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Abstract
This article calls for transdisciplinary, experimental, and decolonial
imaginations of climate change and Pacific futures in an age of great
planetary undoing. Drawing from our personal and academic knowledge of
the Pacific from West Papua to Samoa, we highlight the need for radical
forms of imagination that are grounded in an ethos of inclusivity,
participation, and humility. Such imaginations must account for the
perspectives, interests, and storied existences of both human and beyondhuman communities of life across their multiple and situated contexts, along
with their co-constitutive relations. We invite respectful cross-pollination
across Indigenous epistemologies, secular scientific paradigms, and
transdisciplinary methodologies in putting such an imagination into practice.
In doing so, we seek to destabilise the prevailing hegemony of secular
science over other ways of knowing and being in the world. We draw
attention to the consequential agency of beyond-human lifeforms in shaping
local and global worlds and to the power of experimental, emplaced
storytelling in conveying the lively and lethal becoming-withs that animate
an unevenly shared and increasingly vulnerable planet. The wisdom of our
kindred plants, animals, elements, mountains, forests, oceans, rivers, skies,
and ancestors are part of this story. Finally, we reflect on the structural
challenges in decolonising climate change and associated forms of
knowledge production in light of past and ongoing thefts of sovereignty over
lands, bodies, and ecosystems across the tropics.
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T

he tropics are home to more than two thirds of the world’s biodiversity. They
house some 78 percent of all plant and animal species, 91 percent of all
terrestrial birds, almost all known shallow-water corals, and an estimated
150,000 species yet to be officially documented (Barlow et al., 2018). These figures
are all the more astounding given that the tropics cover only approximately 40 percent
of the Earth’s surface. Within this broad and diverse stretch, some tiny patches of
forest have been found to host more plant and tree species than entire continents,
providing crucial ecosystem services at global, regional, and local levels (Popkin,
2017).
But the tropics are in grave trouble. Fossil fuel extraction and exploitation,
compounded with large-scale agriculture, mass industrial livestock production, and
rampant deforestation, have rendered the region particularly vulnerable to global
warming and its deleterious socio-environmental effects. Of the 32 countries at
“extreme risk” from climate change, the top 10 are all located in the tropics (Law, 2019;
Nugent, 2019). Myriad endemic species classified as critically endangered,
threatened, or vulnerable by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
have been driven to the brink of extinction.1 The Golden Lion Tamarin Monkey. The
Sumatran Orangutan. The Poison Dart Frog. The Bengal Tiger. The Leatherback Sea
Turtle. The Javan Rhinoceros. The list goes on.
As co-authors of this paper, our engagements with climate change in the tropics have
followed distinct yet intersecting personal and intellectual trajectories. For one author
– Sophie Chao, a female scholar of Chinese and French descent – the visceral
violence of climate change surfaced through long-term fieldwork in rural West Papua,
where deforestation and monocrop oil palm developments are rupturing the intimate
and ancestral kinships of Indigenous communities to their other-than-human kin:
plants, animals, soils, water, ecosystems, and more (Chao, 2018a; 2019a; 2020; 2022
forthcoming).2 For the other author – Dion Enari, a Samoan male scholar – the effects
of climate change represent an existential threat (K. M. Teaiwa, 2019). Samoa is
disproportionately vulnerable to climate change (Fakhruddin et al., 2015). Enari’s
(Mother)land is not merely a commodity which his people live and depend upon.
Instead, his (Mother)land is the source of his holistic being, strength, and guidance
(Enari, cited in Chao, 2021a; Enari, 2021; Fa’aea & Enari, 2021; Enari & Faleolo,
2020). As her offspring, Enari and his people see it as their duty to protect and defend
her.

1

See https://www.iucnredlist.org/.
In including the Indonesian-controlled region of West Papua within “the Pacific”, we push against the disciplinary
and political framing of West Papua as “South East Asia” or “Indonesia,” which itself constitutes an artefact of
settler-colonialism. Instead, we approach West Papua first and foremost as an Indigenous, Melanesian, and Pacific
place – one that endures despite the dispossessory and discriminatory violence of settler-colonial rule.
2
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It was the coronavirus crisis – itself in many ways a symptom of humans’ dysfunctional
relationship to wildlife (Quinney, 2020) – that first brought us to think together
respectively as curator and contributor of a special issue on COVID-19 in Oceania.3
In this, our second collaborative work, we draw from our insights and positionalities as
Pacific scholars and climate dwellers to call for transdisciplinary, experimental, and
decolonial imaginations of environmental crises and tropical futures in an age of great
planetary undoing. Weaving together our personal and academic knowledge of the
Pacific from West Papua to Samoa, we highlight the need for radical forms of
imagination that are grounded in an ethos of inclusivity, participation, and humility.
Such imaginations must account for the perspectives, interests, and storied existences
of both human and beyond-human communities of life across their multiple and
situated contexts, along with their co-constitutive relations.
We invite respectful cross-pollination across Indigenous epistemologies, secular
scientific paradigms, and transdisciplinary methodologies in putting such an
imagination into practice. In doing so, we seek to destabilise the prevailing hegemony
of dominant scientific regimes over other ways of knowing and being in the world. We
further draw attention to the consequential agency of beyond-human lifeforms in
shaping local and global worlds, and to the power of emplaced storytelling in
conveying the lively and lethal becoming-withs that animate an unevenly shared and
increasingly vulnerable planet. The wisdom of our kindred plants, animals, elements,
mountains, forests, oceans, rivers, skies, and ancestors are part of this story. Finally,
we reflect on the structural challenges in decolonising climate change and associated
forms of knowledge production in light of past and ongoing thefts of sovereignty over
lands, bodies, and ecosystems across the tropics (Lemusuifeauaali’i & Enari, 2021;
Matapo & Enari, 2021; Enari & Rangiwai, 2021).
What we offer in this paper is an exploration of, or prolegomenon to, the kinds of
collaborative, transdisciplinary, and situated thinking that we believe the planet and
climate demand. The principles and questions we articulate are neither prescriptive
nor exhaustive. Rather, we intend for them to be taken as spaces of possibility – as
ontological, epistemological and methodological openings for (re)imagining and
(re)connecting with increasingly vulnerable places, species, and relations (see de la
Cadena, 2017; Escobar, 2019; Stengers, 2005). While much of what we offer is
directly steeped in Indigenous philosophies, protocols, and practices, we acknowledge
the inherent heterogeneity of Indigenous ways of being and thinking, as well as the
creativity, resilience, and innovation that lie at the heart of Indigenous survivance and
continuance (see Stewart-Harawira, 2018; Tuck, 2009; Vizenor, 1999). In the image
3The

special issue sought to foreground the largely under-represented knowledges, experiences, and
representational modes of Pasifika scholars, students, and communities about and amidst pandemic times
(Eickelkamp & Chao, 2020, Enari & Fa’aea, 2020).
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of planetary biodiversity, we thus approach multiplicity and difference not as obstacles
to collective thought and action, but rather as richly fertile grounds for unearthing
multispecies futures at once less violent and more just.

Imagination and Crisis
The imagination and the climate crisis are profoundly entangled. Climate change,
according to Indian novelist Amitav Ghosh (2016), is nothing less than “a crisis of
culture, and thus of imagination.” In a similar vein, American journalist David WallaceWells (2019) describes climate change as the tragic result of an “incredible failure of
imagination.” In taking the imagination as our central object of inquiry, we aim to push
against the paralysing politics of despair that can so easily arise in the face of the
climate crisis as an omnipresent and seemingly insurmountable “hyper-object”
(Morton, 2013). In our view, it is not the failure of imagination itself that is the issue.
Rather, the problem lies in the exclusionary scope of voices and beings heeded and
represented by current dominant climate imaginaries – imaginaries that remain firmly
anchored in, and perpetuate, the logic of human mastery over a “nature” recast as a
passive, material substrate, meaningful only to the extent that it is useful to (certain)
humans (Plumwood, 1993; Singh, 2018).
The voices obscured by dominant imaginaries include those of non-Western and
Indigenous peoples of the tropics and elsewhere, who have always recognised the
interdependencies of human and other-than-human beings, yet who bear the brunt of
environmental crises in their everyday lives. They also include marginalised voices
within marginalised communities – the women, the children, the non-human, and the
elemental, present, past, and yet unborn (Chao, 2021b). These violent exclusions call
for more capacious imaginaries that are accountable to the situated and connected
worlds we inherit and transmit across time, generation, and species (Winter, cited in
Chao, 2019b). They demand that we cease failing those whose imaginations are
occluded from epistemic and moral purview. They prompt us to consider what
ancestors we will become – and how we will be remembered – by imagined
communities of life to come.
Following Amira Mittermaier, we deploy the term ‘imagination’ to refer to the varied
and complex ways in which realities are conceptualised, fashioned, and contested
(2011, p. 3). Imaginations are shaped by divergent socio-cultural contexts, materialecological terrains, and ideological and physical infrastructures that link the local to
the global through partial and uneven connections. As a battlefield, the imagination
expands possibilities of life within existing power dynamics, while challenging the
hegemony of entrenched power asymmetries and their constitutive actors and
institutions (Benjamin & Glaude, 2018). Imagination entails experimenting with
eTropic: electronic journal of studies in the tropics
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uncertainty, risk, and ambiguity, that together inflect the form and meaning of life and
death amidst the climate crisis.
Imagination can birth unexpected and powerful modes of hope and resistance, that
counter prevailing representations of tropical decline and disappearance. Take, for
instance, the striking demonstrations of the 350-strong Fiji Team and fifteen other
Pacific Island nations on the Pacific-wide Warrior Day of Action. In a powerful synergy
of song, dance, and warrior energy, enacted at the heart of the West in Washington
DC, the demonstrators marched the streets, chanting their rallying call in unison: “We
are not drowning. We are fighting.”4 The imagination, then, is a call to collective action
driven by ethical, material, and political prerogatives. It is a perspective on the world
and the grounds for inhabiting the world otherwise. Recast as such, the imagination
becomes a praxis of sovereignty and self-determination – one that calls for imaginative
solidarity across place, time, and beings. In the remainder of this article we outline a
set of principles towards achieving more capacious, inclusive, and relational ways of
imagining climate and climate crisis. Each of these principles speaks to a particular
facet of the natural world under threat. Each offers a tentative path for worlding worlds
more critically, creatively, and capaciously.

Relational Imagination
Pacific Island ways of being are premised upon an holistic and relational harmony
between humans, the environment, and the afterlife (Enari & Matapo, 2020; 2021).
The environment itself is composed of diverse inter-species and inter-elemental
relations. Each actant within it plays a consequential role in shaping the worlds of
others – from subterranean microbes and fungi, to oxygen-producing trees, groundchurning mammalian bioturbators, and pollinating birds and insects. There are no
individual or autonomous actors within this world; rather, there are multiple, intra-active
companionships bound in a relational ethic of kinship and care (see Arabena, 2010;
Hau’ofa, 2008). As Māori scholar Makere Stewart-Harawira (2012) argues, nature’s
relational ontology produces its sacrality – a sacrality to which we owe respect,
reverence, responsibility, and our very selves. This relationality speaks to the vital
importance of reciprocity in sustaining more-than-human conditions of liveability. It
also invites us to rethink the imagination itself as a relation that draws on, yet
transcends, individual(istic) priorities, perceptions, and possibilities.
Imagining the climate (crisis) relationally entails considering the human and
environmental relations that matter to our existence and to those of others both distant
and proximate, alien and familiar. It draws into our conscience and consciousness the
4

See https://350.org/350-pacific-we-are-not-drowning-we-are-fighting/.
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multiplicity of lives that must be sustained in order for our own to be rendered liveable.
It calls for us to reflect seriously upon how and whether our existence as human
individuals and collectives offers nourishment to non-human beings as companion
species and significant others (Chao, 2021c; Haraway, 2008). In tracing the ecologies
of matter and meaning that give flesh to human and beyond-human being, we take
seriously the question of what makes a life worth living. In doing so, we hone a sense
of curiosity for lives lived otherwise and elsewhere. Curiosity in turn paves the way for
care – a recognition that care for the other is always also care for the self (see Chao,
2021d; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017).
Imagining the climate crisis relationally reframes individual, everyday acts through
their spatio-temporally distributed impacts upon other planetary dwellers – from what
we eat and drink, to what we think is worth doing and knowing. We become aware of
the multiple imaginaries, actors, and forces shaping the climate crisis – communities,
states, corporations, researchers, activists, markets, technologies, ideologies, and
more. At some junctures, situated imaginaries fall into alignment, offering avenues for
imaginative alliance and cosmopolitical action (see Stengers, 2005). At others,
imaginaries come into friction, highlighting incommensurabilities and incompatibilities
across different interests, values, and norms (see Tsing, 2005). In each instance, we
may ask: which lives and ecologies are at stake, sacrificed, or prioritised by our
imaginations? What do these imaginations do in and for the world? What place is there
for my imagination in yours, and yours in mine? In this unevenly connected and
ongoingly threatened world, what constitutes our common ground?

Beyond-Human Imagination
Reframing the imagination as relational in turn invites an imagination beyond the
human. By this we mean an imagination that takes seriously the possibility of otherthan-human entities as both objects of harm and subjects of justice. Indeed, the
ravaging effects of climate change on planetary ecosystems makes it clear that it is
not only humans who can suffer violence and injustice (Winter & Troy, 2020). The
scale of devastation to forests, animals, and water systems prompted by climate
change foregrounds the need for conceptions of wellbeing, care, and dignity that
consider the interests of all earth beings – not as autonomous, individuated wholes;
but rather, as parts and partners in processual, more-than-human becomings (see
Celermajer et al., 2020; Chao, 2021f; Haraway, 2016; Moore, 2020).
At the same time, a beyond-human imagination raises thorny questions about the
possibility of apprehending or entering the perceptual lifeworld of non-human beings
with whom we share the planet. It brings us to consider the potential and limitations of
anthropomorphic projection in understanding and representing non-human existence.
eTropic: electronic journal of studies in the tropics
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It also challenges us to expand what we mean by “beyond human” to include not just
other “life” forms, or bios, but also elemental bodies such as oceans, rivers, mountains,
and soils, that many Indigenous peoples consider to be equally animate and sentient
(Argyrou & Hummels, 2019; Bawaka Country et al., 2015; Martuwarra RiverofLife et
al., 2020). And it invites us to ask: how do we learn to listen to the beyond-human
world? Who can speak with and for the beyond-human world? And what should we do
with the stories entrusted to us by the beyond-human world?
Taking these questions seriously is critical in eschewing human exceptionalism and
its devastating impacts on the natural world. It demands the cultivation of an
intellectual and ethical openness to the possibility of other-than-human sentience, will,
and desire, and a repositioning of the “human” as one within a broad spectrum of
matter and life in both deep and present time. Beyond-human imagination is therefore
also a practice of humility – a recognition that other beings, too, have rich and
meaningful lifeworlds, even if we can never fully access or understand them. This is
not a humility that belittles the human, nor is it one that excludes the human from the
natural world. Rather, it is an inclusive mode of humility that enlarges our conceptual
and imaginative worlds by accommodating other Others in their myriad animal,
vegetal, and elemental manifestations.
A beyond-human imagination is in turn an invitation to rethink the way we write and
represent the natural world (Chao, 2018b). How, for instance, do we communicate the
fleshly liveliness of plant and animal beings? How do we write nature in the active
voice (Plumwood, 2009) without letting the script over-write/ride the alterity of otherthan-human life (see also Perez, 2020)? How do we come to understand beyondhuman lives inscribed upon rock, water, feather and bark? In these beyond-human
decipherings, how do we weave description with de-cryption? When it comes to
storying multispecies worlds, should we describe, or de-scribe?

Storied Imagination
Stories offer a potent medium for (re)imagining the climate relationally and beyond the
human. In West Papua, where Chao has been conducting research among Indigenous
Marind people, species do not exist as categories but rather as stories. Their lifeways
are irreducible to fixed or bounded taxonomies. Rather, species come into being
through richly complex and orally transmitted narratives that flesh out their origins,
movements, subsistence, and social and emotive lives. Individual plants and animals
have stories, as do plant and animal collectives, ecosystems, and even entire
territories. Stories multiply as one travels the living landscape, intersecting with one
another in a dense meshwork of intertwined experiences, events, and memories. The
cassowary’s story becomes the river that becomes the canopy that becomes the treeeTropic: electronic journal of studies in the tropics
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kangaroo that becomes the child that becomes the sago palm that becomes the
storyteller. Together, humans and other-than-humans partake in one ongoing and
constantly transforming multispecies story.
Stories matter in (re)imagining climate because they participate in the worlds that they
describe. As multispecies ethnographer Thom van Dooren notes, “fleshier, livelier
stories make us care more” (2014, p. 10; see also van Dooren & Rose, 2016). Stories
are not just cultural artefacts – they are also political tools that can compel readers
and auditors to situate the world, and themselves within it, otherwise. Stories can
move, inspire, sadden, shock, or enlighten us. Stories are collectively produced and
passed on across generations as intangible heritage about lively tangible worlds. In
the words of Solomon Islander and political theorist Tarcisius Kabutaulaka, “stories
frame our beliefs, understandings, and relationships with each other and the world
around us…our lives are interwoven stories…we live in an ocean of stories” (2020, p.
47). Stories, then, are not “make-believe” in the sense of fictional fantasies
disconnected from the worlds they describe. But stories can make us believe in, and
achieve, better shared worlds. As such, stories constitute powerful instruments for
collective action amidst rampant environmental destruction and its rippling effects
across species lines.
Storying extinction, loss, and crisis reminds us of our responsibilities towards the
more-than-human world – even as words may fail us in describing their force and scale
(see Chao, 2021f). Stories, when repeated and passed on, invite us to commemorate
the beings whom we bring forth in our utterances, and who are critically vulnerable to
planetary unravellings. In repeating the names and stories of organisms pushed to the
edge of extinction, we refuse to forget their liveliness, symbiotic existence, and
consequential presence. In telling stories with others – our friends, family, readers,
and audiences – we also refuse to singularise narratives. Instead, we invite the
participation of all who are in one way or another invested in the climate crisis and its
more-than-human chains of living and dying. Drawing into stories our peoples, oceans,
forests, mountains, animals, and ancestors, we fa’aola (bring to life) the urgency of the
climate crisis and the responses it demands of us.

Multi-Sensory Imagination
Storying beyond-human worlds involves engaging sensorially with the environment in
crisis. Rather than adopting a distanced, disembodied, and putatively omniscient
perspective on the world, multi-sensory imagination takes as its starting point the literal
grounds in and upon which planetary life arises, transforms, senses, and senesces. It
also moves away from framing the imagination as a purely conceptual or ideological
praxis, conjured by our (human) minds and detached from our (more-than-human)
eTropic: electronic journal of studies in the tropics
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surroundings. Instead, a multi-sensory imagination calls for a phenomenological
immersion in the material worlds that we are part of – its textures, smells, sounds,
sights, and movements (Chao, 2017). It marks a shift away from the abstract and deep
into the wet, sticky, and messy textures of multispecies lifeworlds – one that demands,
in anthropologist Anna Tsing’s (2014) terms, that we learn to “look around” and not
just “look ahead.”
This art of sensory attunement involves a certain slowing down of thought and
movement. As the famous Marind proverb goes, “Stop talking, start listening. Stop
thinking, start walking.” What Marind are calling for here is a silencing of the self that
makes space for the voices of others – the ripple of a river, the shy whistle of a bird,
or the gentle sway of a palm frond. This multispecies sensorium is powerfully captured
also in the words of Kabi, an Indigenous Gimi man living just across the border from
Marind in Papua New Guinea. When asked by environmental anthropologist Paige
West how he knows the forest, Kabi responds: “My eyes, my ears, my nose, my mouth,
my teeth, my skin, my father, my bones” (West, 2006, p. 237). Like Kabi, we might
learn to know and imagine the climate through our bodily flesh and fluids – the air that
we breathe, the waters that nourish us, and the soils that hold us.
To imagine the climate sensorially eschews the ocularcentrism so central to Western
ways of knowing and representing the world (Howes, 2003; Pandya, 1990). Visual
observation matters – but there are other ways of engaging with the environment.
Writing of her native Hawaiian epistemologies, for instance, Elder, scholar, and activist
Manulani Aluli-Meyer (2001) describes listening as central to paying attention to the
rhythms and patterns of the more-than-human world and to becoming actively aware
and respectful of its spiritual force and presence. Through sound and other sensory
modes, we discover the vulnerability of our own flesh and form, and of the more-thanhuman beings whom we behold, hear, touch, smell, and taste. We also learn
something new and different in the process.
Every sensory receptor matters to every form of matter because it allows us to gain a
better understanding of each other. For this reason, a Samoan Chief pondering an
important decision will swim in the water and cast his concerns to the ocean. The Chief
engages their body and spirit in the ocean, such that the ocean is able to understand
their concerns and provide its answer through the sounds it makes and the way it
moves. In touch particularly, we learn something central to more-than-human
existence – that one cannot touch without being touched (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2009).
Touch, like species and climates, is inherently relational and interagentive. It changes
the toucher and touched in equal, if different, measure. It is an invitation to let
ourselves be touched by crisis and loss in order to fashion more gentle ways of
touching each other in multispecies sensoriums to come.
eTropic: electronic journal of studies in the tropics
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Emplaced Imagination
To imagine is to expand worldly possibilities – to practice a form of speculative
nomadism through which new and different futures can be envisioned and enacted.
But imaginations are also rooted in landscapes and places that, as Pacific
cosmologies teach us, are always at once physical, ecological, historical, cultural, and
spiritual (Banivanua Mar, 2012; Chao, 2019c; Leach, 2003). An emplaced imagination
recognises the dialogical relationship between global and local realities. It attends to
the embeddedness of time, history, and pasts within the semiotic materiality of local
landscapes. To practice an emplaced imagination is therefore to situate the climate
crisis within spatio-temporal framings that are not universal or linear, but rather
culturally shaped and therefore plural and overlapping (Anderson et al., 2018). In doing
so, we recognise the embeddedness of time itself within place and its historical
transformations. Looking forward into tropical futures becomes a looking back through
the very materiality of the changing world. In the words of Tongan and Fijian writer and
anthropologist Epeli Hau’ofa, “We cannot read our histories without knowing how to
read our landscapes (and seascapes)” (2008, p. 73; see also Winter, 2019).
Emplacing the imagination draws our attention to the relationship between place,
belonging, and identity, and how this relationship is forged through the place-making
practices of both human and beyond-human dwellers. It literally grounds the
imagination in the soils and waters from which more-than-human life is borne, inviting
us to think with ecological formations that transcend species-specific analyses.
Internalising Hau’ofa’s words, we may imagine climate futures through forests, or
oceans, or rivers. We may trace through these beyond-human bodies our worldly
connections to distant places and peoples. In navigating these landscapes, we learn
to imagine not just with our minds and thoughts, but also with our feet, hands, sweat,
and breath. We take stock of the places that matter to our sense of self and dignity –
collective and individual – and what is at stake in their destruction.
Violent histories of settler-colonial capitalism are inscribed upon tropical landscapes –
their nomenclatures, infrastructures, and ecosystems (Banivanua Mar, 2012;
McKittrick & Woods, 2007). These toponymic signatures communicate hegemonic
imaginaries of extraction, extinction, simplification, homogenisation, and domination
over people, species, and place. An emplaced imagination reveals the conjoined logic
of racialisation and exploitation that continues to shape lives, deaths, and afterlives
across the tropics. It foregrounds the slow, spectacular, and regimented violence
wrought by anthropogenic transformations in the shadow places of industrial
capitalism (Plumwood, 2008) – the monocrop oil palm plantations, abyssal gold and
copper mines, acidified oceans, depleted forests, and eroded soils. In these places,
the obliteration of some species accompanies the exploitation of others, who find
eTropic: electronic journal of studies in the tropics
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themselves reduced from lively historical actors to deadened and deadly unpaid
labour, or “Cheap Natures” (Moore, 2015). Erasures and absences matter to an
emplaced imagination. They make us ask: who has been uprooted and transplanted
to make today’s places possible? What are the centres and peripheries of today’s
landscapes, and to whom are they (in)hospitable? How do these places nourish us,
and how do we in turn nourish them?

Reflexive Imagination
Imagining the climate with others, and otherwise, demands that we reflect seriously
on our own positionality as scholars, practitioners, and planetary dwellers. In
particular, it draws attention to the multiple power fields within which research takes
place. These include the power dynamics at play within the heterogeneous
communities we learn from, between researchers and their interlocutors and the
institutions, values, and status they represent, and also between knowledge systems
across different local, disciplinary, and institutional settings. Each of these facets
shapes the way in which knowledge is produced, shared, received, and acted upon.
Reflexivity is thus at once a political, ethical, and methodological practice. It demands
that we continually and critically reflect not just on the questions we ask about climate
change, but also how and with whom we formulate and answer these questions
(Archibald et al., 2019; Coburn et al., 2013; Nabobo-Baba, 2008; Tuhiwai Smith,
2012).
The relationship between ethnography and theory offers one potent space for
(re)imagining climate change reflexively. All too often theory is produced in and by the
Global North based on realities that supposedly just “happen” in the Global South. In
the process, Indigenous peoples’ own theories and philosophies of environment and
environmental crisis become colonised by Western paradigms, concepts, and idioms.
As Banaban and African-American scholar Katerina Teaiwa notes, the incorporation
of Pacific ways of knowing and being into pre-existing and dominant epistemic frames
is far from a new practice (2006, p. 74). It perpetuates what Māori scholar Makere
Stewart-Harawira (2013) calls “knowledge capitalism,” or the instrumentalisation of
Indigenous epistemologies in the interest of institutional ends that do not account for
(let alone serve) the interests of Indigenous peoples themselves.
Imagining climate change reflexively thus demands a shift away from the positioning
of Indigenous peoples as “research-subjects” and instead as joint producers of
knowledge. This includes not just the communities in the field whom we work with, but
also Indigenous scholars and scholarship, that tend to be obscured by dominant
canons and associated intellectual genealogies (Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, 2002;
Hau’ofa, 1975; Te Punga Somerville, 2021). Decolonising our texts and theories is
eTropic: electronic journal of studies in the tropics

43

eTropic 20.2 (2021) Special Issue: Tropical Imaginaries and Climate Crisis

imperative in challenging the White and Western monopoly over knowledge and the
imagination and in doing justice to Indigenous intellectual agency. Importantly, such
an approach does not entail a complete rejection of all non-Indigenous theory. Rather,
as Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith explains, decolonising research means putting
Indigenous peoples’ concerns at the centre and approaching research “from
Indigenous peoples’ perspectives, and for Indigenous peoples’ purposes” (2012, p.
89). In doing so, we reimagine epistemology beyond what or how one knows, to what
is “worth knowing” in a changing world (Aluli-Meyer, 2001, p. 125; see also Gegeo &
Watson-Gegeo, 2001).
When we research and teach climate change, we should therefore ask ourselves:
whose voices and knowledge are we drawing from? How is this represented in our
citations and acknowledgements? Whose voices are missing from the conversation,
and why? What makes us decide to cite one scholar over another? What meanings
and categories grow organically out of the research, and which are imposed? What
impression of ownership over concepts and ideas is created in the process? What is
this knowledge for and whom does this knowledge serve?

Transdisciplinary Imagination
The climate crisis is a multi-faceted problem, therefore it demands transdisciplinary
responses.5 As transdisciplinary scholars ourselves, our research engages with
insights, methods, and theories derived from a wide array of fields: anthropology, plant
science, history, education, and Indigenous studies, among others. Importantly, we
call here for a transdisciplinary practice that is synthetic and transformative, rather
than purely additive or complementary. By this we mean an engagement with other
fields that invites us to seriously and critically rethink the premises and assumptions
underlying the diverse ways we approach, understand, and act upon the world. Such
a transdisciplinary practice encourages us to reconsider the questions we believe
matter – why, in whose interests, and with what intended or contingent effects. It
entails the difficult but necessary labour of translating our ideas beyond familiar
audiences to make these ideas intelligible, accessible, and relatable to broader
publics. It also makes us reflect on what counts as knowledge, how different
knowledges and knowledge production systems sit within prevailing hierarchies of
worth, legitimacy, and value, and what can be done to destabilise the assumed power
and validity of some knowledge regimes over others.

The term ‘transdisciplinary’ captures the practice of thinking within, across, and beyond disciplinary fields that we
deem essential to reimagining climate futures. In this regard, transdisciplinarity differs to some degree from
‘interdisciplinarity’, which communicates a form of thinking operating across, but not necessarily transcending, the
boundaries of existing disciplinary fields, and ‘multidisciplinarity’, which draws from different disciplines but does
not question their respective epistemological premises.
5
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In the context of climate change, transdisciplinarity can help challenge the assumed
supremacy of secular science over other ways of knowing. In offering this argument,
we are wary of the risks of reductionism inherent in assuming West and non-West
epistemic binaries (see Carrier, 1995). We also acknowledge the plurality at play within
dominant secular scientific paradigms, the situated construction of scientific
knowledge, and the politically inflected ways in which this knowledge has been
produced, deployed, and critiqued by both Western and Indigenous philosophers and
scientists (e.g. Barad, 2007; Haraway, 1989; Latour, 2010; Stengers, 2015; TallBear,
2013). We further depart from the erroneous assumptions that secular scientific and
other epistemologies are incompatible (Kimmerer, 2014), that secular science cannot
lend itself to local interpretation or Indigenisation (Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, 2001),
that Indigenous epistemologies are static and/or irrational (T. K. Teaiwa, 2006; T. K.
Teaiwa & Joannemariebarker, 1994), and that there is no such thing as “Indigenous
science” (Poelina, 2020).
What we do wish to emphasise is that Indigenous and other non-Western
epistemologies have frequently been, and continue to be, rendered secondary to
secular science when classified as “Traditional Ecological Knowledge” and
“Indigenous Wisdom”. We do not dismiss the substance subsumed under these labels
(frankly, we could all do with a bit more wisdom) but rather highlight how these labels
unwittingly conjure the primacy of secular scientific regimes – even as groundbreaking
secular scientific discoveries often reveal in other idioms what Indigenous sciences
have always known. That plants communicate with each other. That carefully
controlled fires nourish the soil. That killing environments eventually kills people.
A transdisciplinary imagination therefore demands that we decolonise knowledge itself
from bounded and hierarchised “disciplines”, literal and metaphoric. Discipline, after
all, lies at the heart of the imperial-capitalist logic and its extractive ethos. Discipline
within this logic positions the “human” as master and the non-human as resource.
Discipline, in many ways, negates the possibility of freedom, experimentation, and
creativity. The climate crisis itself exemplifies the deadly endpoint of discipline – real
or illusory – over the natural world. In doing so, the climate crisis invites an
emancipation of knowledge from the disciplinary strictures that determine where
knowledge belongs and whether it is valued.

Radical Imagination
As climate change intensifies, the tropics are becoming increasingly vulnerable to
extreme droughts, floods, and high-intensity cyclones. Forest and marine biodiversity
struggle to adapt to rapidly changing environments, with over half of these species
likely to become locally or globally extinct in the near future (Salisbury, 2017). Coral
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reefs in particular have, and will continue, to suffer unprecedented mass bleaching
episodes as a result of rising sea-surface temperature extremes. These rich
ecosystems may disappear entirely by 2050. Meanwhile, Pacific livelihoods, food and
water security, and local economies, are jeopardised by growingly unpredictable
climate conditions. Climate refugeeism, along with rural impoverishment, are on the
rise (Harding & Penny, 2020). Human displacement and dispossession are
compounded by the obliteration of locally meaningful stories, cultures, and relations
with the beyond-human world, that in turn erode Pacific ways of being, becoming, and
belonging.
These radical times call for radical imaginations. Our use of the term “radical” is
inspired by the work of Native Studies and Science and Technology Studies scholars
Hi’ilei Julia Kawehipuaakahaopulani Hobart and Stephanie Maroney, who call for
“radical care” in a time of unprecedented social and environmental crises. Radical
care, Hobart and Maroney write, “provides glimmers of hope amidst precarious worlds,
even as it remains embedded with systemic inequalities and hegemonic power
structures. As a form of strategic audacity, radical care is a refusal not to care and an
imagining of an otherwise despite dark histories and potentially darker futures” (Hobart
& Kneese, 2020, pp. 2–3; see also Simpson, 2007). In the context of climate
imaginaries, a radical imagination seeks to counter the crippling force of political
apathy and the sense of help/hopelessness accompanying the seemingly
insurmountable scales of loss and destruction that surround and haunt us. To imagine
radically is to refuse not to imagine better futures and to insist on acting and interacting
with the natural world in ways that can enable these futures to materialise.
A radical imagination attends in equal measure to experiences of loss and
disempowerment as it does to practices of resilience and resistance, as these manifest
across grassroots and transnational settings. In doing so, a radical imagination
subverts what Anangax scholar Eve Tuck (2009) calls “damage-centered”
approaches, or approaches that elide Indigenous forms of survivance by focusing
solely or primarily on socio-cultural and ecological violences and endings (see also
Vizenor, 1999). Instead, we need to tell the story of climate change through Pacific
acts of struggle, solidarity, and self-determination – the fighting, and not (just) the
sinking, to echo the 350 Fiji Team’s slogan. These modes of resistance take multiple
forms – organised and global climate activism, sustained regional cultural and social
practices, resilient local foodways, intergenerational knowledge transmission, and
more. As emergent and collective expressions of cultural and political creativity, these
acts are just as central to the story of climate change as the climate crisis itself.
Radical imaginations are integral to the way we narrate and represent the climate
crisis. They invite experimental forms of expression within and beyond the written text
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– oral storytelling, poetic recitation, everyday rituals of care, dream-sharing, artistic
production, among others. They open space for critically thinking and emotionally
feeling our way through (and potentially out of) crisis. These feelings call for the
crafting of narratives that lie outside the ambit of conventional representational modes
but that do better justice to crisis’ emotional toll. We might, for instance, decide to write
manifestos, laments, prayers, or requiems – texts that don’t (just) analyse or explain
(away) the world, but that make space to mourn, laugh, praise, celebrate, weep, and
scream the world. When it comes to representing the agency of beyond-human
beings, we might take the lead of Pacific scholars and activists who insist on
recognising places and ecosystems as legitimate producers of knowledge in their
citational practices (e.g. Bawaka Country et al., 2015; Martuwarra RiverofLife et al.,
2020). In doing so, we inch a little closer to acknowledging and embracing the authority
of beyond-humans as co-creators of the worlds we inhabit. We open space for thinking
and theorising not just about or for the natural world, but rather with it.
A radical imagination does not shy away from engaging with or addressing the growing
uncertainty and precarity of climate presents and horizons to come. Rather, it takes
this uncertainty as the very grounds from which to fashion unexpected forms of hope,
emergence, and resurgence. Radical hope is radical in that it persists even when the
object of hope remains unintelligible, unachievable, or unknowable, and perhaps only
fully graspable in retrospect (Lear, 2006). It entails a recognition that better worlds are
possible and necessary, but never certain, guaranteed, nor ever entirely determined
by human agency. Forging radical hope and inclusive imaginations of climate futures
thus demands both courage and humility – a cultivation of active accountability
towards the environments we become-with and an awareness that climates and
futures are always already crafted with and by beyond-human actors.

Towards a Decolonial Imagination
In this article, we have sought to outline a set of guiding practices and principles that
we believe can help pave the way for more expansive, relational, and inclusive climate
imaginaries. These practices and principles aim to counter the ethnocentrism,
individualism, and hierarchism of dominant climate imaginaries that are no longer
(indeed never have been) fit for purpose. They grow out of our ongoing collaborations
and conversations with Indigenous, Pasifika, and Papuan communities, who find
themselves most deeply and directly mired in the fraught predicament of the climate
crisis. They invite imaginative solidarities across places and times that, in the image
of the climate itself, can serve to unite, rather than divide us. These practices and
principles call for a rethinking of our relation to the more-than-human world – one that
includes and recognises Pacific cosmologies and philosophies in which being human
is always becoming-with beyond-human others. To neglect these more-than-human
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becomings is to strip the world of its wonder and enchantment – its ongoing and
multiple forms of sympoietic creation, formation, and relation. This ecological and
ideological flattening calls for a radical turn (or tropos, the etymological root of
“tropics”) away from utilitarianism and anthropocentrism, and towards multispecies,
future flourishings.
Decolonising climate imaginaries demands a radical shift in the order of matter and
thought – a radical change in direction and action. This is no small task. As Fijian
historian Tracy Banivanua Mar (2016) notes, decolonisation in the Pacific has not been
an historic event, but rather, is a fragile, contingent, and ongoing process continuing
well into the postcolonial era. In West Papua, decolonisation remains an ongoing
object of struggle for Indigenous peoples who continue to be denied the right to selfdetermination, dignity, and freedom (Chao, 2019). Climate imaginaries, too, are
profoundly shaped by violent histories of racial imperialism, colonialism, and
capitalism, and their residual afterlives. As Potawatomi scholar Kyle Powys Whyte
(2017) reminds us, the climate crisis for Indigenous peoples is less a new
phenomenon than a “colonial déja-vu” – a perpetuation of long-standing processes of
dispossession, displacement, and disempowerment (see also Davis & Todd, 2017;
Stewart-Harawira, 2012).
Grappling with the climate crisis demands that we account for these longer histories
of violence that continue to undermine Indigenous imaginative and political
sovereignties in the tropics and beyond. These histories of violence materialise in
various forms in our everyday life – from the commodities we purchase and consume,
to the operational infrastructures of the institutions we work for or within, to the
methodologies we deploy in our research. They point not to a lack of imagination, but
to the structural factors that render some imaginations more powerful and lethal than
others.
Transforming the imagination from deadly battlefield to flourishing future calls for a
collective reckoning amidst the ruin and rubble generated by imperial-capitalist
projects of scale, desire, and extraction. In this reckoning, no position is ever entirely
innocent or pure (Shotwell, 2016) and no entanglement ever entirely reciprocal or just
(Giraud, 2019). To imagine the climate otherwise is to stay with the trouble of interand intraspecies asymmetries but also to work creatively and collaboratively towards
a less violent sharing of suffering across species lines (Haraway, 2008). In this, we
may do well to live by the eloquent quote so widely used across the Pacific and
pronounced by prominent Matai (chief) and former Head of State of Samoa, His Royal
Highness Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Efi (2003, p. 51):
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I am not an individual; I am an integral part of the cosmos. I share
divinity with my ancestors, the land, the seas, and the skies. I am not
an individual, because I share a tofi [inheritance] with my family, my
village, and my nation. I belong to my family and my family belongs to
me. I belong to a village and my village belongs to me. I belong to my
nation and my nation belongs to me. This is the essence of my sense
of belonging.
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