She understands the contested nature of place and of island place
and—critically—accepts the epistemic importance of “islandness”, a term by
which we mean an ontology arising from “what islanders do ... [and of] how
islanders move” (Vannini and Taggart 2012:227). Ideas about islandness have
often been forged by people whom Hau’ofa (1987) calls a culturally homoge-
neous ruling class—in his case, in the Pacific. But those ideas include alternatives
proposed by other Pacific scholars wanting to reframe islandness to avoid reduc-
tive, binary, and imperial epistemes (Hobart 2020; Perez 2021). And, of course,
such decolonising efforts are international, G�omez-Barris and Joseph (2019:1) not-
ing the importance of “a wide lens of oceanic ontologies [that] congeals around
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island structures, presenting themselves as the new knowledge-making sites of cli-
mate change”. Concomitantly, interest in islandness is also, always concerned
with the local and particular.

Works by Hnaraki illustrate how the local and global and the particular and
general are imbricated and point to the value she places on Cretan ecological
knowledges that stand in stark contrast to planetary scale models such as gener-
ated in earth systems science. Over ages, Crete has been colonised by successive
forces and subjected to civil strife since World War Two (see Moorey 2019). In
the face of both colonisation and work to counter its effects, Hnaraki maintains
the crucial importance of connections to the local and the particular to ensure
the relational dynamics that underpin both social and ecological integrity in the
here and now and in ways that do not subsume life and matter into a distant cal-
culus of power. Some such connections are forged in and protected by long-
standing engagement in writing and performing Cretan folk poems known as
mandinadhes, and mountain songs called rizitika.

Hnaraki’s own efforts to honour those genres suggest they trump specific con-
cerns about what others have called the “emergence of the ‘Anthropocene’ era
calls for the prioritization of biodiversity-rich areas [in Crete], serving as mixed-
endemism centers, with high overlaps among protected areas and climatic refu-
gia” (Kougioumoutzis et al. 2020). For Hnaraki, mandinadhes and rizitika make
powerful use of metaphors grounded, as metaphors are, in co-constitutive reali-
ties. She refers to the wild goat as one such hybrid—an islanded creature on a
dry island rock in an archipelago of boulders that conjures the Cretan’s rebel
heart and refusal to submit. Such devices also enable people to forge “identities
and express Cretan ideals and values [for] ... place awareness” and inform Cretan
life in ways that “conscientiously and synaesthetically raise ecological awareness”
(Hnaraki 2014:459, emphasis added; see also Stratford 2013, 2020). These
expressive forms render place simultaneously physical, ideological, and affective—
meaningful because of the island’s boundaries, as well as within and beyond
them. As narratological ecologies, the mandinadhes and rizitika describe land-
scapes, convey longstanding mythologies and histories, and idealise life in place.
Moreover, in the face of relentless attempts to colonise the island over centuries,
they are a form of sonic and aesthetic reckoning that help Cretans “claim land
through song” (Hnaraki 2014:463).

Working at the crossroads of academic, activist, and artistic labours, Hnaraki
calls for place-based theories and practices “wherein the social and ecological are
held to be inextricably interdependent” (Hnaraki 2014:468). Following Ball and
Lai (2006), she is concerned to push against ways of thinking and doing that
marginalise place and community and to protect—but not fossilise—the endemic
social, cultural, and ecological riches of island places, and Crete in particular. Her
focus is partly intended to ensure that those hearing or reading mandinadhes and
rizitika shift their gaze from the “anthropocentric to the biocentric ... By re-
localizing and ecologizing Cretan rhymes, we can both teach our audiences to be
responsible to their home and call for Cretan inhabitants to become socially and
ecologically aware of their island” (Hnaraki 2014:472). For her, these pedagogical
elements of activism and artistic practice are about duty to home and about
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ensuring that each Cretan is a custodian of both historical and contemporary
knowledge and is thus prepared for the future (Hnaraki 2011).

Theme 3: Geopower
Ayano Ginoza has a background in American Studies, works at the University of
the Ryukyus, and focuses on cultures of militarism and feminist decolonial labours
and on Okinawan diasporic communities in California. Geopower is a central
refrain in her work and, as Grosz argues, attention to geopower:

leads us to understand what may have an agency or force on forms of life and on
material objects: the earth itself, while “unliving” as chemical elements and forces,
can be understood as having a kind of life of its own when it is understood as a sys-
tem of order and organization that is continually changing, never fully stable,
dynamic. (in Grosz et al. 2017:132)

Now, if the “geo” in geopower pertains to a politics of the Earth then, according
to Elden (2017), all kinds of statecraft are invoked by questions related to climate
change and the Anthropocene that are always biopolitical: the “two registers can
and should be understood together”.

Equally, as Diran and Traisnel (2020) argue, understanding the Anthropocene
as a product of capitalist production means viewing it and climate change as rep-
resentational problems that assume Earth is a “stable and predictable object of
knowledge” across disparate scales. For them, that consideration in turn means
thinking about and acting in relation to governmental regimes of geopower as
well as of biopower—on Earth and among its spaces and places as well as among
living beings (see Diran and Traisnel 2019).

Likewise, Luisetti (2019:342) considers how the Anthropocene is constituted as
an “ecological state of nature of late capitalism ... [that] casts light on the logics
of geopower”. Luisetti refers to Haraway’s (2016:38) corrective ideas about a
Chthulucene—a monstrous and epochal framing emphasising “extinction, exter-
mination, and partial recuperation” and pushing for multi-species stories. Accord-
ing to Luisetti (2019:351), proponents use the Anthropocene to insert the “life of
homo œconomicus into the land, sea, and air, combining human populations’ reg-
ulation with systems ecologies and Earth sciences”. That insertion enrols computer
modelling, the generation of global environmental standards, the development of
risk management frameworks, the dispersal of profoundly penetrating securitisa-
tion measures, and forms of economic and military scenario planning. Here we
focus down on the reference to the military-industrial complex because Ginoza
focuses explicitly on neither climate change nor the Anthropocene and, rather,
her concerns map onto the imperatives Luisetti raises; militarisation and its anti-
dote—decolonisation—are much more pressing.

Comprising 150 islands, Okinawa Prefecture is part of the “geopolitical periph-
ery” of Japan, itself “an archipelago state with ... [few] sustainable natural
resources” depending on an alliance with the United States at Okinawa’s cost
(Ginoza 2018). A member of the International Women’s Network Against Mili-
tarism, Ginoza refers to complex interrelationships linking climate, the overuse of
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resources, colonial legacies, and the ongoing presence on the islands of military
bases. These interrelationships exemplify at least some of the characteristics of
geopower. Among her main concerns are the deep geopolitical struggles involv-
ing, on the one hand, two US military bases on the main island of Okinawa—
Camp Schwab (dedicated 1959) and Camp Hansen (dedicated 1965)—and, on
the other hand, an organisation known as Okinawa: Women Act Against Military
Violence (OWAAMV). For Ginoza (2018):

moving one dangerous base to a less populated location does not reduce the burden
on Okinawans, nor does it protect Okinawan lives. Whose rights and safety are the
Japanese State protecting in the violation of Okinawans rights to self-determination
and sovereignty at peaceful protests? The Japanese nation-state sovereignty is ...

[predicated] on its faithful commitment to completing a modern fortified US military
base that symbolizes Japan’s dedication to its endorser of sovereignty.

Ginoza also refers to Japan’s invasion in 1879 of the Ry�uky�u Kingdom, a takeover
“in tandem with the colonization of another indigenous people of Ainu” (ibid.).
Like Berthelsen, she notes the strategies that followed: language bans, assimila-
tionist policies, periods of significant turmoil, and, especially since 1939, the trans-
formation of the islands into the most militarised prefecture in Japan. These are
deeply enmeshed in sweeping multiscalar flows of geopower and biopower and
have highly localised and culturally specific inflections—as do the contexts in
which all participant co-authors are working. In short, as one reviewer invited us
to emphasise, local knowledges do offer key lessons in global historical and critical
socio-ecology and they remain undertheorised.

As part of her process of sharing recent work with the four originating co-
authors, Ginoza refers to work in which reports on a hunger strike by Taka-
matsu Gushiken in June 2021 to protest against plans for soil from southern
Okinawa to be used in constructions at Camp Schwab in the northeast of the
island. Ginoza (2021) explains that Gushiken’s nickname is “Gamafuya”, which
means cave digger; he has that name because, with others, for over four dec-
ades he has been “excavating remains of the war dead ... [in the south] in
hopes of consoling the dead’s souls by bringing their remains home to their
families”. Painstakingly, the process requires the use of hands in the soil to
recover the truths of events that are potently still in and of the present and,
again, is a stark example of geopower and also of its biopolitical expressions
(see also Woon and Dodds 2021). The alternative use of the soil as landfill for a
military base is a travesty on several fronts and, for Ginoza (2021), it represents
a “multi-directional remilitarization process” laid over a war, the activities of a
mining company in the south, and the base’s redevelopment. For us, her work
integrates disparate scales of analysis that reveal the complex flow of ideas,
materials, forms of power, and forms of resistance. And flow becomes, here, a
critical frame—one that touches on the relational complexities we seek to
uncover and understand as part of this work and that Chandler and Pugh (2021)
refer to, as noted in the introduction.

10 Antipode

� 2023 The Authors. Antipode published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Antipode Foundation Ltd.

 14678330, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/anti.12924 by U

niversity O
f T

asm
ania L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [13/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



Theme 4: Flow
Christopher Cozier is a visual and installation artist based primarily in the Carib-
bean and whose work is profoundly concerned with the proposition that things,
people, ideas, and actions move continuously in more or less regulated streams.
That proposition readily adheres to others about the flow of colonial imperialism
or weather patterns or investment trends or the waters that lap island shores.
Thus, flows may be elemental—earth, water, air, and fire (see Peters et al. 2018).
They may be biological, chemical, physical, social, psychological, or symbolic.
Flows may be characterised by languid dispersal or rushing displacement; by cycli-
cal, linear, or other patterns; by scales that range from the submicroscopic to the
inconceivably large. Both literally and metaphorically, they may be interrupted or
disrupted by permeable barriers or (apparently) stopped in their tracks by nonper-
meable barriers, sooner or later to ooze or erupt from fissures or canyons both
real and figurative.

Cozier’s visual and installation artworks are aesthetically forceful and open up
spaces in which to interrogate the local and particular, the biopolitical, and
expressions of geopower. In particular, Cozier works with insidious currents
related to slavery, forced migration, sea level rise, and oil and gas extraction and
its effects. In doing so, he also makes both visible and meaningful other, redemp-
tive flows related to art, communion, and worth; these are flows that invite coura-
geous acts of talking back to empire and of embracing caring and civilised
conduct.

For example, New Level Heads is a project Cozier shares as part of this collabora-
tion. Started in 2016 as a Rauschenberg Residency on Rising Water (the Rising
Water Confab) on Captiva Island off the west coast of Florida, the month-long
programme explored climate change in particular. The works arising from it, avail-
able online, allow Cozier to think about people(s) afloat or on the move—a key
claim in work on the Anthropocene that propagates extinction/drowning narra-
tives in highly problematic ways (recall Perez’s [2021] critique). Some are dis-
placed in ways that have no respect for place or originary stories—these flows are
dominated by routes, many of them forced, others random, all of them precari-
ous. Yet dispersal, in, on, and across the world’s waters may also engender new
social relations based on common practices and predicaments faced in extremis.
Ultimately, but by no means always, shores may be reached and the tendrils of
new communities may then emerge and take root. But Cozier is clear that dis-
placement and dispersal are profoundly affected by hemispheric geopolitics in
which the “owners” of spaces and territories control the movements of those
who are colonised.

Elemental in Cozier’s work is a fascination with transgressing and with flows
across borders—and these acts have deep significance in relation to colonial
imperialism, slavery, and other forms of exploitation. He describes how he has
always drawn submerged heads, and that is apparent in his images online. He
shares how they refer to conditions of suspension, movement, and de/reterritorial-
isation (see Deleuze and Guattari 1983). And he thinks about the effects of being
and not being “in history”—a subaltern’s “fate”, shaped by forms of direct, coer-
cive, and tacit force (Sarker 2015).
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Work by Cozier on the project continues, as does writing on it (Byrd 2016). Its
focus continues to be on enslavement, and also on sea level rise, margins, and
borders—but in terms from which the Anthropocene, as a referent, is notably
absent. In one group exhibition, The Sea is History, inspiration is drawn from Car-
ibbean literary and theory figures Derek Walcott, Stuart Hall, and �Edouard Glis-
sant, and Cozier’s New Level Heads is located “within a wider geographical and
theoretical context ... [that also addresses] issues of migration and displacement”
from historical and contemporary perspectives spanning transatlantic slave trade
to the present (The Global Art Project 2019). The curatorial notes from that exhi-
bition also directly engage with the idea of flow:

If the exhibition were visualised on a map, the works could be understood in relation
to an expansive sea, the ebb and flow of which is never-ending, and cyclical, where
the currents move back and forth between countries and continents, through time
and history, from past to present. The routes on the map would extend from West
Africa to the Caribbean, from the Caribbean to the UK and the United States,
between Asia and the Caribbean, and back again. As such, the overlapping and entan-
gled histories of the exhibition are connected to an ongoing discourse that is fluid,
open-ended, and unresolved. (The Global Art Project 2019, emphasis added)

In a powerful interview (UN News 2019) Cozier shared as part of our collabora-
tion, he also underscores the profoundly fluid and destabilising effects of slavery.
This system underwrites so much of contemporary life for island peoples and in
ways that point to the obscenities to which Swyngedouw (2019) refers in his cri-
tique of the Anthropocene. Cozier’s own views on these complex relational
dynamics provide crucial antidotes to a sense of helplessness in the face of insidi-
ous flows that threaten to submerge hope. In his UN News (2019) interview, for
example, he turns to a founder of Pan-Africanism, Marcus Garvey, and evokes
Garvey’s words: “look for me all around you”—“I” am there in the pain of
enslavement and colonial imperialism, globalisation and climate change, and I am
there in the art and creativity fundamental to how people become citizens after
oppression, build and have acknowledged by others their self-worth, and partici-
pate in societies that might “now evolve into civil places”. In short, he turns to
the fundamental creative force that is language.

Theme 5: Language
Julie Edel Hardenberg describes herself as a product of having a Danish father and
a Greenlandic mother; Juno Berthelsen is her brother. In her art theory and prac-
tice, Hardenberg focuses on identity and postcolonial perspectives. Her work
explores cultural diversity, difference, and coherence as counter-poles to political
currents of nationalism.

Our work together reveals how language and pedagogy are enmeshed in
deep-seated patterns of colonialism and points to how islands are crucial sites in
which geosocial knowledge-making can be decolonised and reframed. Language
“speaks” us into existence; its disruption or demise renders individuals, communi-
ties, and cultures radically vulnerable. Embraced and articulated that vulnerability
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can, as Nagar and Shirazi (2019) suggest, enable the new forms of shared cre-
ative power. Insofar as such power is never fully secured or settled, being radically
vulnerable to others’ ways of being and thinking opens up spaces of possibility
and hope. For island futures, those spaces are immeasurably important when
wrangling with questions related to climate change, decolonisation, and—rarely—
the explicit ways in which the Anthropocene may be constitutive of those other
challenges. Mostly, however, sustained engagement among the authors over the
12 months of the writing process suggests that the Anthropocene is a far less
prominent political resource than those explored above. Moreover, although we
wish to avoid being reductive here, fundamental to each of those preceding
themes has been, among participant co-authors, an abiding concern with the
burdens and blessings of vulnerability (see Bond 2019).

Hardenberg is concerned with different Inuit identity- and self-perceptions—in-
cluding the economic and social interdependencies between Kalaallit Nunaat/
Greenland and Denmark and the inherent impacts of those
colonial/postcolonial/neo-colonial dynamics on Inuit communities in Kalaallit
Nunaat. For Hardenberg, a vital element of that work is deciphering what it
means to be entangled or trapped in divided identities and to circulate between
states of power and powerlessness in domestic, vernacular, and local settings such
as those which concern her, for example in photo montage, an approach that
somehow captures entanglement. Some of Hardenberg’s efforts involve teaching
her own children that their histories and embeddedness in their place are
founded in deep ancestral knowledges and continuous occupation of homelands:
“I teach them that they are a product of human history, and that diversity means
inclusion of endangered languages in the world”.

At no point in her work does Hardenberg refer to the Anthropocene; her focus
is on decolonisation and on gaining voice to push back against all that it repre-
sents for her. Some of those efforts extend to children in her community and
focus on the effects of Danish being privileged over Indigenous languages in
Kalaallit Nunaat. As Theodore et al. (2019) note by reference to McCabe
et al. (2018), language fosters “shared understanding” and creates “sites of divi-
sion”. For Hardenberg, the structural effects of language choice are manifestly
inequitable. Young Greenlanders know that they have to acquire Danish or
another dominant (imperial) language for educational purposes but they are alert
to the double-standard at play: Greenlandic-Danish bilingualism is expected of
the Greenlandic-speaking population, but not of the Danish-speaking.

Hardenberg’s work also points to how language gives people access to knowl-
edge and enables us to convey knowledge. She is clear that language connects us
to communities and that when we speak a language, we think in language. She
insists that when we think and speak in language, we think in culture and for her,
therefore, language represents both culture and knowledge. Because, she says, in
language, both philosophy and history are to be found. But, Hardenberg also
notes, when we “think language”, we often “think ethnicity” even though that
might not represent a linguistic affiliation and sense of belonging. For her, the
tensions that arise in linguistic dynamics such as these are a democratic problem,
when the cultural and language majority, which is Greenlandic, is not equally
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represented among business leaders and management boards in Kalaallit Nunaat/
Greenland, for example. Among those leaders and boards are those making deci-
sions about the postcolonial future of the place; about its engagement with cor-
porations and ideas that exacerbate socio-ecological disruptions; and—although
she does not explicitly link it thus in conversations among co-authors—to the
Anthropocene.

Discussion and Conclusion
The knowledges shared here via conversations about academic, activist, and artis-
tic engagements with islandness and decolonisation point to the ways in which,
at least in these cases, a potent narrative runs counter to epochal framings of the
Anthropocene. Taken together, the works explored and themes considered are,
we suggest, key elements of that crucial alternative storying of and for the future.
We know, as Biermann et al. (2016) suggest, that the Anthropocene propagates
unhelpfully monolithic explanations, and we came to this work mindful of how
studies of the Anthropocene are complicit in unfolding processes of colonisation
(Hobart 2020; Jackson 2020; Todd 2015). In the process, our work with partici-
pant co-authors revealed to us that those studying the Anthropocene and islands
might—knowingly or inadvertently—perpetuate colonising practices by failing to
ask islanders about their ontological priorities and concerns vis-�a-vis this term and
its implications.

We now wonder and are concerned about the extent to which those enlisting
the explanatory powers of the Anthropocene appreciate how crucial to islanders
the work of decolonisation is and know how problematic this epochal tool can
be, as Swyngedouw (2019) and Neckel (2021) so coherently argue. Not surpris-
ingly, as we have noted, islands are readily deployed as emblems of such global
socio-ecological change because of their stereotyped topological characteristics.
They are, after all, lands smaller than continents surrounded completely by the
flow of (rising) waters and those properties encourage expendability narratives—
the canary in the coalmine, the microcosm of Earth. Those narratives of vulnera-
bility thrive despite, for instance, the use by Chandler and Pugh (2020:66) of rela-
tional thinking to unsettle “debates about resilience, indigenous knowledge and
the figure of the island” (and see Nakashima et al. 2012). Such relational labours
are needed to push back against blunt contentions that islands are “microcosms
for the emerging biodiversity and socioecological landscapes of the Anthro-
pocene” (Russell and Kueffer 2019:31).

In short, the effect of using islands as poster children of the Anthropocene is to
give powerful expression to deeply problematic colonial-imperial tendencies, as
participant co-authors readily show in their academic, activist, and artistic works.
Just as bell hooks (2015) advises against a universalising feminism, here we cau-
tion against embracing spatial and temporal models of islands and the Anthro-
pocene that (re)produce modes of relating with islanders that seem and are
colonising. Again, taking up a reviewer’s invitation to be direct, what we think is
needed is work towards a new kind of epochal epistemology of islands that fully
enables the restitution of their historical and local specificities in terms provided
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by islanders first and foremost. It is unacceptable that particular islands and islan-
ders are rendered silent or absent or are somehow incorporated into something
larger by well-meaning statements about how islands enable advanced modelling,
“manifold replication”, and “multisite comparative studies” (Russell and Kuef-
fer 2019:33). That tendency to reproduce colonial modes of relating is implicit in
statements extolling the need for “working with local people and incorporating
their local knowledge and practices” even while “overcoming past legacies of
colonialism and ongoing disputes over sovereignty and embedded social justice”
(Russell and Kueffer 2019:50, emphasis added). To be blunt, at what point is the
work of incorporation a decolonising strategy?

Hence, in working through the five themes above, one of our concerns has
been to point out the need for decolonisation agendas to be at the forefront if
narratives about the Anthropocene are to persist at all. They are not sufficiently
so; thus, little wonder that Swyngedouw (2019:254) refers to the Anthropo(Obs)
cene as a profoundly depoliticising idea that undergirds “a hyper-accelerationist
eco-modernist vision and practice in which science, design, geo-engineering, ter-
raforming technologies, and big capital join to save both earth and earthlings”.
Such a world, Swyngedouw (2019:255) argues, is increasingly characterised by
an “immunitary democracy” that enables governments to seal off populations
from intruders and outsiders in ways destructive of community and politics. In
such a world, what place is there for other ways of knowing, being, and doing?

Alternatives are present and they need greater attention. For example, Kathy
Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Aka Niviâna, respectively from the Republic of the Marshall
Islands and Kalaallit Nunaat/Greenland, are “orienting themselves to one another,
and their audience to these islands, [and in their poetry] ... ask us to bear witness
to sinking, shifting, and melting worlds” and futures rendered precarious in the
age of the Anthropocene (Hobart 2021; see also Farbotko 2010). Consequently,
another of our concerns has centred on whether incisive analysis of pluralities, the
particular, and the local are blunted by seductive and questionable overuse of this
generalising, periodising term, the Anthropocene (Jackson 2020). Given our call
to also focus on islands and decolonisation when deliberating on this term, we
think islanders’ located viewpoints on the Anthropocene are paramount if collec-
tively we are to understand the conceptual and material contexts within which
changes occur and may be influenced. Too little has been done to locate and pay
witness to these viewpoints to date.

To such ends, as a group of island-based or island-focused academics, activists,
and artists we hope to have redressed the gap—if only a little. The Anthropocene
has become influential specifically in some island studies scholarship and any
emerging orthodoxies need to be unsettled. Consider, again, the claim that
islands are emblematic of the Anthropocene. We suggest and hope to have
shown that this claim fails to focus on other, critically important debates such as
those about colonial imperialism. Collectively, too little is known at depth about
how those from decolonising islands or those with commitments to decolonisa-
tion agendas actually engage with the Anthropocene. And too little has been
asked about the extent to which the Anthropocene is conceptually and practically
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useful as islanders confront the philosophical and material stakes involved in pre-
sent and pending moments.

In that light, we have sought to unsettle ideas that, as the sine qua non of what it
means to be local and particular but always in the flow, islands are somehow mar-
ginal to both contemporary capitalism (Potts 2019:198) and associated political
geographical formations. They are, after all, viewed as the archetypical colonies and
ex-colonies and still used to circulate an ever-present “myth” that islanders are the
most vulnerable of all. In the process, we have tried to (re)cognise (rethink) the “in-
compatibility of decolonial geographies with colonial knowledge projects” and the
need to be ontologically committed to the “Indigenous lands/waters/peoples [and
airs] from which a geography emerges” (Daigle and Ram�ırez 2019:78). We have
also sought to reflect on overlapping ideas about geopower and an aesthetics of reck-
oning, especially among those living on islands undergoing decolonisation, and
especially for those who are Indigenous. As Lewis (2021:501) observes, attention to
artistic expressions of great pain empowers “aesthetics of reckoning—works
designed to force a confrontation with the unspeakable, to allow for a pause, but to
permit no place for escape”. Lewis’ focus is on “Stand Your Ground” laws in the Uni-
ted States. Others, such as Povinelli (2016), are concerned with Indigenous knowl-
edges and panpsychism and underscore how truth claims are always deeply
enmeshed in cultural belief systems that also shape aesthetic responses to the world.
Recall that aesthetics is a philosophy of mind to understand the world. Thus, the
idea that thought is more than human is central to Indigenous ontologies deeply dis-
rupted by multiple forms of colonising oppression; it is one that Behar (2016:4) links
to “our common condition as matter” and one that participant co-authors engage
with in their practices.

Last, we have sought to concentrate our own efforts both on the pain of entan-
glement in the Anthropocene as both fallacious colonial symptom and colonising
tool (Neckel 2021) and on healing efforts to decolonise island places problemati-
cally deemed the most vulnerable on the planet. That has required attention to
vulnerability and the capacity to open up spaces of possibility and hope. In the
final analysis, our labours of co-production have sought to improve our collective
understanding of dynamics linking islanders’ critical and creative works on press-
ing challenges posed by the Anthropocene and the structural violence of colonial-
ism. Importantly, we think, they have provided critical insights into why, how,
and in what ways participant co-authors reject or largely ignore Anthropocene as
an allegedly central motif for island peoples. Clearly it is not, and that insight is
extensible to other places, grounds, and scales.
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Endnotes
1 See https://dark-mountain.net/sculptures-from-the-anthropocene/ (last accessed 19
December 2022).
2 Juno Berthelsen, Facebook post, 22 June 2020.
3 Juno Berthelsen, Facebook post, 25 July 2020.
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