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Introduction
The growing pres ence of Pacific ecopo etry and envir on mental
activism on the polit ical stage world wide is revel atory of the urgency
and impact so‐called natural dis- asters have on the inhab it ants of
this region and shows the powers of poetry in a fight that is often
presumed to be scientific only. Ecopo etry matters in a time of dis- 
aster, a term that Maurice Blan chot defined as a partic ular time in
history when the trajectory of a star (ASTER) is DIS- rupted, plunging
humanity in dark ness: “le désastre signifie être séparé de l’étoile.” 1

Seen through this lens, ecopo etry test i fies against climate dis- asters
which islanders exper i ence first- hand with many of them forced to
migrate to survive sea- level rise. Pacific ecopo etry also engages with,
voices, and chal lenges fears that grow amidst “apoca lyptic” climate
cata strophes. Perhaps does it also comfort trauma- readers and
encour ages them to act.
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This article is woven on a dialogue between Pacific and western
ecocrit ical texts to examine the inter twine ment between the
envir on mental trauma, poetry, and climate science. In her
ground breaking book, Decol on izing Meth od o lo gies: Research and
Indi genous Peoples (1999), Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Ngāti Awa, Ngāti
Porou) argues that “the term ‘research’ is inex tric ably linked to
European imper i alism and colonialism.” 2 The history of science
shows that research has often used Pacific peoples as objects of
study, disreg arding the value of their languages, cultures, and
know ledge, thus contrib uting to the imple ment a tion of colo nial
ideo lo gies. As a French scholar, I am tauiwi (a foreigner) in Aotearoa
New Zealand and the views that I formu late on the liter ature
produced in these isles come from the peri phery. Western theories,
when applied, will thus be adapted to the specific settler colo nial
context of Aotearoa New Zealand.

2

A settler colony since the imple ment a tion of the English version of
the Treaty of Wait angi (6 February 1840), Aotearoa New Zealand is
both part of the North and part of the Fourth World. Damon Salesa
(Sāmoan New Zeal ander) notes how para dox ical this situ ation is as
Aotearoa New Zealand continues to be constructed as a western
nation when it is deeply embedded in Pacific history and geography:
“New Zealand is a nation that exists on Pacific islands but does not,
and perhaps cannot, see itself as a Pacific Island nation or its people
as Pacific Islanders.” 3 The Pacific zone is partic u larly impacted by
climate changes. 4 Wild fires, droughts, floods, land slides, sea- level
rise, earth quakes, tsunami, cyclones, typhoons and so on, are on the
rise, threat ening ecosys tems, social struc tures, and the very
citizen ship of some islanders, as in Tuvalu. Envir on mental trauma has
not spared Aotearoa New Zealand either, and the situ ation is not new
as, in the 1990s, the govern ment was already listing endangered
species in both fauna and flora. 5 Despite national efforts of
conser va tion to preserve endemic species such as kiwi, kākāpō,
takahē, and kauri to name but a few, the situ ation is still fragile and
continu ously threatened by human activity. 6

3

In her doctoral thesis, Imagining Ecolo gies: Tradi tions of Ecopo etry in
Aotearoa New Zealand (2019), Janet Eliza beth Newman (Pākehā) notes
that “[i]t is in this envir on ment of ecolo gical colo nial viol ence that
New Zealand ecopo etry in English has its genesis,” 7 namely
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defor est a tion, the gradual extinc tion of native birds, and the
intro duc tion of non- native species upset ting the whole ecosystem.
The corpus of ecopo etry is growing fast in Aotearoa New Zealand and
in the Pacific to raise aware ness on human- made ecolo gical dis- 
asters. This article espe cially focuses on two poems: “Unity” by Selina
Tusitala Marsh (Samoan, Tuvaluan, English, Scot tish, and French New
Zeal ander), composed for the 2016 Common wealth Summit in
West min ster Abbey, and “Poem for the Common wealth, 2018” by
Karlo Mila (Tongan, Palagi, and Sāmoan New Zeal ander). Using a
transpa cific approach, this article analyzes the way ecopo etry
test i fies to climate dis- asters in Aotearoa New Zealand. After
studying how alterity and reci pro city are constructed, systemic
abuse on nature and cultures from the Pacific will be charted, to
even tu ally observe how envir on mental wounds can be tended with
talanoa.

Alterity and Reciprocity
In their intro duc tion to Ecocriti cism and Indi genous Studies (2016),
Joni Adamson and Salma Monani note that Indi genous authors
chal lenge Euro centric read ings of their land and customs with
“cosmo vi sions – concep tions of entangled human rela tions with
more- than-human worlds.” 8 For them, these cosmo vi sions
emphasize values like reci pro city and kinship. As Māori and Pasi fika
cosmo lo gies construct the land as sacred, any hier arch ical and
vertical reading of nature is disavowed, offering instead a metonymic
approach to describe the rela tion ship humans have with nature. In
“Unity,” Selina Tusitala Marsh weaves her poem on the vā – a concept
which, in Sāmoan philo sophy, desig nates the rela tional space existing
between people, animals, trees, rocks, and the sea – and the vā of her
poem builds a path for the inter na tional community to repair the
damage done to the earth. In “Tatauing the Post- Colonial Body”
(1996), Albert Wendt (Sāmoan New Zeal ander) defined the vā as “the
space between, the between ness, not empty space, not space that
separ ates but space that relates, that holds separate entities and
things together in the Unity- that-is-All, the space that is context,
giving meaning to things.” 9 Wendt then adds a short list of Sāmoan
words born out of the vā, including “vasa = ocean (va ‒ space; sa ‒
 forbidden/sacred).” 10
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In the vā of Marsh’s poem, differ ences are accepted and
acknow ledged despite the upheavals that they generate. The chorus
of the poem, “There’s a ‘U’ and an ‘I’ in unity / costs the earth and yet
it’s free,” 11 inscribes the poet’s ironic view on colon iz a tion,
glob al iz a tion, and the Capita locene. Letters have become humans,
“U” (you) and “I,” symbol izing the gap between Marsh as a Pasi fika
poet voicing the concerns of people from the Pacific in the face of
climate change and her audi ence composed of inter na tional leaders,
including the late Queen Eliza beth II as Head of the Common wealth.
Belonging to the same alphabet, thus to the same humanity, Pacific
inhab it ants – though long discarded as “noble savages,” “warriors,” as
well as “exotic” and “erotic” beings there to decorate idyllic
land scapes occu pied by white settlers and tour ists looking for leisure
and fantasy – cannot be envis aged as isol ated, excluded, and
margin al ized in their fight against climate change anymore as the
envir on mental disorders Pacific Islanders have been exper i en cing are
now shared with the member nations composing the Common wealth,
since climate balance is destabil ized every where in the Capitalocene.

6

In “We Should Be Talking About the Capita locene” (2023), Wendy
Arons considers that the term “Capita locene,” coined by Andreas
Mann, has often been connected to an expansive use of fossil fuels
related to the Indus trial Revolu tion. Yet, she argues that the colo nial
impact must also be accounted for, espe cially in its exploit a tion of
Indi genous peoples, their lands, and natural resources. 12 The
exploit a tion of Indi genous work force was justi fied in the colo nial
discourse by the enforce ment of racial and gender hier archies which
demeaned non- white and non- male humans and denied their
humanity as well as their ability to think and feel. Selina Tusitala
March uses the vā as a meth od o logy that chal lenges and subverts this
colo nial inher it ance affecting “the Unity- that-is-All.” 13

7

She emphas izes the bonds existing between humans and non- 
humans in a series of compar isons: “the salt in the sea, like the salt in
our blood like the dust of our bones, our final return to mud,” 14

finding connec tions between humans and oceans other wise denied
by western clas si fic a tions. With this compar ison, she stresses how
humans’ survival depends on oceans’ good health and how saving the
envir on ment serves human interests. This line reph rases the biblical
words: “Ye are the salt of the earth” 15 – a parable that Jesus is said to

8



A Transpacific Approach to Environmental Dis-Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopoetry

have delivered to his disciples to impress on them how to lead people
to the kingdom of heaven. In Marsh’s vari ation of Christ’s parable, a
dying ocean means the Apoca lypse, as humans are fomenting their
own geno cide when they destroy the planet they live on. The
lines, “what you do, affects me / what we do, affects the sea,” 16 weave
the North with the South, the colo nial metro polis with its distant
territ ories. Power imbal ance resulting from colon iz a tion and
epitom ized in settler colo nial soci eties thus needs to be redressed for
the climate crisis to be solved.

In “Poem for the Common wealth, 2018,” Karlo Mila repres ents a world
in which people from the Pacific commu nicate with natural elements,
as in stories of old. She person i fies the ocean in her poem, yet the
lady ocean’s message to humanity is now one of exas per a tion: “she
would say, ENOUGH!” 17 as she finds herself stuck amidst plastic
waste – the result of fossil fuel industry and over con sump tion. Plastic
pollu tion in the Pacific Ocean is the last straw for Karlo Mila as it
invades islands, stifling marine ecology, damaging coral reefs, and
pois oning schools of fish, trans forming land into an open- air
garbage dump. 18 The poet further signi fies the climate urgency
exper i enced in her region with the meta phor of the canary in the coal
mine, whose sacri fice enables humans to find a way out before being
asphyxi ated underground. 19 With this image asso ci ating Pacific
Islanders with tiny, caged, sacri fi cial birds, Mila contests the colo nial
and capit alist ideo logy under lying polit ical apathy with regards to
envir on mental actions. Indeed, Linda Tuhiwai Smith recalls how
Pasi fika were long denied their humanity because Hegelian theories
claimed that people who had no writing system had no History. 20

9

To contest fake scientific assump tions under lying and justi fying the
colo nial enter prise, Mila refers to the gene a logy of mankind from a
Tongan view point, as whakapapa (gene a logy, family history) is
inter woven with the vā (space time). The concept of vā which can be
found throughout the Pacific also has its own usage in Tonga. Karlo
Mila and Maui Hudson (Te Whakatohea, Nga Ruahine, and Te
Mahure hure) argue that, “As va is a cultur ally located concept, it
neces sit ates that this va is guided by prin ciples of balance,
reci pro city and respect – although all is possible in the va.” 21

Imagined as a “nego ti ated space,” 22 the vā is insep ar able from
whakapapa as time and space are conceived in their togeth er ness,

10
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not as separate entities: “My people have always known / that we are
all relat ives, / common ancestors, / the same star dust / in all of our
bones, / the rocks, the trees, the leaves.” 23 In Tongan history,
humans’ kinship with stars, plants, and minerals is asserted.

Tongan science is confirmed nowadays by contem porary western
science. As Titaua Porcher- Wiart (Māʿohi, French) notes in
“Imagining the Body in Pacific Fran co phone Liter ature” (2015), in
Pacific cultures, “the body, in the collective imagin a tion, is akin to a
particle of the cosmos […] [which] appears as curi ously akin to the
very recent discov eries of modern cosmology.” 24 Kinship is one of the
founding prin ciples of Pacific cultures. Refusing the western
dicho tomy between nature and culture propag ated by Enlight en ment
philo sophers, Pacific inhab it ants offer ethical approaches to the
climate crisis, high lighting bonds between humans, non- humans, and
more- than-humans despite their differ ences. In her poem, Karlo Mila
thus chal lenges the narrative of “progress” professed during
colon iz a tion, presenting instead Indi genous epistem o lo gies as
safe guarding humanity from global warming’s apoca lyptic damage
which risks dis- ASTER-ing humans and non- humans from their
inter plan etary origins and more- than-human particles.

11

Charting Systemic Abuse on
Nature and Cultures in
the Pacific
In the “Intro duc tion to Refig uring Disaster Temporalities” (2023),
Chris Pren tice (Pākehā) argues that “envir on mental disasters […] are
insep ar able from history and politics.” 25 Sea- level rise in the Pacific
results from global warming, itself the result of human activ ities
polluting the atmosphere. 26 Marsh’s poem stitches the slow viol ence
endured by Pacific Islanders, at having had their cultures, customs,
epistem o lo gies, and languages repressed and some times suppressed
by mission aries and colon ists, with the gradual drowning of Pacific
lands due to the Capita locene. In Slow Viol ence and the
Envir on ment alism of the Poor (2011), Rob Nixon explains that slow
viol ence is “a viol ence that occurs gradu ally and out of sight, a
viol ence of delayed destruc tion that is dispersed across time and

12
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space, an attri tional viol ence that is typic ally not viewed as viol ence
at all.” 27 The temporal perspective he takes is a useful tool to observe
chronic situ ations such as “domestic viol ence[,] posttrau matic stress
and, in partic ular, envir on mental calamities.” 28 In this context, Rob
Nixon’s theory of slow viol ence seems an appro priate frame work to
analyze Marsh’s poetic construc tion, as she asso ci ates the fight
against climate change with a fight for Indi genous peoples’ right to
dignity: “My grandad’s from Tuvalu and to be specific it’s plop bang in
the middle of the South Pacific […] / my ancestors were guided by
sky and sea trails and way before Columbus even hoisted his sails!” 29

In this passage, irony is used to measure the gap existing between
Europeans’ (lack of) know ledge regarding the Pacific and Pacific
Islanders’ modes of knowing the world.

In An Indi genous Ocean: Pacific Essays (2023), Damon Salesa argues
that, although one third of our planet is labeled under the name
“Pacific Ocean,” most world atlases and histories “marginalis[e],
minimis[e] or occlud[e] Oceania to the point of actu ally having to
funda ment ally misrep resent the Earth.” 30 Salesa explains how
(mental) images repres enting the Pacific as a big blue stain – as
though unin hab ited and releg ated to the back ground – have
scien tific ally and histor ic ally been fash ioned by two- dimensional
maps drawing the world in a Euro centric way. The imaginary frac ture
that these maps create on this region – as though an “East Pole” and a
“West Pole” existed each on one side of the earth in the Pacific 31 –
 seems to separate this part of the world from more important
centers of power. It also erases lands deemed too tiny to be
repres ented, and there fore erases peoples, cultures, languages, and
know ledge from the map, constructing the Pacific as a blue desert,
as a Mare Nullius. To oppose this western rewriting of Pacific history,
Marsh recalls in her poem how, for the last 40,000 years, navig a tional
skills and sky reading have enabled the different waves of migra tion
and settle ment across the Moana. 32 The poet disclaims the myth of
“discovery” (neo-)colon ists perpetuate to this day – a deco lo nial
theme also explored by Karlo Mila 33 – and high lights instead the
engin eering prowess of her ancestors.

13

When Marsh weaves her poem with symmet rical patterns – with
place- naming recalling how London exists both in the UK and
in Kiribati 34 – to offer empathy in lieu of colo nial history, Karlo Mila

14
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portrays the British capital as “epicentre of epitaph, / epitome
of empire 35” – not as the navel of the world, but as a memory site for
the dead of its former empire. Mila’s text asserts its trauma- telling
objective, treading in the foot steps of Truth and Recon cili ation
Commis sions set up in Australia under the name “Truth- Telling” (1991
ongoing) and in Aotearoa New Zealand (2018‐2024): “Truth be told, /
it is the fear of future / that we most have in common.” 36

Envir on mental trauma is insep ar able from the colo nial past. Mila
preserves the “us” versus “them” dialectics, opposing
Indi genous/colon ized people to the leaders of the Common wealth.
Her poem is overtly polit ical and addresses contro ver sial issues like
the content of history books, massacres, histor ical trauma, cultural
assim il a tion, language loss, plastic pollu tion, sinking islands, and the
fossil fuel industry.

Mila constructs her ethos as a spokes person voicing Pacific Islanders’
climate real ities: “I come to sing of sinking islands / in the South
Pacific, / on the blue continent / where I come from.” 37 Talking not
of sinking ship but of sinking land and nations drowning, the poet
calls the Pacific Ocean a continent per se, though made of seawater.
The meta phor of “the blue continent” can be read as a metonymy of
earth, itself often nick named “the blue planet.” From this perspective,
Pacific Islanders become the epitome of humanity, the focus point of
history, as they inhabit the widest territory in a 3D repres ent a tion of
the earth.

15

Subtly echoing the well- established defin i tion Epeli Hauʿofa (Tongan
and Fijian) crafted of this region as “a sea of islands” (1993), 38 Karlo
Mila’s “blue continent” encom passes a vast expanse of
inter con nected, multi cul tural, and multi lin gual lands, deeply
embedded in a common history of migra tion waves and commer cial
exchanges. She praises “the uncommon wealth / of multi- world-
views” 39 present in her region and in the Common wealth, to escape
from mono cul tural, homo genous, and hege monic narrat ives. Mila
sings the hetero gen eity and poly phony of her home- sea-land which
Damon Salesa describes in these terms: “[t]he Indi genous Ocean itself
is a vast compen dium of […] stories, a compen dium that reflects that
it is drawn from the Ocean of (More Than) a Thou sand Languages.” 40

Her poem is a wake- up call for northern nations to hear Pacific
Islanders and their own epistem o lo gies: “let us harness our collective

16
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wisdoms: / diverse, different and divergent.” 41 Ethnic, cultural,
linguistic, and bio- diversities are presented as viable altern at ives to a
certain “heli copter” climate change discourse 42 formu lated by
scient ists from the West and which could run the risk of uniform izing
the response humans can take in front of envir on mental disasters,
using climate change science as one more colon izing and
green washing rhet or ical device.

Tending to Climate Wounds with
Talanoa
Pacific Islanders are situ ated at the inter sec tion of inter per sonal,
histor ical, cultural, intergen er a tional, and envir on mental traumas. In
“Poem for the Common wealth, 2018,” Karlo Mila test i fies to the
insti tu tional abuse Indi genous chil dren endured at school: “Almost
completely silenced, / schooled out of us, / in lost languages / that
were beaten / out of the mouths of children.” 43 Resid en tial schools in
Canada, boarding schools forced upon the Stolen Gener a tions in
Australia, and insti tu tion al iz a tion in Aotearoa New Zealand were all
condemned by Truth and Recon cili ation Commis sions for having
verbally, emotion ally, phys ic ally, and often sexu ally abused
Indi genous chil dren taken away from their families and meaning- 
making social struc tures, with a view to accul turate them, censor
their languages and know ledge, force fully assim ilate them, and steal
their ances tral lands. Targeting isol ated chil dren via schooling and a
systemic separ a tion from their parents, families, and land have
enabled settler states to weaken Indi genous social, cultural, and
polit ical structures. 44 Yet, many Indi genous peoples have managed to
preserve their customs, languages, arts, epistem o lo gies, scientific
know ledge and tech niques despite numerous acts outlawing them.

17

Mila writes a eulogy of Indi geneity when she writes that, over the
centuries, they have devised “intergen er a tional medit a tions / on
what it means to be alive, / what it means to survive / in a certain
set of condi tions, / specific para meters of earth and sea and sky.” 45

Already living in a “post- Native Apoca lypse world” as Grace Dillon
(Anish in aabe) would argue, 46 Indi genous people are ready to live in a
dystopic climate narrative. Mila expresses her faith in Pacific
Islanders who, because they have survived so many upheavals

18
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following colon iz a tion, have the strength to face envir on mental
traumas. Her poem thus unex pec tedly ends on a hopeful note as she
plans to rebuild a better and safer world where envir on mental
injustice would have been solved, and equality would be the norm: “It
may be the end of the world as we know it / but let us not fear / the
remaking of another one.” 47 The Apoca lypse has already occurred in
Mila’s poem and Indi genous epistem o lo gies are its
revel a tion, especially whakapapa, kinship, solid arity and aroha
(“affec tion, sympathy, charity, compas sion, love, empathy” 48) which
have the power to heal communities, natural resources, ancestors,
and the land which they inhabit.

From this perspective, Earth itself becomes “a dream house / a great
place to raise a family,” 49 which includes the past, present, and
future, human beings, their ancestors, animals, plants, minerals, stars,
and deities. Recovery from ecolo gical dis- asters takes the symbolic
shape of a fale, a tradi tional communal Tongan house in Mila’s poem.
This image of an ecological fale echoes the “fonofale model” devised
by Fuimaono Karl Pulotu- Endemann (Sāmoan New Zeal ander) in 1984.
Repres enting health as a fonofale enables patients to symbol ic ally
situate their family as the found a tion stone of their well being, their
culture as the roof over their head, and the four pillars holding the
house as their (1) phys ical, (2) mental, and (3) spir itual health, as well
as (4) their gender iden tity, sexual orient a tion, age, social
status, etc. 50 The fonofale is also envi sioned as being surrounded by a
cocoon composed of the envir on ment, time passing and history, as
well as the context, which shows how porous and fluid the
bound aries are between the fale/house of health/one’s body and the
external world, including “natural” dis- asters.

19

Accounting for the impact of climatic events on one’s health, the
fonofale model seems partic u larly relevant to analyze Karlo Mila’s
protest poem. The optimism she shows at the end of her poem is not
the kind of happy ending readers expect to find in a YA climate
fiction. It stems from another source, cultural aware ness, which
acknow ledges that one’s well being as humans also depends on our
condi tions of life, climate cata strophes, social injustices, and
histor ical legacy. As such, envir on mental traumas affecting the Pacific
region can be tackled by its inhab it ants and the inter na tional
community, with collective stories offering support to witnesses

20
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while enti cing the community to act and recon struct meaning
amidst chaos.

The fact that Mila first published her text on “adda,” the
Common wealth Found a tion’s literary website whose aim is to
connect writers and readers, is signi ficant in this context. The poet
invested the digital space to deliver her poem/speech to reach a
vaster amount of readers across the world and have direct reac tions
from her audi ence. Timote Vaioleti (Tongan) explains the Tongan
etymo logy of talanoa: tala (“to inform, tell, relate and command, as
well as to ask or apply” 51) and noa (“of any kind, ordinary, nothing in
partic ular, purely imaginary or void” 52). Mila indeed invests the
21st‐century version of a storytelling prac tice known throughout the
Pacific as e‐talanoa. Lorna M. Probasco (Tongan Amer ican) suggests
that “E‐talanoas are not a replace ment for in‐person talanoas, but
rather, by adapting and util izing digital plat forms to share and
engage in talanoa, a world of learning for non- Pacific Islanders and
Pacific Islanders alike is opened, partic u larly for those in
the diaspora.” 53 By publishing her poem on the Common wealth
literary website which receives comments from readers, Mila
thus adapted talanoa to new tech no lo gies, enga ging in an elec tronic
version of “open, solution- oriented conversation” 54 to entice the web
community – notwith standing their ethni city and culture – to be the
builders of the ecological fale/civilization.

21

Marsh’s “Unity” (2016), “Post co lo nial Talk Back” (2018), 55 and
Mophead Tu (2021) 56 all together could also be inter preted as
instances and vari ations of talanoa. David and Kayt Robinson depict
this rhet or ical artform as “a tradi tional Pacific Island delib er a tion
process that goes round in circles; it does not follow a straight line,
aiming towards a final decision like many western processes. It
involves a lot of repetition.” 57 The fact that Marsh keeps coming back
to the compos i tion of “Unity” under various formats – a poem, a
press article, and a graphic novel – shows that this story continu ously
shape- shifts to adapt to its audi ence. Indeed, talanoa is often used to
solve conflicts, allowing space/vā for every view point to be
expressed, and accepting differences. 58 When deliv ering “Unity” at
West min ster Abbey, Marsh invited her spec tators, mostly composed
of politi cians, to parti cipate in an open discus sion on envir on mental
dis- asters, leading to further talks on means of actions and ways to

22
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protect the popu la tion and the land from sea- level rise and human- 
made pollution.

Her poem also inter rog ates the limits of politics in the fight against
global warming and her percep tion of time in which the future occurs
before the past can be confusing in a western, linear reading of time
passing: “What we leave behind, matters to those who go before we
face the future with our backs, sailing from shore to shore.” 59 From a
Pacific stand point, her refer ence to migra tion waves (i.e. “sailing”)
and to (is-)lands distanced from one another (i.e. “shore to shore”)
contribute to repres enting life as a journey, a sea voyage, instead of
“from womb to tomb.” Paola Della Valle also notes that “[t]he prin ciple
of walking back wards into the future is a basic axiom in Poly ne sian
thinking, as expressed in the Māori proverb Ka mua, ka muri: ‘looking
back in order to move forward’.” 60 This transpa cific insight
envi sioning time as circular and vast ocean space as inter con nected
chal lenges western notions of progress and of an apoca lyptic ending,
as it entices humans to act and change course in front of
envir on mental trauma.

23

Talanoa there fore empowers Marsh with decol on izing people’s
mind sets, whether chil dren and young adults with her graphic novel,
adults with the press article, and every age group with her poem,
with a view to preserving islands from being submerged. Her
response to colo nial thinking is poetic, meta l it erary, and non- 
fictional, weaving her counter- story into different formats to voice
her concerns for her people and their lands while being heard from
various stand points and plat forms – at home, at schools, in polit ical
commit tees, and on the internet, as her poem, perform ance, and
article are freely access ible online – opening the conver sa tion on
“post”- colonialism and its consequences for Indi genous people in a
time of “natural” dis- asters to a wider audience.

24

Conclusion
Climate change poetry from Aotearoa New Zealand, based on
transpa cific view points emphas izing kinship with non- humans and
more- than-humans, could be described as the cultural produc tion of
tangata o te moana nui a Kiwa. Karlo Mila and Selina Tusitala Marsh
use ecopo etry as a polit ical stage to convey several forms of

25



A Transpacific Approach to Environmental Dis-Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopoetry

BIBLIOGRAPHIE

Primary Sources

Archives

MINISTRY FOR THE ENVIRONMENT & STATS NZ, “New Zealand’s Environmental
Reporting Series: Environment Aotearoa 2022,” 2022,

https://environment.govt.nz/publications/environment-aotearoa-2022/ [accessed
on 12/09/2024].

STATS NZ/TATAURANGA AOTEAROA, “Extinction Threat to Indigenous Marine
Species – Published December 2021,” 14 December 2021, https://www.stats.govt.nz/i
ndicators/extinction-threat-to-indigenous-marine-species [accessed on
20/09/2024].

UNITED NATIONS DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME (UNDP), “For Asia-Pacific, Climate
Change Poses an ‘Existential Threat’ of Extreme Weather, Worsening Poverty and
Risks to Public Health, Says UNDP Report,” 7 December 2023, https://www.undp.or
g/asia-pacific/news/asia-pacific-climate-change-poses-existential-threat-extreme
-weather-worsening-poverty-and-risks-public-health-says-undp-report [accessed
on 20/09/2024].

Press

MARSH Selina Tusitala, “Postcolonial Talk Back: Seeing London in the South Seas,”
The Guardian, 24 February 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/feb/2‐

envir on mental trauma that could be left unsaid and unheard
other wise. In this article, I could create a conver sa tion between
western ecocriti cism as repres ented by dis- aster studies influ enced
by Maurice Blan chot’s philo sophy, Rob Nixon’s theory of slow
viol ence, and Wendy Arons’s under standing of the Capita locene; and
Pacific epistem o lo gies which are useful tools to redress power
imbal ance and resolve conflicts resulting from colon iz a tion. The vā,
whakapapa, talanoa, aroha, the “fonofale health model,” and “the sea
of islands” are Indi genous meth od o lo gies from the Pacific which can
prove valu able to under stand the apoca lyptic impact of climate
change on Pacific lands, peoples, and customs, talk about it, and act
accord ingly to preserve biod iversity and cultural differences.

https://environment.govt.nz/publications/environment-aotearoa-2022/
https://www.stats.govt.nz/indicators/extinction-threat-to-indigenous-marine-species
https://www.undp.org/asia-pacific/news/asia-pacific-climate-change-poses-existential-threat-extreme-weather-worsening-poverty-and-risks-public-health-says-undp-report
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/feb/24/post-colonial-talk-back-seeing-london-in-the-south-seas


A Transpacific Approach to Environmental Dis-Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopoetry

4/post-colonial-talk-back-seeing-london-in-the-south-seas [accessed on
25/02/2018].

McCLURE Tess and CORLETT Eva, “Climate Study Linking Early Māori Fires to
Antarctic Changes Sparks Controversy,” The Guardian, 14 October 2021, https://ww
w.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/14/climate-study-linking-early-maori-fires-to
-antarctic-changes-sparks-controversy [accessed on 15/10/2021]

Websites

AKA, TE/MAORI DICTIONARY, https://www.maoridictionary.co.nz/ [accessed on
15/10/2024].

Bible, King James Version, Matthew 5�13, https://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/k/kjv/kjv-id
x?type=citation&book=Matthew&chapno=5&startverse=13&endverse=20 [accessed
on 30/09/2024].

MANA SERVICES, “The Fonofale Model of Health,” https://manaservices.nz/the-fon
ofale-model-of-health/ [accessed on 20/09/2024].

PROBASCO Lorna M., “Shaping Pacific Islander Identities in the Diaspora: Using E-
Talanoa to Strengthen Transnational Ties,” Master’s Projects and Capstones, 1749,
San Francisco, The University of San Francisco, Spring 2024, https://repository.usfc
a.edu/capstone/1749 [accessed on 20/09/2024].

Works Cited

ADAMSON Joni and MONANI Salma, “Introduction: Cosmovisions, Ecocriticism, and
Indigenous Studies,” in ADAMSON Joni and MONANI Salma (eds.), Ecocriticism and
Indigenous Studies, Abingdon, Routledge, 2016, pp. 1‐20.

ARONS Wendy, “We Should Be Talking about the Capitalocene,” TDR: The Drama
Review, Cambridge University Press, vol. 67, No. 1, 2023, pp. 35‐40, DOI: https://doi.o
rg/10.1017/S1054204322000697.

BLANCHOT Maurice, L’écriture du désastre, Paris, Gallimard, 2008 [1980].

DELLA VALLE Paola, “A Call to Arms for the Earth. Environmental Poetry in Aotearoa
New Zealand and the Pacific Islands: The Case of the Anthology No Other Place to
Stand,” Altre Modernità, No. 31, Testi in movimento tra Europa e Americhe, 2024,
pp. 21‐38, DOI: https://doi.org/10.54103/2035-7680/23065.

DILLON Grace (ed.), Walking the Clouds: An Anthology of Indigenous Science Fiction,
Tucson, The University of Arizona Press, 2012.

HAUʿOFA Epeli, “Our Sea of Islands,” The Contemporary Pacific, vol. 6, No. 1,
Spring 1994, pp. 148‐161.

MARSH Selina Tusitala, “Unity”, in HAMEL Jordan, HAWKES Rebecca, KENNEDY Erik,
and RANAPIRI Essa (eds.), No Other Place to Stand, Auckland, Auckland University
Press, 2022 [2016], pp. 80‐81.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/feb/24/post-colonial-talk-back-seeing-london-in-the-south-seas
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/14/climate-study-linking-early-maori-fires-to-antarctic-changes-sparks-controversy
https://www.maoridictionary.co.nz/
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/k/kjv/kjv-idx?type=citation&book=Matthew&chapno=5&startverse=13&endverse=20
https://manaservices.nz/the-fonofale-model-of-health/
https://repository.usfca.edu/capstone/1749
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1054204322000697
https://doi.org/10.54103/2035-7680/23065


A Transpacific Approach to Environmental Dis-Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopoetry

MARSH Selina Tusitala, Mophead Tu: The Queen’s Poem, Auckland, Auckland
University Press, 2020.

MILA Karlo, “For the Commonwealth, 2018,” in HAMEL Jordan, HAWKES Rebecca,
KENNEDY Erik and RANAPIRI Essa (eds.), No Other Place to Stand, Auckland,
Auckland University Press, 2022 [2018], pp. 90‐96.

MILA-SCHAAF Karlo and HUDSON Maui, “The Interface Between Cultural
Understandings: Negotiating New Spaces for Pacific Mental Health,” Pacific Health
Dialog, vol. 15, No. 1, 2009, pp. 113‐119, online: https://www.pacifichealthdialog.org.f
j/index_option_com_content_view_article_id_80.html [accessed 06/02/2026].

MORAD Munir and JAY Mairi, “Kaitiakitanga: Protecting New Zealand’s Native
Biodiversity,” Biologist, vol. 47, No. 4, 2000, pp. 197‐201.

NEWMAN Janet Elizabeth, Imagining Ecologies: Traditions of Ecopoetry in Aotearoa
New Zealand, PhD Thesis in English Studies, Massey University of Palmerston North,
2019.

NIXON Rob, Slow Violence and Environmentalism of the Poor, Cambridge (Ma.),
Harvard University Press, 2011.

PORCHER-WIART Titaua, “Imagining the Body in Pacific Francophone Literature,”
The Contemporary Pacific, vol. 27, No. 2, 2015, pp. 405‐430.

PRATT Mary-Louise, “Language and the Afterlives of Empire,” PMLA, vol. 130, No. 2,
2015, pp. 348‐357, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2015.130.2.348 [restricted
access, accessed 06/02/2026].

PRENTICE Chris, “Introduction to Refiguring Disaster Temporalities. Creative
Interventions in(to) Disastrous Times,” Sites: A Journal of Social Anthropology and
Cultural Studies, vol. 19, No. 2, 2023, pp. 33‐48, DOI: https://doi.org/10.11157/sites-id
525.

ROBINSON David and ROBINSON Kayt, “‘Pacific Ways’ of Talk: Hui and Talanoa,” NZ
Trade Consortium Working Paper, No. 36, 2005.

SALESA Damon, An Indigenous Ocean: Pacific Essays, Wellington, Bridget Williams
Books, 2023.

SALESA Damon, Island Time: New Zealand’s Pacific Futures, Wellington, Bridget
Williams Books, 2017.

SMITH Linda Tuhiwai, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples,
London, Zed Books, 2012 [1999].

VAIOLETI Timote, “Talanoa Research Methodology: A Developing Position on Pacific
Research,” Waikato Journal of Education, vol. 12, 2006, pp. 21‐34, DOI: https://doi.or
g/10.15663/wje.v12i1.296.

WENDT Albert, “Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body,” Span, vol. 42‐43, 1996, pp. 15‐29.

https://www.pacifichealthdialog.org.fj/index_option_com_content_view_article_id_80.html
https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2015.130.2.348
https://doi.org/10.11157/sites-id525
https://doi.org/10.15663/wje.v12i1.296


A Transpacific Approach to Environmental Dis-Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopoetry

NOTES

1  Maurice Blanchot, L’écriture du désastre, Paris, Galli mard, 2008 [1980],
p. 9� “a disaster means being separ ated from the star [dislodged from the
aster]” (my own translation).

2  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decol on izing Meth od o lo gies: Research and
Indi genous Peoples, London, Zed Books, 2012 [1999], p. 30.

3  Damon Salesa, Island Time: New Zealand’s Pacific Futures, Wellington,
Bridget Williams Books, 2017, p. 9.

4  United Nations Devel op ment Programme (UNDP), “For Asia- Pacific,
Climate Change Poses an ‘Exist en tial Threat’ of Extreme Weather,
Worsening Poverty and Risks to Public Health, Says UNDP Report,”
7 December 2023, https://www.undp.org/asia- pacific/news/asia- pacific-cl
imate-change-poses-existential-threat-extreme-weather-worsening-pover
ty-and-risks-public-health-says-undp-report [accessed 20/09/2024].

5  Ministry for the Envir on ment, 1997� 10.6, quoted in Munir Morad and
Mairi Jay, “Kaitiakit anga: Protecting New Zealand’s Native Biodiversity,”
Biologist, vol. 47, No. 4, 2000, p. 198.

6  Ministry for the Envir on ment & Stats NZ, “New Zealand’s Envir on mental
Reporting Series.”

7  Janet Eliza beth Newman, Imagining Ecolo gies: Tradi tions of Ecopo etry in
Aotearoa New Zealand, PhD Thesis in English Studies, Massey Univer sity of
Palmer ston North, 2019, p. 55.

8  Joni Adamson and Salma Monani, “Intro duc tion: Cosmo vi sions,
Ecocriti cism, and Indi genous Studies,” in Joni Adamson and Salma
Monani (eds.), Ecocriti cism and Indi genous Studies, Abingdon, Rout ledge,
2016, p. 3.

9  Albert Wendt, “Tatauing the Post- Colonial Body,” Span, vol. 42‐43, 1996,
pp. 15‐29.

10  Ibid.

11  Selina Tusitala Marsh, “Unity,” in Jordan Hamel, Rebecca Hawkes, Erik
Kennedy, and Essa Rana piri (eds.), No Other Place to Stand, Auck land,
Auck land Univer sity Press, 2022 [2016], pp. 80‐81, ll. 23‐24 and 40‐41, italics
in the original.

https://www.undp.org/asia-pacific/news/asia-pacific-climate-change-poses-existential-threat-extreme-weather-worsening-poverty-and-risks-public-health-says-undp-report


A Transpacific Approach to Environmental Dis-Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopoetry

12  Wendy Arons, “We Should Be Talking about the Capitalocene,” TDR: The
Drama Review, Cambridge Univer sity Press, vol. 67, No. 1, 2023, p. 36.

13  Albert Wendt, “Tatauing.”

14  Selina Tusitala Marsh, “Unity,” ll. 7 and 22.

15  Bible, King James Version, Matthew 5�13.

16  Selina Tusi tala Marsh, “Unity,” ll. 9‐10.

17  Karlo Mila, “For the Common wealth, 2018,” in Jordan Hamel, Rebecca
Hawkes, Erik Kennedy, and Essa Rana piri (eds.), No Other Place to Stand,
Auck land, Auck land Univer sity Press, 2022 [2018], p. 92, ll. 85‐86, emphasis
in the original.

18  Stats NZ/Tataur anga Aotearoa, “Extinc tion Threat to Indi genous Marine
Species – Published December 2021,” 14 December 2021.

19  Karlo Mila, “For the Common wealth,” ll. 91‐93.

20  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing, pp. 71‐72.

21  Karlo Mila- Schaaf and Maui Hudson, “The Inter face Between Cultural
Under stand ings: Nego ti ating New Spaces for Pacific Mental Health,” Pacific
Health Dialog, vol. 15, No. 1, 2009, p. 116.

22  Ibid., p. 116.

23  Karlo Mila, “For the Common wealth,” l. 136‐141.

24  Titaua Porcher- Wiart, “Imagining the Body in Pacific
Fran co phone Literature,” The Contem porary Pacific, vol. 27, No. 2, 2015,
p. 406.

25  Chris Pren tice, “Intro duc tion to Refig uring Disaster Tempor al ities.
Creative Inter ven tions in(to) Disastrous Times,” Sites: A Journal of Social
Anthro po logy and Cultural Studies, vol. 19, No. 2, 2023, p. 33.

26  Ministry for the Envir on ment & Stats NZ, “Envir on ment Aotearoa 2022.”

27  Rob Nixon, Slow Viol ence and Envir on ment alism of the Poor, Cambridge
(Ma.), Harvard Univer sity Press, 2011, p. 2.

28  Ibid., p. 3.

29  Selina Tusi tala Marsh, “Unity,” ll. 17‐19.

30  Damon Salesa, An Indi genous Ocean: Pacific Essays, Wellington, Bridget
Williams Books, 2023, p. 52.



A Transpacific Approach to Environmental Dis-Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopoetry

31  I here quote my daughter, who, when she was seven, visited her
fath er land, Aotearoa New Zealand, for the first time. While looking at the
plane’s trajectory on the map of her screen, from France to Aotearoa,
crossing the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, she declared that she would be the
first human being to explore the “East Pole” and the “West Pole” when
an adult.

32  Damon Salesa, Indi genous Ocean, p. 53.

33  Karlo Mila, “Common wealth,” ll. 31‐33.

34  Selina Tusi tala Marsh, “Unity,” ll. 2‐3.

35  Karlo Mila, “Common wealth,” ll. 21‐22.

36  Ibid., ll. 60‐62.

37  Ibid., ll. 65‐68.

38  Epeli Hauʿofa, “Our Sea of Islands,” The Contem porary Pacific, vol. 6,
No. 1, Spring 1994, pp. 148‐161.

39  Karlo Mila, “Common wealth,” ll. 105‐106.

40  Damon Salesa, Indi genous Ocean, p. 3.

41  Karlo Mila, “Common wealth,” ll. 180‐181.

42  “Heli copter science” is the name given to scientific studies that are
discon nected from the people, the land, the cultures, and languages of the
area studied, as though science was universal, neutral, and detached from
human, gender, and cultural factors (Tess McClure and Eva Corlett, “Climate
Study Linking Early Māori Fires to Antarctic Changes Sparks Controversy,”
The Guardian, 14 October 2021).

43  Karlo Mila, “Common wealth,” ll. 106‐111.

44  Mary- Louise Pratt, “Language and the After lives of Empire,” PMLA,
vol. 130, No. 2, 2015, pp. 348‐357.

45  Karlo Mila, “Common wealth,” ll. 116‐120.

46  Grace Dillon (ed.), Walking the Clouds: An Antho logy of Indi genous
Science Fiction, Tucson, The Univer sity of Arizona Press, 2012, p. 10.

47  Karlo Mila, “Common wealth,” ll. 174‐176.

48  Aka, Te/Māori Dictionary.

49  Karlo Mila, “Common wealth,” ll. 186‐187.

50  Mana Services, “The Fonofale Model of Health.”



A Transpacific Approach to Environmental Dis-Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopoetry

51  Timote Vaioleti, “Talanoa Research Meth od o logy: A Devel oping Posi tion
on Pacific Research,” Waikato Journal of Education, vol. 12, 2006, p. 23.

52  Timote Vaioleti, “Talanoa,” p. 23.

53  Lorna M. Probasco, “Shaping Pacific Islander Iden tities in the Diaspora:
Using E- Talanoa to Strengthen Transna tional Ties,” Master’s Projects and
Capstones, 1749, San Fran cisco, The Univer sity of San Fran cisco,
Spring 2024, p. 7.

54  Lorna M. Probasco, “Shaping.” p. 5.

55  Selina Tusitala Marsh, “Post co lo nial Talk Back: Seeing London in the
South Seas,” The Guardian, 24 February 2018.

56  Id., Mophead Tu: The Queen’s Poem, Auck land, Auck land Univer sity
Press, 2020.

57  David Robinson and Kayt Robinson, “‘Pacific Ways’ of Talk: Hui
and Talanoa,” NZ Trade Consor tium Working Paper, No. 36, Wellington, New
Zealand Insti tute of Economic Research (NZIER), July 2005, p. 14.

58  Ibid., p. 15.

59  Selina Tusi tala Marsh, “Unity,” l. 20.

60  Paola Della Valle, “A Call to Arms for the Earth. Envir on mental Poetry in
Aotearoa New Zealand and the Pacific Islands: The Case of the Anthology No
Other Place to Stand”, Altre Modernità, No. 31, Testi in movi mento tra Europa
e Americhe, 2024, p. 31.

RÉSUMÉS

English
Though formu lated from the margins as its author is tauiwi (a foreigner) in
Aotearoa New Zealand, this article exam ines how Indi genous
epistem o lo gies based on the concept of reci pro city, such as the vā (the
space between), talanoa (conver sa tion), and aroha (kind ness, empathy, love),
chal lenge unequal human/non- human rela tion ships set up by settlers in
Oceania. It espe cially focuses on two poems from Aotearoa New Zealand
which eval uate the colo nial legacy on Indi genous cultures and endemic
ecosys tems in the Pacific: “Unity” by Selina Tusitala Marsh (Sāmoan,
Tuvaluan, English, Scot tish, and French New Zeal ander) and “Poem for the
Common wealth, 2018” by Karlo Mila (Tongan, Palagi, and Samoan New
Zeal ander). These poems give shape to a space time which is respectful of
Pacific epistem o lo gies enabling poets to testify to alarming
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human/colonial- made envir on mental issues, such as sea level rise, marine
pollu tion, and the extinc tion of endangered species. Posi tioning them selves
as witnesses, actors, and guard ians of stories, the poets of the corpus
parti cipate in the decol on iz a tion of the land, the English language, and
Pacific literatures.

Français
Bien que formulé depuis la marge puisque son autrice est tauiwi (une
étran gère) en Aotearoa Nouvelle- Zélande, cet article examine comment des
épis té mo lo gies autoch tones fondées sur le concept de la réci pro cité, tels le
vā (l’espace entre, l’entre- deux), talanoa (conversation), kaitiakitanga (la
protec tion des ressources natu relles), et aroha (gentillesse, empa thie,
amour), défient les rela tions inégales entre humains et non- humains
instal lées par les pion niers en Océanie. Il se concentre essen tiel le ment sur
deux poèmes d’Aotearoa Nouvelle- Zélande qui évaluent l’héri tage colo nial
sur les cultures autoch tones ainsi que sur les écosys tèmes endé miques dans
le Paci fique : « Unity » de Selina Tusi tala Marsh (Néo- Zélandaise d’origine
samoenne, tuva luenne, anglaise, écos saise et fran çaise) et « Poem for the
Common wealth, 2018 » de Karlo Mila (Néo- Zélandaise origi naire de Tonga,
euro péenne, et samoane). Ces poèmes donnent forme à un espace- temps
respec tueux des épis té mo lo gies du Paci fique qui permettent aux poètes de
témoi gner de problèmes envi ron ne men taux résul tant de l’acti vité humaine
et de l’ère colo niale, tels que la montée des eaux, la pollu tion mari time, et
l’extinc tion des espèces en voie de dispa ri tion. Se posi tion nant comme
témoins, acteurs, et gardiens d’histoires, les poètes de ce corpus parti cipent
à la déco lo ni sa tion de la terre, de la langue anglaise, et des litté ra tures
du Pacifique.

Español
Aunque formu lado desde el margen ya que su autora es tauiwi (una
extran jera) en Aotearoa Nueva Zelanda, este artículo examina cómo
epis te mo lo gías autóc tonas fundadas en el concepto de la reci pro cidad tales
como el vā (el espacio entre, el entre dos), talanoa (conversación),
kaitiakitanga (la protec ción de los recursos natu rales), y aroha (amabi lidad,
empatía, amor), desa fían las rela ciones desiguales entre humanos y no- 
humanos insta lados por los pioneros/colo ni za dores en Oceanía. Se
concentra esen cial mente sobre dos poemas de Aotearoa Nueva Zelanda que
evalúan la herencia colo nial sobre las culturas autóc tonas, así como sobre
los ecosis temas endé micos en el Pací fico: «Unity» de Selina Tusi tala Marsh
(neoze lan desa de origen samoana, tuva luana, inglesa, esco cesa et fran cesa)
y «Poem for the Common wealth, 2018» de Karlo Mila (neoze lan desa
origi naria de Tonga, europea, et samoana). Estos poemas dan forma a un
espacio- tiempos respe tuoso de las epis te mo lo gías del Paci fico que
permiten a los poetas testi mo niar de problemas medioam bien tales
provo cados por la acti vidad humana y la era colo nial, tales como el
creci miento de las aguas, la conta mi na ción marí tima, y la extin ción de las
espe cies en vía de desapa ri ción. Se posi cionan como testigos, actores, y
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guar dianes de histo rias, los poetas de este corpus parti cipan de la
desco lo ni za ción de la tierra, de la lengua inglesa, y de las lite ra turas
del Pacífico.
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