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Introduction

Adapting to catastrophe, disaster and crisis requires strength of innovation, and sense of self and being-in-the world. Pacific peoples and other Indigenous communities are especially vulnerable to experiencing vast losses with the increasing severity of the climate crisis. In the face of these momentous transformations, this paper seeks to explore ways that the ancient, complex knowledge systems of Pacific peoples, embedded with their ontologies, can provide the foundations for strengthening their adaptive futures. Pacific ways of being, of self-fashioning identity as distinct Oceanic ontologies, embedded and intertwined with ages-old epistemologies, ways of knowing and acting in the world, offer potential pathways to stronger adaptive futures in the context of the climate crisis.

Objectives

The paper engages with some of the key thinking in theorising Oceanic ontologies and epistemologies (e.g., Sanga, Reynolds, Va’ai, and many others), harnessing these insights to current concerns in climate adaptation and resilience. It draws on some case studies from the Solomon Islands, Samoa, and Vanuatu, with the objectives being to illustrate the dynamics and relationality of Pacific knowledges and ontologies, emphasising the nexus between theory and practice in sites and spaces of engagement and entanglement.

Methodology

Considering some of the specifics of Pacific peoples’ ways of being in and on land and sea, in the Solomon Islands, Samoa and Vanuata, the paper adopts a mixed methodology, primarily engaging with key themes and theoretical orientations from the humanities and social sciences, including anthropological and ethnographic theory. Interrogating ontologies in an adaptation framework, for example, the discussion will focus on teasing out methodological questions around how peoples’ sense of identity, well-being and cultural resilience has been fashioned and articulated through their engagement with sites, areas, places, practices and performances and cultural land- and sea-scapes. Critical to the methodological approach is the discussion’s framing within a decolonising stance, to understand the ontological and epistemological dimensions of Oceanic adaptation through a de-centering lens of colonial and postcolonial discourses.

Findings

The paper will present the discussion through a series of ‘vignettes’, showcasing the convergence of theoretical and applied insights resulting from my critical-interpretative exploration of Pacific-Oceanic ontologies and epistemologies as foundational for adaptive futures.

Significance of the work for policy and practice 

The work is significant for its multi-faceted approach, harnessing several strands of thinking and (re) theorising around Pacific/Oceanic ontologies and epistemologies, and converging literatures and disciplinary orientations, towards a specific understanding of adaptive futures in a climate crisis context. Bringing these new insights into a policy and practice frame will engage with a wider audience beyond the scholarly community, to embrace policy- and decision-makers, practitioners, and activists.
