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Islands Submerged into the Sea
Islands in the Cultural Imaginary 
of Climate Change

By Camilla Asplund Ingemark

Islands are a fascinating subject from many points of view; this is one thing 
Owe Ronström’s persistent enthusiasm for islands and island studies has 
taught me, as his most junior and recent colleague. They appeal to our (West-
ern) imagination as sites of projection for our various desires – and aversions 
– which becomes especially clear in the context I intend to examine here: 
discourses on climate change and the peculiar role islands, sinking islands in 
particular, seem to play in it. I suspect my sudden and fervent interest in this 
motif in the contemporary cultural imaginary of climate change would not 
have arisen without Owe’s influence, and in the following discussion I will 
especially be drawing on his articulation of the components of “islandness” in 
Öar och öighet (2016). 

Thus, I propose to study the recurrent motif of islands being submerged 
into the sea in texts and narratives on climate change. I am interested in why 
this image of sinking islands occupies such a prominent place in the con-
temporary representation of climate change, and more generally, why it is so 
compelling to the Western imagination. Drawing on various forms of media 
content as well as vernacular texts, I attempt to trace the emergence of this 
motif as one of a handful of iconic images we commonly use to represent and 
visualize climate change – alongside the polar bear on its dwindling ice floe, 
melting glaciers etc. – and in the case of the vernacular texts, how this image 
is employed rhetorically to articulate a specific stance vis-à-vis climate change. 

I regard the vernacular texts as enactments of this wider cultural discourse 
on climate change on a popular level, among “the folk” studied by folklorists; 
as folklorists have noted since the 1960s, this “folk” can be culturally and so-
cially diverse (see e.g. Dundes 1965; Ronström 1992), which is also reflected in 
these texts. In order to outline the contours of this discourse, I will be taking 
the liberty of drawing on material that might go beyond pure “sources” for the 
vernacular texts, following sinking islands from one context to another.

This research has been carried out as Forsker II, University of Bergen, Norway.
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Sinking Islands in Vernacular Texts
I will begin with two vernacular texts in order to highlight the contexts in 
which the motif of sinking islands might be actualised in vernacular climate 
change discourse, and how it can be used to make a particular point. These 
texts are responses to a folkloristic questionnaire on weather issued by the 
Society of Swedish Literature in Finland in 2015–2016; one respondent is a man 
born in 1948, the other a woman born in 1991. The writers tackle the topic of 
climate change quite differently, one opting for a more scientifically oriented 
account while the other is more focused on politics, but both mention islands 
submerged into the sea. I begin with the male respondent:

När det gäller klimatförändringen så tror jag att människan på sikt kommer att 
dränka sig själv om inte åtgärder vidtas för att stoppa den globala uppvärm-
ningen. Genom den tekniska utvecklingen har människan skaffat sig metoder 
för att föra upp kol i olika former till jordytan och sedan genom förbränning 
föra in kolföreningar i form av olika gaser (främst koloxid) i atmosfären. Detta 
kol har en gång funnits i levande djur och växter för miljontals år sedan då jor-
dens temperatur var mycket högre än idag. Genom att människan idag för in 
detta kol i atmosfären är det som om vi vrider klockan tillbaka. Vi höjer tem-
peraturen i takt med att vi tar i anspråk den energi som lagrats in i jordskorpan 
under miljontals år. Utan att ha siffror på det säger sunda förnuftet att den 
stenkol, olja, brunkol, skiffer, naturgas som vi ständigt bränner och för in gaser 
från i atmosfären vida överstiger det kol som samtidigt lagras in i jordskorpan 
genom sedimentering.

Energianvändningen måste gå över till att vara ett nollsummespel där ener-
gianvändningen baseras på energi som utvinns i ett naturligt kretslopp annars 
kommer den globala uppvärmningen att bara fortsätta och som sagt männis-
kan att dränka sig själv. Det finns redan ösamhällen som är hotade att över-
svämmas i sådan grad att öarna snart är obeboeliga – ett resultat av en stigande 
vattennivå och intensivare oväder, båda fenomen skapade av den globala upp-
värmningen (Man, b. 1948. SLS 2303. Electronic reply 25).

As for climate change, I believe man will eventually drown himself if no mea-
sures are taken to stop global warming. Through technological development, 
man has acquired methods to bring up carbon in different forms to the Earth’s 
surface and then insert carbon compounds in the form of various gases (most-
ly carbonoxide) into the atmosphere through combustion. This carbon once 
existed in living animals and plants for millions of years when the Earth’s 
temperature was much higher than today. Since man inserts this carbon into 
the atmosphere today it is as if we are turning back the clock. We raise the 
temperature at the same rate with which we claim the energy that has been 
stored in the Earth’s crust for millions of years. Though lacking figures for this, 
reason dictates that the coal, oil, brown coal, slate, natural gases that we are 
constantly burning and inserting gases from into the atmosphere far exceed 
the carbon that is simultaneously being stored into the Earth’s crust through 
sedimentation. 
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Energy use must shift to become a zero-sum game in which energy use is 
based on energy that is extracted in a natural cycle, otherwise global warming 
will just continue and, as I just said, man will drown himself. There are already 
island societies threatened with being inundated to such a degree that the is-
lands will soon be uninhabitable – a result of rising sea levels and more intense 
storms, both phenomena created by global warming.

As we can see in this example, the image of sinking islands is appealed to in a 
very specific context: they exemplify the extreme effects of climate change, 
and in this account, these effects are already present and tangible. The respon-
dent stresses that “[t]here are already island societies threatened with being 
inundated”, and the islands “will soon be uninhabitable” (my emphases). The 
second vernacular text is even more emphatic on this point: 

Jag är bekymrad över klimatförändringen och har varit det i flera år. Det på-
verkar hur jag röstar och konsumerar. Det påverkar också mina framtidsplaner 
– jag skulle t.ex. inte köpa hus på en tomt som ligger på en nivå som är väldigt 
nära havsvattennivån eftersom att den kommer att stiga i framtiden. Jag tycker 
att klimatförändringen är den mest akuta uppgiften för mänskligheten just nu 
och att hundrafalt mera resurser borde läggas på att hindra ytterligare upp-
värmning av klimatet. Skattepolitiken i hela världen borde ändras så att det 
skulle vara lättare att leva miljövänligt och svårare att inte göra det. 

Klimatförändringen har redan nu påverkat många människor – öar har bli-
vit under vattnet och folk har blivit hemlösa, platser man förr kunde odla på 
har blivit till öken på vissa ställen. Jag tror att vi kommer att uppleva stora flyk-
tingströmmar till följd av klimatförändringen och är förbluffad över att detta 
inte talas om, för om vi skulle börja förbereda oss redan nu så har vi bättre 
chanser att hitta bra lösningar (Woman, b. 1991. SLS 2303. Electronic reply 26).

I’m worried by climate change and have been for several years. It affects how I 
vote and consume. It also affects my plans for the future – I would not, for in-
stance, buy a house on ground lying very close to sea level as this will rise in the 
future. I think climate change is the most acute task for humanity right now 
and that a hundredfold more resources should be allocated to prevent further 
global warming. Tax policies in the entire world should be changed to make 
it easier to live in an environmentally friendly way and more difficult not to. 

Climate change has already affected many people – islands have been sub-
merged into the sea and people have become homeless, places in which you 
could farm have turned into deserts in some areas. I believe we will experience 
large waves of migration due to climate change and I am baffled that this is not 
being talked about, for if we can start preparing ourselves for it now, we have 
better chances of finding good solutions. 

Once again, the emergence of the motif of islands sinking into the sea is trig-
gered by a more general comment on the fact that climate change is already 
here: it has had real-life effects on real people. The islands function as an ex-
ample of the effects of climate change, and a paradigmatic one at that. In this 
text, the link between sinking islands and climate refugees is made explicit, 



CAMILLA ASPLUND INGEMARK

202

and it is a recurrent connection in the vernacular texts. Sinking islands are 
seldom mentioned without the concomitant phenomenon of climate refugees, 
the existence of which is envisioned to increase and, sometimes, ultimately 
cause serious problems in host communities. 

In these two texts, the islands are not mentioned by name, and the respon-
dents might be referring to several island nations in the Pacific. In May 2016, 
for example, five uninhabited islands belonging to the Solomon Islands were 
swallowed by the sea (BBC News 2016). Another possibility is the Maldives, 
and a third the Small Pacific Island Nation of Tuvalu, both of which emerged 
as prototypes of the sinking island in Western environmental discourse quite 
early on. But it is precisely the interlinking of climate change, sinking islands 
and climate refugees – which has been especially associated with Tuvalu – 
that makes me suspect that Western notions of Tuvalu are looming in the 
background in these quotes, and it is what I will focus on here. 

Tuvalu: the Endangered Island State
This Western representation of Tuvalu as threatened by climate change grad-
ually gained ground from the late 1980s onward, when rising sea levels were 
identified as a particular hazard to low-lying countries such as Tuvalu (Lewis 
1989; Farbotko 2010:48). The notion of Tuvalu as an endangered island state 
has since reached virtually iconic status. 

The state of Tuvalu consists of nine islands situated in the Pacific Ocean 
midway between Hawaii and Australia, and has a population of c. 11,000. 
With a highest elevation of 4.6 metres above sea level, the country is vulner-
able to flooding, especially from high tides. These high tides constitute the 
favourite footage of journalists visiting Tuvalu (for some telling examples, see 
Farbotko 2010b), and the respondents to the questionnaire may well have seen 
some of these pictures of people wading through the flooded streets. A typical 
picture is Figure 1 from the Swedish evening paper Aftonbladet, which was 
published in February 2007.

They might also have come across similar pictures from Al Gore’s docu-
mentary An Inconvenient Truth (2006), in which some photographs from an 
unnamed Pacific island – identifiable as Tuvalu – accompany the statement 
that some “Pacific nations have all had to evacuate to New Zealand” (Farbotko 
2010b:57). Gore seemed to imply that Tuvalu had already disappeared beneath 
the waves (Farbotko 2010b:57). Since then, some people have believed that 
Tuvalu and other Pacific islands have been completely abandoned, and that all 
Tuvaluans now live their lives abroad as climate refugees. Still others think 
inundation is a constant threat. 

Climate refugees were a topical subject in the Finnish and Scandinavian 
media in 2015–2016, with reports on an expected increase of climate refugees 
in the future. Some 19 million individuals were displaced due to natural di-
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sasters, ninety per cent of which were weather-related (Yle 2015) and tacitly 
assumed to be caused by climate change. The unprotected status of these 
refugees was also an issue that was hotly debated. 

Climate Refugees and the Symbolic Forms of Disaster
In the article in Aftonbladet (which predates this debate), it is not only the 
country of Tuvalu that will be wiped from the face of the Earth; the break-
down of Tuvaluan society is also envisaged as a necessary consequence of 
climate change impacts. The fate of the nation is “to become the remnant of a 
people, sprinklings of refugees in foreign countries. Some of them will be able 
to cope, others will become embittered losers: neglected alcoholics, recipients 
of welfare benefits, viewed as troublesome intruders.” 

This kind of rhetoric appeals to two prevalent conceptions or symbolic 
forms of disaster in the Western world: disaster as apocalypse and disaster as 

Figure 1. Flooded road in Tuvalu. Aftonbladet February 7, 2007.
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state of emergency. Disaster as apocalypse is of course of Biblical origin, hence 
representing one of the oldest forms we have of imagining and representing 
disaster. Disaster as state of emergency involves the breakdown of norma-
tive, legal or social structures (Winkel Holm 2012:24–27). While disaster as 
apocalypse informs the fundamental assumption that Tuvalu will disappear 
beneath the waves, the discussion of the social consequences relies heavily on 
disaster as state of emergency. 

The risk of Tuvaluan refugees being viewed as troublesome intruders, 
which is exploited rhetorically in the text, actually seems rather remote giv-
en the small number of inhabitants; it is difficult to see why Australia and 
New Zealand, for example, would not be able to peaceably accommodate 
11,000 Tuvaluans. Since the implication in discussions on climate refugees 
often seems to be that this “troublesomeness” is contagious and could infect 
host communities due to the imagined sheer number of refugees (cf. Bettini 
2013), social unrest is anticipated as a result of climate migration. Tuvaluans 
themselves resist this designation as climate refugees; for them, migration is a 
cultural practice embedded in their everyday lives (Farbotko & Lazrus 2012).

Why Islands and Why Tuvalu?
So why are islands such powerful metonyms for climate change? There might 
be several answers to this question. As many island scholars have attested, 
islands fill a peculiar function in the Western imagination. On the one hand, 
they appear to constitute discrete, detachable and manageable entities: they 
give the impression of possessing definitive boundaries (Ronström 2016), 
which is why many early anthropologists favoured islands for their fieldwork. 
In addition, islands often appear remote, archaic and insular (Ronström 2016). 

It is precisely these characteristics that foster the contemporary “intoxicat-
ing ‘lure’ or ‘fascination’ of islands”; island studies scholar Godfrey Baldacchino 
has spoken of it in terms of island laboratories, the idea of islands as “tabulae 
rasae: potential laboratories for any conceivable human project, in thought or 
in action” (Baldacchino 2006:5–6). This means that islands also become sites of 
projection, open to the fantasies and anxieties of anyone and everyone. 

Australian geographer Carol Farbotko has argued that this idea of the is-
land laboratory has been enacted in a number of ways in Tuvalu. Tuvalu has 
both been envisioned as a completely new idealised nation thriving solely on 
renewable energy – a development chiefly driven by French environmental-
ists – and as a site of desire for what Farbotko has called wishful sinking, the 
yearning to be witnessing the spectacle of the islands sinking before our eyes 
(Farbotko 2010a:227–231; Farbotko 2010b:58). Needless to say, both enactments 
are profoundly colonialist, and Farbotko speaks of an “eco-colonial gaze” being 
foisted upon Tuvalu and the Tuvaluans. 
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So why Tuvalu? In some respects, it is quite odd that Tuvalu was singled 
out as a prime signifier of climate change in Western culture. Though it is 
true that Tuvalu is the second most low-lying country in the world and very 
vulnerable to sea level rise in this respect, I nevertheless believe that this does 
not suffice to explain Tuvalu’s extraordinary appeal as a sinking island. One 
part of the explanation is, I suspect, that until its rise to prominence in cli-
mate change discourse, Tuvalu used to live out a very inconspicuous existence. 
It was far from the standard image of the paradisiac tourist destination in the 
Pacific; with a total number of 2,000 visitors per year in 2016 – a steep rise 
from the 189 visitors recorded ten years earlier – Tuvalu’s tourism industry 
is extremely small. Tuvalu is actually the least visited country in the world 
(UNTWO 2017:9; Farbotko 2010a:234; Farbotko 2010b:50). 

I suggest Tuvalu caught people’s fancy not only because it was an island 
sensationally sinking before our eyes, or even because it furnished a space 
where climate change impacts could be directly observed and thus made cul-
turally meaningful (Farbotko 2010a:225–226), but also due to the fact that no-
one knew anything about it. It was a tabula rasa to a greater extent than its 
neighbours, from a Western point of view, and was hence more malleable for 
Western ends. 

Tuvalu as Paradisiac Island
While Tuvalu is not generally framed as a typical Pacific Ocean tourist desti-
nation in Scandinavia, part of the climate change discourse on Tuvalu never-

theless appeals to the cultural imag-
ery of the paradisiac island, based on 
our collective mindscapes and ‘fore-
sights’ of similar images (Johansson 
2009); the message is to go there be-
fore it is too late (cf. Farbotko 2010a). 

In Figure 2, we see the typical at-
tributes of tropical islands: a turqoise 
calm sea, palm trees and greenery, 
and sandy beaches. But heeding the 
advice to go there is not easy. For a 
long time, getting to Tuvalu was far 
from straightforward, which you 
can see in various travel reports pro-
duced during the last fifteen years: air 
service could be quite unreliable and 
the supply of lodgings is exception-
ally limited (see e.g. Travel Forum 
2011). 

Figure 2. “Here a paradise is disappear-
ing.” Staging Tuvalu as a paradisiac 
island for tourist consumption. Allt om 
vetenskap 2005.
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Tuvalu: a Modern Atlantis?
Reverberating in these appeals to visit Tuvalu before it is too late is the myth 
of Atlantis, either explicitly or implicitly (cf. Farbotko 2010a). We can see this 
template at work in many feature articles and travel reports, in which sunken 
Atlantis or Mu are associated with Tuvalu. We have an example in Figure 3, 
from the online Travel Forum.

As Andrea Simonelli (2016) has observed, the application of the Atlantis 
template is problematic in several respects. While most parallels drawn to 
Atlantis appear unreflected and rather superficial – the principal fascination 
being the anticipated spectacle of destruction – their implications could have 
profound effects on Tuvalu. 

As is well-known, the career of the Western myth of Atlantis is launched 
in Plato’s dialogues Critias and Timaeus, where it functions as an account of 
prehistoric Athenian glory: the people of sunken Atlantis were at war with 
the ancestors of the Athenians, who fought bravely (Plato Timaeus 23B–C). 
Except for New Age circles, in which the inhabitants of Atlantis are vener-
ated as supremely devout beings (based on Plato Critias 120D–121A), people 

Figure 3. “It was this that sparked my interest in Tuvalu once. I made associations to 
Mu and Atlantis. An island nation in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, and completely 
free of tourists too. Could it be better?” (Travel Forum 2011)
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in the contemporary world are more interested in the spectacular demise of 
Atlantis, when the entire island disappeared into the sea (Plato Timaeus 25D). 

If the Tuvaluans and other Pacific Islanders are modern-day Atlantians, the 
implications are different. If Atlantis was destroyed by a natural disaster of 
singular magnitude, this frames the destruction of Tuvalu as something natu-
ral or even inevitable, a welcome argument to climate sceptics. This would 
also make resistance futile, leaving the islanders with no agency and the rest 
of the world with no responsibility to mitigate climate change impacts (Sim-
onelli 2016:27). This ties in with the discourse on Tuvalu as the canary in the 
coalmine (Farbotko 2010b), the harbinger of a climate-changed future that will 
affect us all. Implicit in this discourse is the notion of Tuvalu as expendable 
(Farbotko 2010b), or even as a scapegoat (pharmakos) in the Classical sense of 
the word: they assume the guilt and punishment for our own ecological sins. 

Tuvalu Is Not Sinking!
An interesting twist on the Western story of Tuvalu has evolved during the 
past few years. We can only imagine the disappointment many must have felt 
when newspapers around the world announced that Tuvalu was not sinking: 
it was actually growing (see e.g. Yle 2018). From 2010 onward, Australian sci-
entist Paul Kench and his associates have published studies on the adjustment 
of coral reef islands and atolls in the Pacific to rising sea levels, finding that the 
land area in Tuvalu had increased by 2.9 % (or 73.5 hectares) in the past forty 
years (Kench et al. 2018). What this might imply for our conceptions of Tuvalu 
and the visibility of this Small Pacific Island Nation in the Western world still 
remains to be seen. Will Tuvalu once again recede into oblivion, or will new 
forms of representation develop? 
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