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This thesis reconceptualises islands beyond their common definition of ‘land enclosed 

by water’ to view them instead as objects extending into mainland spaces. As a 

geographical category, the island has a long history of being used as a metaphor for 

describing a variety of enclosed spaces, often with little reference to real island lives. In 

seeking to avoid this tendency, I speak of islands, not as metaphors per se, but rather, as 

material and affective spaces forming part of a broad continuum of coastal places. This 

relational view strikes a balance between articulating the particularity of islands and 

their connection to other islands, mainlands, and connecting technologies. In order to 

maintain this tension, I situate the thesis in an emerging form of philosophical realism 

known as Object-Oriented Ontology. This object-oriented approach suggests that islands 

must be treated as being irreducible to their component parts as well as to their effects 

on human worlds. Unlike former realisms which presumed that human knowledge could 

be made to correlate directly with the world, Object-Oriented Ontology rejects this 

notion, suggesting that objects, such as islands, cannot be known, yet their effects can 

be traced obliquely. While the methodological implications of this at first appear 

difficult to reconcile, I suggest that a reengagement with aesthetic theories of 

knowledge, such as those found within poetry or the fine arts, offer a less totalising way 

of seeing islands, as well as opening up new avenues for exploring ‘the island effect’ 

within mainland spaces. I demonstrate this with a discussion of the islandness of 

Auckland’s Waitākere Ranges, which despite not being enclosed by water, nevertheless 

function as a ‘real island’.  
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— Introduction — 

This thesis reconceptualises islands beyond their common definition of ‘land enclosed 

by water’ to view them instead as objects extending into mainland spaces. As a 

geographical category, the island has a long history of being used as a metaphor for 

describing a variety of enclosed spaces, often with little reference to real island lives. In 

seeking to avoid this tendency, I speak of islands, not as metaphors per se, but rather, as 

material and affective spaces forming part of a broad continuum of coastal places. This 

relational view strikes a balance between articulating the particularity of islands and 

their connection to other islands, mainlands, and connecting technologies. In order to 

maintain this tension, I situate the thesis in an emerging form of philosophical realism 

known as Object-Oriented Ontology. This object-oriented approach suggests that islands 

must be treated as being irreducible to their component parts as well as to their effects 

on human worlds. Unlike former realisms which presumed that human knowledge could 

be made to correlate directly with the world, Object-Oriented Ontology rejects this 

notion, suggesting that objects, such as islands, cannot be known, yet their effects can 

be traced obliquely. While the methodological implications of this at first appear 

difficult to reconcile, I suggest that a reengagement with aesthetic theories of 

knowledge, such as those found within poetry or the fine arts, offer a less totalising way 

of seeing islands, as well as opening up new avenues for exploring ‘the island effect’ 

within mainland spaces. I demonstrate this with a discussion of the islandness of 

Auckland’s Waitākere Ranges, which despite not being enclosed by water, nevertheless 

function as a ‘real island’.  
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— Island Metaphysics — 

i) The island paradox: 

Islands both invite and resist interpretation. On the surface, they appear as an 

easily graspable space. The contrast between land and water creates a sense of 

boundedness, while the vastness of the sea evokes notions of deep time and eternal 

horizons. The fluidity and corrosive power of the ocean precludes extended habitation, 

positioning islands as the essence of finitude and homeliness. This assists in 

extrapolating the extended history of human attempts to control and manage island 

geographies. It also accounts as to why islands and archipelagos have often been 

considered natural laboratories, from Charles Darwin’s (1859) Galapagos, and Margaret 

Mead’s Samoa (1928), to ongoing ecological experiments on New Zealand’s small 

islands (Bassett et al. 2016). In biogeographical terms, islands are understood as engines 

of evolution, bringing species into being and snuffing them out at rates unmatched by 

their continental equivalents (Carlquist 1974). Similarly within cultural domains, islands 

are frequently managed as sites for the materialisation of utopian desires. Indeed, in the 

500 years since Thomas More’s (1516/1985) Utopia, the mythos of islands as objects 

for projecting idealisms of alternative worlds continues to exert a powerful influence on 

the popular imagination, with films and television shows such as Cast Away (2000), 

Pirates of the Caribbean (2003-2017), Kong: Skull Island (2017), Lost (2004-2010), and 

Survivor (1997-present) all exploiting island imaginaries to lucrative effect. More 

directly, islands occupy a vital place in New Zealand’s national psyche, with musicians 

and artist practitioners regularly mining them to explore linkages between geography 

and the self (Pound 2009, Baldacchino 2011, O’Brien 2016). Yet for each representation 
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of the island as a bounded singularity, or microcosm of the world, there are equal 

numbers stressing their porosity, fragility and archipelagic connectivity. This should not 

be read as a contradiction, but rather, as an expression of the Janus-faced nature of 

islands which are able to hold their paradoxical identities in tension. Moreover, it is this 

dialectic of enclosure and exposure that is their most defining feature, arguably even 

more so than their relationship to water (Rankin 2016). Therefore, despite visual claims 

to legibility, islands remain a slippery subject to research – loaded with tensions and 

prone to over-simplification.  

Nevertheless, islands have been instrumental in shaping theory across a diverse 

range of discourses within disciplines, including environmental management 

(Deschenes and Chertow 2004), ecology (Diamond 1984), ethnography (Ronström 

2012), governance studies (Baldacchino 2006), anthropology (Baldacchino 2004), 

evolutionary biology (Carlquist 1974), and many others. Within human geography, 

islands have supported numerous fundamental research concerns, such as territory, 

nation, core/periphery, border, space and place (Mountz 2015). Further, it has been 

suggested that the metaphor of the island is so implicit in the geographical imagination, 

that Western culture does not so much as think about islands, as it thinks with them 

(Gillis 2004, Hay 2006). Seminal narratives like The Odyssey or Gulliver’s Travels are 

emblematic of a well-worn pattern of storytelling that weaves islands and the sea 

together so that each landfall signifies the progress of history and the formation of 

identity (Edmond and Smith 2003). This trope cuts across both canonical and popular 

literatures, so that whether one is reading the work of Plato, Zakariya Al-Qazwini, 

William Shakespeare, Daniel Defoe, Robert Louis Stevenson, Jules Verne, Aldous 

Huxley, or any number of the many crime, romance, and fantasy genre fictions – islands 

loom large in the background (Crane and Fletcher 2016). In addition to literary works, 
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islands are also regularly evoked within popular and traditional song, in expressing 

collective desires for ‘roots and routes’ (Baldacchino 2010). Regardless of the medium 

then, it is clear that islands have played, and continue to play, a pivotal role in shaping 

shared systems of meaning and the collective geographical imagination, structuring not 

only how spaces are understood, but how they are inhabited.  

Given the seemingly endless references to islands in popular culture and 

academic thought, when approaching islands conceptually there is a perennial danger of 

collapsing the vast diversity of island geographies and histories into an essentialised 

vision of a singular ‘repeating island’ (Benítez-Rojo 1996). Overcoming this tendency 

demands a critically examined and clearly defined ontology which looks to the island as 

‘a figure for figuration itself’ (Edmond and Smith 2003, p. 5). This does not mean 

treating the numerous island resonances as mere subjective clutter obscuring an 

otherwise objective island hidden beneath. Nor does it signal a return to a hard-nosed 

materialism which agonistically borders off the imagination from geography and polices 

the space in between. Rather, it stresses the importance of ‘minding the gap’ between 

the material and discursive qualities of islands, lest they become indistinguishable from 

one another. In other words, an approach is needed that looks to the intersection of 

materiality and imagination in order to establish linkages between islands, while at the 

same time remaining alert to each island’s geographical specificity. Such an ‘islo-

centric’ approach demands that the island be repositioned as the focus, rather than locus 

of inquiry (Ronström 2012). This is not to limit the scope of research to the physicality 

of an island, rather, on the contrary, it is a call to adopt an ‘archipelagraphic’ 

methodology that spatialises the material and immaterial qualities of islands beyond 

their physical and temporal borders. 

ii) Island Studies: 
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Spearheading this turn toward the island/archipelago is a growing 

interdisciplinary project known as Island Studies, which is unified around the goal of 

studying islands ‘on their own terms’ (McCall 1994, p. 1). Island studies marks a 

departure from continental perspectives which have depicted islands as pin-points of dry 

land on the margins of colonial maps. Instead, drawing upon post/neo-colonial theories, 

island studies challenges these partial and oppressive interpretations, whilst advocating 

for the advancement of island-based/centred knowledge (Baldacchino 2006). Epeli 

Hau’ofa’s (1994, p. 152) work has been instrumental in this respect, highlighting the 

vast political and ethical divide that lies between speaking of ‘islands in a far sea’ as 

opposed to ‘a sea of islands’. The former presents island geographies and cultures as 

small, static, peripheral and unusual, while the latter seeks to understand them in the 

totality of their relationships. The importance of this distinction cannot be overstated, 

especially when considering the dialectical interplay between society and space, which 

forms the frame through which ways of knowing, imagining, inhabiting and arranging 

places are made possible (Soja 1989). More often than not, owing to the hegemony of 

continental perspectives, these framings have had detrimental effects on islands and 

islanders alike, opening the way for the violent expropriation of their territories, cultures 

and ecosystems (Shipway 2017). In this regard, much of the work performed under the 

banner of island studies has been concerned with debunking the most pernicious myths 

on the nature of islands in order to allow for a creative reimagining of what kind of 

places they might be if disentangled from constraining interpretations.  

One such framing which has had a particularly diminishing effect on island lives, 

is the conflation of islands with property. More than any other landform, islands have 

been subject to almost complete human domination due to their depiction as natural real 

estate (Baldacchino 2012). The marketing of New Zealand succinctly illustrates this 
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point, where during the early stages of European colonisation, the archipelago was 

strategically promoted to the disenfranchised workers of England as ‘a pasture in which 

the best elements of British society might grow into an ideal nation’ (Mitchell 1994, p. 

21). Eldred-Grigg (1980) notes that despite the egalitarian ideals expressed by many of 

the prospective migrants, upon arrival they quickly set to re-establishing the old class 

divisions of Britain, mimicking the values and practices of the elite in order to assume 

the mantle of the new ‘southern gentry’. This is not surprising when considering the 

ways in which ideas around property have tended to intersect with notions of 

individualism and exclusivity, which are themselves knotted together through the 

underlying logic of capitalism. In the colonisation of the Pacific and Caribbean Islands, 

this nexus meant that the realisation of a desert-island ideal presupposed the negation of 

the proprietary claims of existing island inhabitants. As a result, when colonists 

encountered already populated islands, more often than not, those island communities 

were treated first as trespassers, and then as slaves (Baldacchino 2012).  

A fountainhead of this myth of the empty isle as a site for reconstituting the ideal 

society can be traced back to Daniel Dafoe’s (1719) Robinson Crusoe. Defoe’s 

articulation of the colonial Zeitgeist reinforced myths of the Pacific and Caribbean that 

persist today. DeLoughrey (2007, p. 13) notes that initial demand for the book was so 

great that six reprints were required in the first year of publication alone. This early 

signal of enthusiasm for island narratives  was quickly realised in the form of an 

explosive literary frenzy that spawned over five hundred variations on the desert-island 

theme, eventually becoming an entire genre of its own known today as the Robinsonade 

(DeLoughrey 2007). Caribbean playwright Derek Walcott (1986, p. 92) describes 

Robinson Crusoe as ‘our first story, our profane Genesis’, which is a claim that rings 

true for Māori and Pākehā alike, as it was among the first texts to be translated into te 
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reo Māori along with the Bible, (DeLoughrey 2007, p. 12). Within the narrative, Crusoe 

is presented as the personification of European imperialism’s desire for territory, 

surveying the island ‘with a secret kind of pleasure to think that this was all my own, 

that I was king and lord of all this country’ (Defoe, 1719, p. 102). For Defoe and his 

readers, the island is not imagined as a tabula rasa, but, rather, as a site for the 

reconstitution of bourgeois life, where the salvaged contents of the ship are reassembled 

to furnish a private universe mirroring the social and political order of Britain (Deleuze 

2004). Crucially, the story departs from the Edenic narrative by pairing Robinson not 

with an Eve, but a docile indigene who is faithful in his subservience and all too happy 

to be a slave. According to Deleuze (2004), Defoe inscribes the island as a space where 

the failures of puritanism are addressed through Crusoe’s self-reliance, which 

illuminates the subtext of the political, cultural, sociological and technological fissures 

that were emerging throughout Europe at the time. By conflating islands with property 

and the recreation of society, as these Robinsonades did so effectively, the logic of 

territorial and cultural dominance could be justified all the more convincingly to the 

minds of the colonisers and colonised alike, smoothing the way for the expansion of 

European hegemony over the islands. 

This link between islands and property continues to find its expression in the 

present, whether in the marketing of private islands to the super-rich through real estate 

agencies such as Vladi Private Islands, or in the production of synthetic archipelagos 

like ‘The World’ in Dubai, ‘Eden’ in the Seychelles, or the ‘Zhazar Islands’ in 

Azerbaijan. Such designer island spaces are built on the promise of symbolic and 

physical escape from the real and/or perceived threats of the future, such as climate 

change, resource scarcity, pandemics, terrorist attacks, economic collapse or similar 

circuits of anxiety. The irony, however, is that while these elite private islands are 
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marketed on their ability to restore individual agency to their owners by insulating them 

from a raft of continental threats, the underpinning exclusionary tactics feed into, and 

accelerate these very same forces of global instability, reifying the notion of ‘an earth 

beyond repair’ and justifying the expansion of a new geography of private island 

fortresses (Jackson and della Dora, 2009, p. 2101; Sidaway 2007). In this sense, private 

and artificial islands – which can also include the island-like fleets of cruise ships – 

constitute a natural next step along a developmental path that leads from Crusoe’s island 

into the gated world of synthetic islands. What ultimately unites these seemingly discrete 

geographies across time and space is their ability to materialise utopian dreams 

predicated upon a common exclusionary logic. While the discursive work of conflating 

islands with private property has responded to shifting patterns in globalising processes 

– namely, political power migrating from nation states to private actors – what has 

remained consistent is the use of islands as a means for conjuring up the promise of a 

better world, but only for those who can afford it.   

Yet another distorted image of the island which plays within the mind of 

mainlanders is that of the harmonious island community. There is a long tradition, 

tracing back to Plato, of conflating smaller communities with more democratic 

institutional forms. This is built upon an assumption that for a liberal state to flourish, it 

must remain small enough that its citizens can assemble to scrutinise the government 

and practice direct democracy (Baldacchino 2012). Political philosophers such as 

Rousseau (1776/1979) and Montesquieu (1748/1989) each expressed admiration for the 

way islands compress distances – both physically and relationally – between people and 

governments, which they saw as encouraging social cohesion. Early exploration of the 

Pacific by Europeans reinforced these romanticised discourses of islands, perceiving 

them as benign societies free from the kind of violence plaguing Europe during its 
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bloody revolutions and religious wars. The persistence of these ideas has meant that 

even today islands are routinely portrayed as having naturally harmonious social 

structures, values, and practices (Baldacchino 2012). However, island studies has 

critiqued this assumption, in suggesting that at first glance what may appear as an 

acceptance of social and political pluralism in island societies is, in reality, implicitly 

upheld by a set of dominant values – whether religious, racial, or sectarian – which 

islanders must uphold, at least publically, to avoid the threat of ostracism (Baldacchino 

2012). Thus while many small island communities are characterised by institutions with 

high levels of consensus, these tend to belie hidden social codes, so that an apparent air 

of harmony may in reality be experienced as a straightjacket of forced consent (Ahlbom 

2014). This is particularly pronounced for members of marginalised groups whose 

identities are shaped and surveilled within highly constrained social and spatial fields 

(Collins 2011). In such cases, personal opinions tend to go unexpressed and arguments 

are consciously avoided due to a sense of precarity in the face of being exiled/ex-isled 

from tightly bound socio-political and material networks. Here, superficial expressions 

of social cohesiveness within island societies are not simply a condition of geographical 

‘smallness’ – analogous to mainland equivalents – but rather an effect of ‘islandness’ 

springing from their particular atmosphere of encapsulation, forcing people into 

networks of mutual dependence, even if done so reluctantly (Anckar 2006).  

iii) Articulating islandness: 

As well as challenging discourses which constrain island potentialities, island 

studies has been concerned with attempting to articulate a theory of ‘islandness’ as a 

framework for exploring common qualities across myriad islands/archipelagos. 

Notwithstanding the great diversity of island types – whether continental, oceanic, 

urbanised, colonised, tropical, large, small, polar, temperate, volcanic, muddy, tidal, 
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bridged, floating, artificial or some combination of the above – there is much to be 

gained from demystifying the particularity of islands and islandness, especially for the 

approximately 600 million people who live on them (Baldacchino & Royle 2010). That 

being said, despite sustained interest in island-centred scholarship the past 25 years, 

there remains little consensus on what precisely defines the state of islandness. 

Baldacchino (2004) describes islandness as an affective force which contours the 

physical and social arrangement of islands in distinctive but non-deterministic ways. In 

sociological terms, islandness has been theorised as a complex expression of identity 

that attaches itself to certain types of places, especially those surrounded by water 

(Stratford 2008). Culturally, islandness has been defined as ‘a metaphysical sensation 

that derives from the heightened experience that accompanies physical isolation’ which 

is ‘absorbed into the bones of islanders’ (Conkling 2007, p. 191, 200). This 

internalisation of the island, according to Putz (1984, p. 26), manifests itself through a 

range of personal qualities such as independence, loyalty, handiness, cooperation, 

frugality, earthiness, tolerance, eccentricity, intelligence, machismo, individualised 

blends of superstition and spirituality, and canny forms of literacy. While this 

affectionate catalogue of characteristics is intended to be illustrative rather than 

definitive, its essentialisation of island identities nevertheless gestures toward a dilemma 

at the root of the notion of islandness, namely – the tendency to reduce the specificities 

of island geographies and cultures into generalities. After all, if islandness is a condition 

that springs from real islands, which are themselves so dizzyingly varied and 

multifaceted in their social, physical, cultural, political, and economic forms, then 

seeking to identify what unifies them as a ‘type’ of object will always tend to fall back 

upon banal continental stereotypes. This ontological and epistemological impasse has 

led some scholars to question whether a pursuit of island studies is even viable, as 
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whatever islands have in common seems far less significant than what differentiates 

them (Hay 2006). Yet, the allure of the island persists in the work and imagination of 

island scholars, due to their undeniable impact as geographical entities and cherished 

homelands. In this sense, the imperative to articulate a robust approach to understanding 

islands is even more crucial, as neglecting to grapple with philosophical foundations of 

the island will inevitably mean adopting the implicit and uncritically inherited ideas that 

reside in circulation at the time. History suggests these ideas tend to be those which 

validate and advance mainland interests, hence, the task of formulating a critical theory 

of islands and islandness, despite various pitfalls, remains a necessary, if not urgent one. 

Within island studies, strategies for articulating island ontologies have tended 

toward either scientific materialism or social constructionism. Of these two broad 

approaches, scientific definitions have been privileged by social scientists for their 

presumed accuracy and objectivity, whilst imaginaries of islands have been viewed 

somewhat suspiciously as contributing to a ‘recurrent confusion between the perceptive 

landscape and the physical environment’ (Depraetere 2008, p. 8). According to this 

view, ‘real’ islands are defined, by fiat, as land enclosed by sea, while island metaphors 

are bracketed off as being interesting, but ultimately less-than-real. This poses a number 

of problems, especially in light of the fractal geometries of nature which blur taxonomic 

lines between islands, islets, holms, reefs, bars and continents (Mandelbrot 1982). 

Formulating a reductive approach to islands by nesting each according to its geometric 

size means that whether scaled up to the level of continents, or down to the level of 

rocks, any island can be figured as both a mainland to an island, and an island to a 

mainland (Depraetere & Dahl, 2007). Nevertheless, earnest attempts have been made to 

count the planet's islands (down to the level of 1m2 ‘rocks’) returning staggering totals 

of some 680 billion (Depraetere & Dahl 2007, p. 68). Reading islands in such literal and 
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littoral ways, while laudable in terms of their consistency, nevertheless raises questions 

as to the usefulness of an approach which essentially homogenises the vast diversity of 

island types and drains the term of all its conceptual potency. It is clear from experience 

and observation that islands are all different from one another, yet what matters is not 

their difference per se, but rather, those ‘differences that make a difference’ (Ronström 

2009, p. 171). Taking a view that islands are simply ‘land surrounded by water’, whether 

they be in harbours, oceans, rivers or lakes, is only useful to the pursuit of island studies 

when brought into conversation with a methodology which might reliably theorise how 

these differences are manifest against a backdrop of a meaningful degree of similarity 

(Quammen 1996). This implies that islands are inseparable from the systems of meaning 

into which they are deployed and experienced. It does not suggest, however, that islands 

belong exclusively to the realm of language, text and mind; or that islands are not already 

imbued with meaning outside of cultural worlds – after all, birds, fish, coral, kelp, and 

hurricanes all relate to islands in meaningful ways outside of discursive systems. Rather, 

it proposes that a metaphysics of islands must expand beyond ‘land surrounded by water’ 

in order to draw out meaningful distinctions between seemingly arbitrary categories and 

gradients of islandness.  

iv) Performing islandness: 

Beyond reductionist approaches, attention within island studies is increasingly 

turning toward the role that language occupies in a structuring typological differences 

between islands and mainlands. Debates on the nature of islands have tended to fracture 

along a series of interconnected binaries, such as actual/virtual, reality/representation, 

science/art etc., which have inevitably led to the privileging of one approach over 

another. Responding to this methodological impasse, Fletcher (2011) proposes a 

performative methodology as a means of maintaining the tension between dichotomies 
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whilst insisting on their interdependence in constituting island geographies. Following 

Butler’s (1988) work on the social construction of gender, this performative approach to 

island studies stresses the theory that naming and proclaiming places as ‘islands’ works 

to normalise and stabilise their identities as such. In this sense, islands are understood as 

being coerced into being, rather than discovered, with the performative aspect 

corresponding to both the initial act of naming, and the ongoing utterances which further 

entrench their meanings (Kearns and Berg 2002). This emphasis on habitual practices 

suggests that rather than treating islands as static nouns, they might rather be thought of 

as verbs, wherein the act of ‘islanding’ comes to signify the process of weaving spaces 

together through discursively mediated action (Teaiwa 2007). This does not deny the 

importance of materiality in shaping island realities, but rather, it emphasises that 

encounters within island spaces are always already preconditioned through linguistic 

and cultural systems of representation which act as vectors for navigating, 

comprehending, and reinforcing material geographies (Fletcher 2011). It also suggests 

that islands hold indeterminate futures which are always open to being discursively and 

materially reworked, or ‘de-islanded’ and ‘re-islanded’ (Pigou-Dennis and Grydehøj 

2014, p. 271). That said, an appreciation for flux in island geographies should not be 

interpreted as suggesting a lack of durability or historical continuity. On the contrary, 

evolving articulations of islandness can be seen as arising out of myriad interlocking 

factors, including materiality, which simultaneously guide and constrain the 

morphological trajectories of island spaces. 

A clear example of this blurring and sharpening of island identities through the 

realignment of place, performance, and ideology can be seen in Australia’s shifting 

articulations of islandness. Despite being constituted by somewhere between eight and 

twelve-thousand islands, Australia is not typically framed within archipelagic terms. 
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Yet, to disregard this state of islandness by speaking of Australia as a singular place, is 

to perform a continental fiction into being. McMahon (2003) suggests the reason official 

representations tend to present Australia as a continent rather than an archipelago, stem 

from the political consequences that island identities raise, which are at odds with 

national strategies to deter refugees from entering Australian territory. However, when 

archipelagic identities become politically, culturally or economically convenient, 

representations can be redeployed to perform a different kind of geography. This was 

demonstrated in stark terms during the closing moments of the 2000 Sydney Olympic 

Games as Torres Strait Islander, Christine Anu performed the song ‘My Island Home’. 

McMahon (2003) describes the spectacle as a chiasma of nationalistic rhetoric, where 

Anu – an indigenous islander from the periphery of the Australian archipelago – was 

placed atop an enormous globe, symbolically ushering the Torres Strait Islands into the 

heartland of the nation, and the nation into an archipelagic unity. This momentary 

embrace of an island identity, set against the backdrop of a global audience, articulated 

that ‘the least’ had become ‘the greatest’, and with this, Australia’s antipodean identity 

was triumphantly inverted as it took its place at the top of the world (McMahon 2003). 

However, this deployment of islandness was short-lived, as a mere nineteen months later 

the Australian government sought to sever the islands from the national map in response 

to renewed anxiety over refugee arrivals, thereby reinscribing the national territorial 

identity firmly within continental terms. This act suggests that even when indisputably 

enclosed by water, islands can never be presumed as having achieving a stable state of 

islandness, but rather they remain imbricated within multiple shifting and contradictory 

cartographies weaved together through geographically specific combinations of legal, 

social, economic, cultural and material norms. 
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Outside of such spectacular performances, the constitutive work of performing 

islands plays out with no less force through the quotidian rhythms of everyday life. 

Indeed, islands are not defined by any singular act. Rather, they are constantly being 

enacted through the reiterative practices which produce the realities they seek to name 

(Berg and Kearns 1996). One example of this can be seen in the way individuals describe 

themselves in relation to islands, as being either in or on them. In New Zealand for 

instance, people speak idiomatically of being in rather than on the North Island, but on 

rather than in Rangitoto Island. The island, in this phrasing, is represented as a bounded, 

fragile entity floating on the water, while the mainland, like the city or the wilderness, 

is an expansive space to become immersed in. While these utterances may appear 

inconsequential, greater cognizance of the performative aspect of place-making 

recognises their constitutive effect in establishing normative understandings of what 

distinguishes ‘legitimate’ islands from quasi-mainland spaces. Performative approaches 

to geography also highlight the contestable politics inherent in ‘ordinary’ speech – where 

to speak in terms that diminish island identities paves the way for the exclusion of 

islanders from equitable access to social, cultural, economic or technological resources. 

In this sense language and speech acts are a powerful means of reifying certain ways of 

seeing and performing islandness. 

v) Moving with islands: 

In addition to everyday speech and language, islands are also performed through 

the rhythms and physical movements which shape the way these are represented and 

experienced (Cresswell 2010; Vannini 2012). Hannam et al. (2006) describe the growing 

interest in studying the mobilities of people, objects, capital and information around the 

world, and the ways in which they are connected with local-scale processes of daily 

movements in place. This re-enchantment with ‘a world on the move’ has challenged 
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sedentarist and deterritorialised readings of society which characterise movement as 

either an unusual event, with nations, societies and communities understood as static 

entities; or as an absolute one, where all institutions are dissolved into a borderless 

horizon of globalising flows (Sheller and Urry 2006). Instead, the turn toward mobilities 

views the world as neither static nor liquid, but rather, dialectically composed through 

multiple systems of flows and constraints, so that the various technologies which enable 

and accelerate mobility – such as roads, aeroplanes, passports, smart phones, or the 

internet – are seen as working in unison with networks of ‘spatial, infrastructural and 

institutional moorings’ – such as ports, laws, hotels, levees, bus stops, banks – to 

reconfigure everyday patterns of movement (Hannam et al. 2006, p. 3). These mediated 

flows are increasingly being understood as having their own politics which arise out of 

the particular webs of power shaping the geographies of everyday life, influencing who 

gets to move, along which routes, through which rhythms and at what speeds – all of 

which shape the identity and experience of place (Cresswell 2011). Islands are enmeshed 

within these constellations of (im)mobility and produce their own contested politics of 

movement through their hybrid geographies of water and land. 

Vannini (2012), in a study of ferry mobilities, notes that qualities such as the 

rhythm, route, velocity, and feel of ferrying between islands creates opportunities for 

travellers to ‘tune in’ and enact alternative temporalities from those of the mainland. 

These mobilities are not deterministically prescribed by the qualities of ferrying, but 

rather, they arise out of a complex ecology of place, where various mobile technologies 

and representations of place are taken up as ‘affordances’ for organising and performing 

a particular sense of islandness (Ingold 2000). Seamon (1979) refers to this as a ‘place 

ballet’ where distinctive senses of place/time and localised subjectivities are converse 

through routine and patterned movements. The metaphor of a dance, while useful in 
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gesturing toward the dynamic and delicate nature of mobile practices, nevertheless 

misleads by implying that the ordering of island geographies is a smooth and 

unproblematic orchestral flow of time/space. Instead, by applying Lefebvre’s (2004) 

‘rhythmanalysis’, islands can be seen as punctuated by multiple overlapping, 

intersecting and conflicting temporal and spatial orders, rather than a singular 

temporality stretching across a smooth and borderless social space.  

The introduction of new rhythms of mobility work to interrupt and variegate 

island timescapes by altering the representations, practices and experiences of the 

mobilities within them. Much as the changing patterns and rhythms of air travel over the 

past sixty years have played a role in shaping the sense of a compressed and globalised 

world (Adey 2010), the rhythmic (im)mobilities of island journeys similarly provoke 

different ways of seeing, comprehending and experiencing time and space on islands. It 

is vital, therefore, to situate mobilities within their broader geographical context, as the 

performance of islanding draws its discursive capacity from being ‘out of sync’ with the 

real or perceived temporalities of the mainland. Or, perhaps, rhythms of movement only 

take on significance in relation to other orderings of time/space, so that to describe a 

place as ‘slow’ or ‘lively’ is always to draw a comparison and underline a connection 

(Lefebvre 2004). In this sense, the performance of moving ‘in time’ with islands implies 

its opposite action, which is to move ‘out of time’ and ‘out of place’ with the mainland, 

thereby bringing these different temporalities into conversation with each other. Vannini 

(2012) notes that these ‘conversations’ are often arranged discursively on islands by 

reducing mainland temporalities to caricatures in order to provide an exaggerated 

narrative of ‘mainlandness’ for islanders to resist and take departure from. Mainlands 

are cast in this light as frantic, congested, crime-ridden, polluted, regressive, shallow, 

featureless, corrupting, and placeless. Whether islanders believe these representations to 
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be true is not important. Rather, what matters is the transformative power of feeding a 

sense of islandness through the production of its exaggerated opposite (Vannini 2012). 

This suggests the notion of ‘island time’ as a posture of nonchalance toward mainland 

norms, is not a ‘natural’ condition of islandness, but instead, it is an intentionally shaped 

performance of temporality constructed ‘as a deliberate subversion of the dominance of 

speed’ (Parkins 2004, p. 364), and a critique of ‘urbanism, globalization, and 

cosmopolitanism’ (Vannini 2012, p. 252). These performances of dissonance with 

mainland temporalities vary from island to island, but take on greater significance when 

an island community senses itself to be under threat from the imposition of mainland 

orderings. In this sense, just as there are multiple types of islands, each assembled 

through their own particular combinations of physical geographies, mobile technologies, 

institutional moorings, and local politics, there are also multiple ways of performing 

island mobilities, each giving rise to their own complex fabric of island times which 

erupt, coalesce and collide through the ordinary rhythms and pacings of island 

movements.  

Returning to the relationality of islands, Baldacchino (2007, p. 324), draws a 

distinction between ideas of ‘separation’ and ‘apartness’ as a heuristic for theorising the 

nervous relationship between islands and mainlands. Separation, in this view, is 

understood as a dynamic condition of interdependence, so that in the act of separating 

two objects, their connection is underscored, just as connecting two objects makes their 

differences apparent (Simmel 1994). This ‘separation’ is contrasted with ‘apartness’, 

which describes locale-specific objects scattered outside of direct relationship to each 

other (Baldacchino 2007). With this in mind, considering islands and mainlands as 

relationally separate (rather than apart) suggests – in a topological sense – that they are 

never far from one another, even when separated by great distances, hence the need to 
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carefully orchestrate island performances so as to remain ‘out of step’ with each other’s 

temporal/spatial orders. This complicates typical framings of islands and islandness as 

arising from linear relationships between geometric distances, hard-edged borders, and 

the experience of physical containment and isolation. Instead, islands can be better 

defined through their heightened state of connectivity, with the coastal boundary that 

separates interior and exterior spaces acting as a ‘wafer-thin’ site from orchestrating 

multiple comings and goings (Hay 2006, p. 23). In this sense, rather than being a 

paradigmatic space of enclosure, islands embody a mediated form of permeability 

through an evolving sense of in-betweenity, with the beaches that encircle them acting 

as an unresolved space of transformation and crossings (Dening 2004).  

Maintaining a dialectical tension between connection and separation, without 

becoming ‘apart’ from the mainland or absorbed into it, is a delicate and constantly 

evolving process that differs from island to island. When this tension is broken it can 

easily undermine and deterritorialise island identities. For instance, Royle and Scott 

(1996) note that in Ireland, between 1841 and 1991, a total of 29 well-populated islands 

were completely abandoned through emigration, due to having no fixed link to the 

mainland, while neighbouring islands which maintained strong mainland links, 

experienced only negligible declines over the same period. This illustrates the way being 

‘apart’ from mainland temporalities, rather than maintaining a dynamic of separation, 

can drastically reorder island cultures and geographies. On the opposite end of the 

spectrum is the risk of drawing too close to mainlands and dissolving the state of 

separation all together by exchanging a state of islandness for integration into mainland 

economies and societies. This risk is why proposals to build bridges and tunnels to 

islands raises particularly passionate responses from islanders who fear such fixed links 

will irrevocably change the identity of their islands, transforming them into fragments 
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of the mainland – small, insignificant, and hostage to the whims of external systems and 

orders (Baldacchino 2007). However, the risk of assimilation/abandonment is not a static 

condition but, rather, one that evolves with the technological innovations in mobility and 

communication systems which shape the way places are brought into connection with 

each other. For example, Baldacchino (2010) notes that while the spread or proposed 

enhancement of automobility on islands is widely resisted, the growth of internet 

infrastructures is almost universally welcomed. This suggests that the construction of a 

sense of islandness is not easily generalised, but will vary from place to place contingent 

on the particular needs and desires of their inhabitants, as well the specific geographies 

of their mainland counterparts. 

Owing to these ever-shifting alignments between island and mainland 

temporalities and spatialities, islands can no longer be understood as static objects to 

move between, but rather as objects to move with and to be taken up by their speeds, 

flows and rhythms. Islanders seldom dwell passively on their islands, but rather they 

intentionally collaborate with space to create margins between different places and 

times, furnishing their lifeworlds to afford themselves the benefits of insulation while 

avoiding the pitfalls of isolation (Stratford 2006). In this sense, an analysis of the 

constitutive power of mobility practices through Cresswell’s (2010, p. 21) constellations 

of mobility, (namely: motive force, speed, rhythm, route, feeling, and friction) also 

needs to grapple with the island-specific (though not exclusive) practice of ‘remove’ – 

as ‘the temporal and spatial performance of distance in which people engage in order to 

separate places from one another, or to bring them closer together.’ (Vannini 2011, p. 

252). The term ‘remove’ when used as a verb, refers to the practical ways in which 

islanders assemble their material surroundings by creating possibilities for 

(dis)connection through concrete forms of action (Vannini 2011, p. 252). Theorising 
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remove as a strategically deployed resource for performing separation from mainland 

norms, suggests that the material arrangement of an island – the presence/absence of 

buildings, roads, trails, signs, toponyms, public art, cafés, shops –  as well as the 

production and circulation of particular discourses of islandness, all become tools for 

performing oppositional ‘geographies of commonality and continuity within which 

social activities are coordinated and synchronized’ and through which ‘collective 

choreographies of congregation…[produce]…rhythms through which time and space 

are stitched together (Edensor 2006, p. 537). The notion of remove also challenges 

Euclidian geometries of islands as being objectively measurable in their degrees of 

separation through metric distances. Instead, islands come to be considered as embodied 

practices actualised through the speeding up or slowing down of mobilities in order to 

perform a different sense of place (Vannini 2011). This relational view suggests that 

islandness is a term relative to the performance and materiality of each island/islander. 

In other words, islandness is not an innate or essential quality of islands. Rather, it is an 

outcome of the relationships among and between islanders and mainlanders, and the 

particular way these relationships are cultivated, speed up, syncopated, or closed down. 

Viewed in this way, the ontological question ‘what is an island?’ can be rephrased to ask 

instead, ‘By what means is this place being islanded?’ In other words, how do the various 

place-specific practices, perceptions and relationships shape island specialities and their 

affective atmospheres? These questions transform islands from being representations of 

the mind, to a set of actions unfolding across time and space with their own contestable 

futures.  

vi) In-between islands:  

Developing a relational approach to theorising island ontologies overlaps with a 

number of similar reconceptualisations that have occurred within associated fields, 
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especially oceanic and ship geographies (Stratford et al. 2011, Anderson 2012, Hasty 

and Peters 2012, Pugh 2016, Rankin and Collins 2017). Pugh (2016) notes, however, 

that while these various epistemological ‘turns’ have expanded understandings of the 

nature of their different ‘objects of inquiry’, they have been less cognizant of the broader 

relations which bring them together in mutually constitutive ways. Put simply, islands, 

oceans, and the ships that move between them do not exist in isolation from each other, 

but rather, they are ‘inextricably interwoven into complex, multifaceted and shifting 

arrays of relations and assemblages’ (Pugh 2016, p. 1041). Seeking to understand islands 

outside of their broad relationships, and trying to reduce them down to their essence has 

been a significant impediment to theorising islandness. In this sense, adopting McCall’s 

(1994) proposal to study islands ‘on their own terms’ has inadvertently sustained many 

of the most intractable debates on the nature of islands, including whether they are 

porous or bounded, real or metaphorical, fragile or resilient, and so on (Hay 2006, 

Stratford et al. 2011). If island studies is to move past these tired dualisms it must attend 

to the broader connections and processes that are at work within, between, and across 

islands. This requires seeing beyond their physical territory to include those actors 

which, despite not always being manifestly present, still play a vital role in actualising 

island geographies. 

The changing conceptions of the relationship between islands and the ocean 

illustrates this point well. Over the past decade, discourses on the ocean have shifted 

from describing it as ‘a diluted landscape’ with an ‘oppressive monotony and flatness’ 

(Lévi-Strauss 1973, p. 338-9), or as a ‘non-signifying field that bears no message’ 

(Barthes 1972, p. 112), to an ‘indisputably voluminous [and] stubbornly material’ 

assemblage through which ‘new understandings of mapping and representing; living and 

knowing; governing and resisting’ are made possible (Steinberg and Peters 2015, p. 
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260). The sea that flows between islands, in other words, is increasingly being viewed 

as part of an integrated and singular archipelagic space, as well as a habitat which makes 

its home in islanders, and in which islanders make their homes; hence the call for a 

Copernican Revolution in island identities and ontologies, described by Hau’ofa (1994, 

p. 160) as,  

‘…humanity rising from the depths of brine and regions of fire deeper still…we 
are the sea, we are the ocean, we must wake up to this ancient truth and together 
overturn all hegemonic views that aim ultimately to confine us again, physically 
and psychologically, in the tiny spaces which we have resisted accepting as our 
sole appointed place…’ 

As this passage suggests, the task of reframing relationships between water and 

land is not merely a semantic exercise, but a profoundly political one, which involves 

shedding the ‘landlubber’s gaze’ that has preoccupied the geographical imagination, and 

reinforced misunderstandings of islands as being constrained by smallness and ‘the 

tyranny of distance’ from their mainlands (Winder 2006, p. 51). Such belittling 

perspectives miss the fact that the ‘floating worlds’ of island societies typically far 

exceed their terrestrial ones, both in terms of economic and cultural exchange, which 

despite not being visually reflected in the form of their settlements, are no less 

significant. It follows, therefore, that overturning representations of island societies as 

being trapped behind a vast and characterless oceans, first needs to challenge the 

pernicious concept of sea as a placeless, exterior and fundamentally non-human space.  

Poststructuralist framings of the ocean have described it as a quintessentially 

‘smooth space’, unobstructed by the enumerated, administered and controlled ‘striated 

spaces’ that characterise dry-land under capitalism (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 479). 

Yet while it is certainly true that the ocean’s fluidity, when compared to the relative 

fixity of land, frustrates attempts to govern and control its watery spaces (Peters 2014), 

the sea is by no means separate from terrestrial worlds. On the contrary, in both a literal 
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and figurative sense, the ocean and the land form one contiguous geography. After all, 

the shoreline is treated as an irrelevancy for the seafloor as it connects all the islands of 

the world together. The ocean also constantly permeates the artificial line between land 

and sea by way of its collaboration and coproduction of global and local climate systems 

(Broecker 2010). Furthermore, divisions between maritime and terrestrial worlds 

become insignificant in light of the fact that 95% of the global commodities in 

circulation today are carried by ships (Lavery 2005). Indeed, whether figured as smooth, 

striated or some other kind of space, the ocean rolls on regardless of its representations, 

ceaselessly gnawing at islands and islanders through what Steinberg and Peters (2015, 

p. 249, also Serres 1996) call the ‘nautical murmur’ which ‘insinuates itself into the 

ways in which [islanders] understand and organise subjectivity, temporality, and 

spatiality.’ Anderson (2012, p. 580) describes this convergence of terrestrial and marine 

worlds through the language of ‘being “at one” with the amalgam of sea and swell, of 

“merging” with this “medium” [and] of being “intimately connected” to it’. Such haptic 

engagements suggest that encounters with the shoreline, whether by surfing, swimming, 

gathering food, or seafaring, afford islanders the opportunity to dissolve the hard line 

between islands and the ocean, and bring them into a seamless singularity. This 

suggestion of the inseparability of the ocean and land, and the constitutive qualities of 

their affective convergences is not a new. Rather it is an ancient concept that stretches 

back to the earliest understandings of island.   

vii) A less ‘edgy’ kind of island: 

Beer (1989) notes that the first meaning of island in English was simply ‘water’ 

and that it was only later yoked together with ‘land’ to become the compound ‘iland’ 

(literally: waterland). The Old Norse word ‘ey’, which became the ‘I’ in island, denoted 

low-lying coastal areas, as well as land enclosed by sea, suggesting the original emphasis 
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was upon the water flowing between and within the land, rather than on the land itself 

(Royle 2014). This is also the case for the word ‘archipelago’ which referred exclusively 

to the Aegean Sea as a singular territory rather than a chain of islands cut off by water 

(Stratford et al. 2011). As the term’s usage evolved, archipelagos became a way of 

describing discreet cultures and environments, regardless of whether characterised by 

water. This is similarly the case with the Latin word ‘insula’, which signified entities as 

diverse as the homes of Roman plebs (insulae), and district tax collectors (insularis), as 

well as peninsulas, marshes, wooded thickets, and unknown people groups (Gilles 

2004). When ‘insula’ first appeared in English, it carried these multifaceted meanings 

which were used to evoke ideas of belonging and community, with the sea considered 

as a gateway rather than a barrier to movement (Ronström 2009). However by the late 

Middle Ages, with geopolitical power shifting to continental Europe, insularity in the 

English language increasingly took on tones of alienation, so that to ‘insulate’ implied 

‘to cause a thing to become detached from its context’ (Ronström 2009, p.168).  

Beyond Europe, conceptions of islands are no less expansive. Hayward (2012, 

p. 4-5) notes that the Japanese used a variety of words to differentiate between islands 

on the basis of their spatial form and relationships with water, from the generic shima 

(island) to gun-tou (clump-island), sho-tou (various-island), ret-tou (string-island), and 

the most archipelagic tatoukai (many-island/sea) (Hayward 2012). Similarly motu in te 

reo Māori, is a flexible term used to denote anything distinctive and separate, such as 

islands, ships, a clump of trees, as well as the action of separating or cutting (kia motu). 

Taken together, these etymological roots suggest islands-words, like island-worlds, are 

relational and situational, rather than hard spatial facts. In this sense, binary thinking 

around land and water, which has structured so much theorisation, appears increasingly 

detached from genuine island experiences.  
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Considering these ancient perspectives on islands affords geographers the ability 

and inspiration to re-work islands into a more malleable spatial concept. It also invites 

experimental approaches to the field that bring islands into dialogue with other watery 

and coastal spaces, which, despite falling short of total enclosure by water, nevertheless 

display many ‘island-like’ qualities. However, attempting to resuscitate the conceptual 

fluidity of the island from its currently landlocked definition is not without its pitfalls. 

In particular, owing to the backlog of contradictory and belittling metaphors embedded 

within the term, there an ever-present risk that any attempt to rework such an ossified 

concept will inevitably fall back into repeating its most stubborn resonances, which, as 

has been discussed, tend to be those that promote mainland agendas. In light of this, an 

alternative approach to conceptually recovering the ‘island’ as a useful spatial category, 

is to sidestep the term all together by charting a new lexical course which can revive the 

original dynamism of the concept without becoming entangled in its sprawling webs of 

historical associations.  

Adopting such an approach, Hayward (2012, p. 5) floats the concept of an 

‘aquapelago’ as a reconceptualisation of territory through the experience of an 

intermeshed terrestrial/marine environment. Aquapelagos according to Hayward (2012, 

p. 5) are watery spaces which are ‘utilised and navigated in a manner that is 

fundamentally interconnected with and essential to the social group’s habitation of land 

and their senses of identity and belonging’. This emphasis on the process of habitation 

as a determinant of an aquapelagic identity suggests they remain open to being 

de/reterritorialised through changes in variables such as climatic processes, species 

compositions, socio-economic formations, technological innovations, 

legal/governmental norms, or simply by being represented and performed differently. 

Hayward (2012) offers Newfoundland as an example of an aquapelago in flux, owing to 
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its historical socio-economic and cultural orientation toward the sea, and in particular, 

to the raised sea-beds and fishing grounds of The Grand Banks. The initial settlement of 

Newfoundland by transitory and seasonal fishing communities meant that it did not 

follow the typical developmental path of other North American regions; rather than 

being arranged through roads or rail networks, each village was connected by sea-lanes, 

hence the ‘heartland’ of the island was located at its extreme coastal fringe, while its 

large interior was left largely undeveloped. The ocean, in this sense, infiltrated the 

lifeworlds of Newfoundlanders to such an extent that their existence as a society was 

virtually impossible without it. Yet to frame Newfoundland merely through the language 

of islands based solely upon its encapsulation by sea, would be to miss the sense that its 

geographical identity is bound up in much larger complex and shifting assemblages of 

material and affective actants working across a variety of scales and durations with no 

internal consistency or stable form (Braun 2006). For example, the bathymetric, 

oceanographic and ecological conditions that produced the Grand Banks; the 

technological innovations in fishing and lack of regulation that led to its collapse; the 

1992 moratorium on cod fishing and subsequent loss of over 35,000 fishing industry 

jobs; the socioeconomic realignment away from the sea and toward the Alberta oil 

industry; each of these complex, multi-layered and overlapping events effectively 

brought Newfoundland as an aquapelago into and out of existence in a short space of 

time (Palmer 2010). This suggests that while the physicality of Newfoundland’s 

islandness remains stubbornly durable (at least in time-scales meaningful to human 

subjectivities), its aquapelagic identity is far less stable, ebbing and flowing with 

changes wrought by complex combinations of human and more-than-human processes. 

Applying an aquapelagic lens to places such as Newfoundland helps to foreground the 

relationality of water and land without falling into reductive or overly deterministic 
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definitions of islandness. In this sense, aquapelagos are an effective concept for 

highlighting the geographical historicity of places that emerge with, rather than against, 

the sea, so that where ‘island’ implies a predefined type of space, ‘aquapelago’ describes 

a continuum of watery places, including, but not limited to, those enclosed by the sea. 

viii) Islands as objects or aggregates? 

Situating islands within a spectrum of watery geographies prompts a 

reconsideration of the ‘naturalness’ of the scales, gradients, and cut-off points by which 

they are differentiated. Despite increasing calls to develop an archipelagic approach to 

island studies (Stratford et al. 2011; Hayward 2012; Pugh 2013, 2016; Kearns and 

Collins 2016; Rankin 2016), social scientists have predominantly gravitated toward 

island/mainland, or island/sea topologies when theorising islandness, which has 

obscured other ways of understanding connections between and among islands, oceans, 

and coastal areas. In addition to this fixation on the singularity of islands, scholars have 

also tended to favour warmer, smaller, poorer, or less populated islands as the most 

essential geographical typologies for studying island dynamics (Baldacchino 2008, 

Grydehøj 2017). The reason for this is not accidental, but rather, it is rooted in a specific 

ontological framing of what constitutes natural ‘kinds’ of things. Indeed, there is a long-

standing assumption – traceable from the pre-Socratic philosophers through to Leibniz 

– that the world is made up of different types of substances, which are embodied and 

expressed through a myriad of objects. Following this approach, objects come to be 

understood as simple, natural, and stable, so that a rock, a tree, or a hammer is considered 

a real object, but an international shipping company, a music festival, or a person 

holding a plastic cup is viewed as an aggregate of objects. Despite numerous 

inconsistencies, this artificial division between objects and aggregates continues to 

inform much of the way island studies (and geography in general) is conducted. As a 
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result, the archipelago – with its complex, changeable, mobile, synthetic, and 

spatiotemporally extensive qualities – has, more often than not, been relegated to the 

status of an aggregate or quasi-object, rather than being approached as a real and singular 

entity in-itself. Put simply, while substance-based ontologies have framed (small) 

islands as distinctive types of ‘things’, the same logic has effectively reduced 

archipelagos, both conceptually and politically, down to the sum of their component 

parts, thereby implying that their ‘realness’ is buried at a more fundamental level. As a 

result, the potentially wide spectrum of places which might otherwise be considered 

‘natural’, ‘substantive’ and ‘real’, has been prematurely narrowed, while the category of 

so-called ‘real islands’ remains restricted to those few that appear to the eye as 

unambiguously singular.  

Such an uncritically inherited understanding of substances/objects continues to 

impede the realisation of the conceptual power of the archipelago, hampering the 

development of alternative approaches to island studies that might otherwise illuminate 

the experience of islandness and build the capacity of islanders to establish a broader 

conception of their place amongst the so-called ‘mainlands’ of the world. In this sense, 

the task of returning the archipelago to the heart of island studies must begin at the root, 

with an examination of the metaphysical idea of ‘objecthood’. Clarifying this 

foundational principle is vital to determining whether geographically extensive bodies 

such as archipelagos, are worthy of consideration as entities with their own distinctive 

and autonomous existence. To properly explore this point the remainder of this chapter 

will develop a critique of a number of unhelpful assumptions that have hampered the 

development of a more expansive and experimental approach to island studies. I 

conclude by proposing an alternative approach to conceptualising and experiencing 

islands by framing them within a realist ontology developed by Graham Harman (2002, 
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2011). This ‘object-oriented’ approach overlaps with a number of principles advanced 

under the so-called ‘new materialism’ – in particular – the emphasis upon a non-

hierarchical view of humans and the world, and the autonomy of material things (Bennet 

2010, Bryant 2010a, Tolia-Kelly 2011). It stops short, however, of some of the 

excessively reductive tendencies within materialism, such as the notion that everything 

is immanent, or that every object derives its identity from a deeper ‘heterogeneous yet 

continuous’ monadic field (DeLanda 2013, p. 27). Instead, I propose a theory of 

islands/archipelagos as real objects that are irreducible to either their component parts, 

or to their relations with other entities. This involves an extended discussion of some 

core ontological and epistemological positions that aid in clarifying the methodology 

applied throughout the remainder of this thesis.  

ix) Materialism and its discontents: 

Despite attracting the attention of philosophers and scientists in the past, objects 

today are viewed with a degree of scepticism in terms of their capacity to provide a 

useful and reliable model of reality. Rather than being considered as real entities, 

contemporary scientific thinking treats objects as heuristic devices, or synecdoches, 

which are useful only to the extent that they help to orientate our habitual experience of 

the world. For instance, according to Ladyman and Ross (2007, p. 302) objects ‘are not 

what physics (or any other science) studies; they are pure philosophical inventions’. In 

this sense, speaking of an island as a ‘thing’ that exists ‘out there’, is interpreted as the 

reification of a geographical fiction. In its place, materialism casts islands as mere 

surface expressions of deeper mathematical structures. Indeed, Ladyman and Ross 

(2007, p. 130) go as far as to suggest that ‘there are no things. Structure is all there is’. 

One could be forgiven, then, for considering the term ‘materialism’ as something of a 

misnomer, since its emphasis on reducing objects down to their mathematisable qualities 



 36 

effectively discounts materiality altogether in pursuit of ‘what’s really going on’ beneath 

the surface. Yet to define entities by their structure (Ladyman and Ross 2007), ‘abstract 

diagrams’ (DeLanda 2013), or ‘singularities’ (Deleuze 1993), does not in itself 

unproblematically resolve the question of where to locate the reality of an object. Put 

simply, every reductive strategy inevitably relies upon an oppositional constructive one 

which stresses that objects are significant only insofar as they are manifested to the mind, 

or able to be detected within some measurable process or formula (Harman 2011). This 

bipolar action of reducing objects down to their parts and then constructing them up to 

their effects, turns out to be a feature common to almost every form of materialism, so 

that in a counterintuitive way, materialism comes to represent a particularly idealistic 

way of describing culturally constructed and historically contingent practices. Harman 

(2013) refers to this reductive tendency within materialism, as ‘duomining’, where the 

ontic qualities of an object, event, person, island etc., are simultaneously ‘undermined’ 

(decomposed down to their smallest parts) and ‘overmined’ (recomposed up to their 

relations/effects) in an effort to explain their nature. The problem with duomining, as I 

will discuss, is that it is unable to offer a clear and non-contradictory explanation for two 

vital aspects of the nature of objects such as islands, namely, their emergent qualities 

and their capacity to change. 

Starting with emergence, it is clear that undermining strategies are unable to 

account for the relative independence of objects from their constituent parts. The human 

body offers a useful example, which, being composed of trillions of microbial and 

human cells, could be read as nothing more than an aggregate of all the cellular 

interactions occurring at a microscopic level (Sender et al. 2016). Yet taken to its logical 

conclusion, this idea would imply that the act of moving, replacing, or eliminating any 

number of cells would be enough to fundamentally change the identity of a person. Such 
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a nonsensical determination is problematic, as it disregards the distinctive personal 

qualities of an individual which are held back from all their accidents, qualities, relations 

and moments as they move through life. This principle, sometimes referred to as 

‘redundant causation’, suggests that numerous different factors and historical processes 

can produce the same entity. For example, social groups, such as political parties, 

criminal gangs, or religious orders, clearly exceed the sum of their current members, as 

their identity can be seen to endure over many decades of changing personnel without 

becoming wholly different kinds of things. In this sense, the various components of these 

social groups are ‘redundant’ insofar as no member is irreplaceable. Furthermore, 

because individual members of these groups are able to accomplish more by belonging 

to the collective than by acting alone, each group can be said to have emergent qualities 

that arise above and beyond the aggregate capacities of its current members. In this 

sense, it is clear that a materially reductive reading of a body, system, object, entity, 

event, or an island, can never fully account for the vital and defining qualities which 

emerge over and above the flux of its component parts. For this reason alone, the 

undermining tendencies inherent to materialism make it insufficient for describing the 

full reality of objects such as islands and archipelagos.  

In light of the inability to offer a meaningful explanation for the emergent 

qualities of islands by reducing them to their parts, an alternative strategy widely adopted 

within the sciences and humanities, is to define objects such as islands not by what they 

are made of, but by what they do. In other words, where undermining has tended to treat 

objects as being overly shallow in comparison to the ‘realness’ of their tiniest parts, 

‘overmining’ treats them as excessively deep, and therefore, as impossible to understand 

in and of themselves (Harman 2013). Overmining has become a defining feature of the 

many philosophies of idealism which hold that there is nothing truly knowable outside 
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of that which appears to the mind. This has inevitably led to a pernicious distortion of 

objects, whereby their perceivable qualities are treated as being exactly the same as their 

real qualities. Indeed, the very notion of an autonomous reality that exists independently 

from human minds has been cast as a naïveté since Kant’s ‘Copernican Revolution’ 

located knowledge exclusively within the purview of the human subject. This dominant 

anti-realist paradigm, sometimes referred to as ‘correlationism’ (Meillassoux 2008), 

holds that ‘it makes no sense to think of humans apart from world or world apart from 

humans, but only of a primal correlation or rapport between the two’ (Harman, 2008 p. 

369). In other words, correlationism radicalises the hyphen between subject-object as 

the one and only space where scientists and philosophers can comment with integrity on 

the nature of the objective world – which evidently turns out to be just another layer of 

subjectivity after all.  

Trapped within this correlationist circle, an insurmountable gulf opens up 

between things as they are (noumena), and things as they appear (phenomena). 

Overmining thrives in this gap, and as a consequence, the course of the entire modernist 

philosophical and scientific project has become a thoroughly anthropocentric one. This 

means that whether one approaches the world through positivism, empiricism, 

phenomenology, structuralism, post-structuralism, deconstructionism, or some blend of 

these epistemologies, ‘reality’ will always inevitably trace its way back to either 

discourse, text, culture, habit, performance, consciousness, power, or ideas (Bryant et 

al. 2011). This observation is not intended to deride the many significant contributions 

these diverse ways of thinking have advanced, which have led to a far deeper and more 

creative way of understanding the world; nevertheless, their fidelity to the correlationist 

paradigm makes them fundamentally anti-realist, and in the face of the looming crisis of 

the ‘Anthropocene’ (Crutzen 2002, Lorimer 2012), it is doubtful whether such an 
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approach is properly equipped to deal with the numerous complexities of the current 

moment, such as global warming, the splintering interpretations of the basic tenets of 

physics, the intertwining of humans and artificial intelligence, to name just a few. 

Considered from another angle, but in the same spirit, Whitehead (1978, p. 6) 

observes that ‘a system of philosophy is never refuted; it is only abandoned’, and 

furthermore, it is not abandoned due to the discovery of some logical flaw by a clever 

interlocutor, but rather, it ultimately meets its demise though its ‘inadequacy and 

incoherence’ in the face of a changing world. In this sense, to continue working within 

an anti-realist paradigm which anoints human knowledge as the pinnacle of being, is 

enter a philosophical cul-de-sac which will never be able to find a way through the 

challenges of contemporaneity. Moreover, to suggest that objects are merely a function 

of our knowledge not only serves to ‘feed human hubris and our earth-destroying 

fantasies of conquest and consumption’ (Bennett 2010, p. ix), but also to restrict the 

political possibilities that might emerge by treating them as ‘sleeping giants holding their 

forces in reserve’ (Harman 2016, p. 7). However, before discussing what such a 

philosophy might look like, and how it might change the way islands and archipelagos 

are conceptualised, there is a further aspect of overmining that must be dealt with in 

order to disentangle realism from materialism once and for all.   

x) Actants against aggregates: 

Despite being positioned on the outskirts of continental philosophy, Bruno 

Latour offers one of the most compelling and original approaches to metaphysics that 

embraces realism without succumbing to either a pre-modern belief in the power of 

reason, or a postmodern fixation on discourse and text. Indeed, Latour (1993, 1999) 

offers a truly anti-modern paradigm that rejects the notion of objects as durable entities 
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moving through space and time, in favour of an ‘actualist’ ontology in which every 

object represents an isolated event with a fleeting and momentary existence. This 

immanent and non-hierarchical ontology grants reality to any entity that performs an 

action in the world, with ‘action’ being defined as the modification, transformation, 

perturbation, or creation of another actant (Latour 1999). According to this view, there 

is no internal meaning or hidden essence to an object, but rather, every object is fully 

deployed in the world, with nothing held back in reserve. Emergence is explained as the 

outcome of different actants coming into contact with each other and creating new 

networks and alliances of things.  

This focus on actants (rather than objects) effectively does away with a number 

of deeply ingrained dichotomies, such as ‘culture’ and ‘nature’, or ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ 

that have shaped and defined the disciplinary boundaries of numerous schools of thought 

and practice. Instead for Latour all that matters when describing the world is to produce 

a faithful account of the actual effects happening in the moment, as opposed to the 

potential effects that things might have on the world. Latour (1993) offers the example 

of a fish, which when viewed as an actant, could be understood as a source of food, a 

constellation of stars, or a deity within a pantheon of gods. Rather than trying to 

adjudicate between the competing ‘realness’ of these differing perspectives, Latour 

(1993, p. 188) chooses simply to accept that fish may at once be ‘gods, stars, or food’ 

that ‘may make [him] ill and play different roles in origins myths’. What he (ibid, p. 

188) refuses to accept, however, is that there would be any ontological difference 

between the ‘symbolic’ and the ‘real’ dimensions of fish, suggesting ‘there can be no 

“symbolic” to add to the “real”’ but rather ‘whatever resists is real’. In other words, 

because the fish-actant is defined solely by what it modifies, transforms, perturbs or 

creates within a network, then what is shared in common by the fishing industry and 
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icthyian myth makers is that the fish resists all attempts at being summed up by its 

qualities. Furthermore, it is this very act of resistance that alone qualifies its claim to 

reality. In this sense, a fish-deity is no more, or no less real than the fish on a plate, the 

constellation of Pisces, or the fish in a passing daydream. Rather, all that matters is that 

each of these different ‘fish’ are acting within networks which have some degree of 

impact on the world around them; thus while they may not be equally strong, by virtue 

of their activity, they are equally real.  

While Latour’s ontology of actants offers an effective means of disentangling 

realism from materialism, which I will draw upon in the sections that follow, there is, 

nevertheless, a nagging problem within the notion that objects can simply be replaced 

with actants as a way of resolving the fuzzy definitions between substances and 

aggregates, or islands and archipelagos. Put simply, because Latour denies entities any 

surplus reality beyond that which they modify, transform, perturb or create, this leaves 

no room for considering what objects are when they are not acting. In this sense, an 

actant focused approach merely distills the most reductive tendencies of overmining by 

treating every object, event, dream, myth, text, culture, island, etc., as the sum of its 

current impact on human minds. Furthermore, the correlationist circle remains tightly 

closed in a world that consists solely of actants, since all events inevitably rely upon 

someone to register their activity and thereby grant them reality, as in Latour’s (2000, p. 

248) quip that Rameses II could not have died of tuberculosis in 1000B.C. because it was 

not discovered until 1882.  

In short, the fundamental problem with surmising objects entirely by what they 

modify, transform, perturb or create, is that there is no way for them to transform what 

they are (doing) in the moment, unless they are somehow receptive to change. This 

means that some aspect of their identity must always remain hidden outside of their 
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relations. Acknowledging from the outset that the world of objects is not marked by 

stasis, but rather, by surprise and opacity, it follows that the goal of producing an 

accurate, coherent, and relevant ontology must be concerned with preserving the 

autonomy and hiddenness of objects as they exist beyond all of their appearances and 

actions. To promote anything less, is to simply repackage the same reductive tendencies 

of undermining which conceive of objects as nothing more than the sum of their parts. 

In this sense, actor-networks represent a perfect inversion of atom-networks, and are, 

therefore an expression of duomining writ large (Harman 2016).  

x) The threefold island: 

From the outset of this chapter I have implied that establishing a working 

definition of islands must involve drawing meaningful distinctions between what does, 

and what does not fit within the broad category of the term. While this may seem like a 

simple task, I have indicated that normative definitions of islands (i.e. that they must be 

of a certain size, spaced at a certain distance apart, and fully enclosed by water) are built 

upon many layers of assumptions about how such geographical knowledge is gathered, 

organised, categorised, and interpreted. I have also suggested that while breaking things 

down to their component parts and effects is useful in understanding certain aspects of 

the nature of objects, the inevitable price of such reductionism is that the real thing is 

exchanged for a loose interpretation of its reality which can never come to grips with its 

emergent and changing qualities (Harman 2016). This is seen most clearly in Latour’s 

synthesis of undermining and overmining approaches, which despite effectively 

dissolving the categories of object and aggregate into a flat ontology of actants, 

nevertheless relies upon deconstructing each thing down to tiny parts and then 

translating them back up into networks – hence combining the weaknesses of 

undermining and overmining all at once. However, despite the internal contradictions 
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contained within this and the many other forms of undermining and overmining, these 

two approaches to objects have come to dominate the way geographical scholarship is 

conducted and organised across much of the academy, including island studies.  

This notion of an epistemological rift between approaches to studying objects is 

not new. Rather it was articulated perhaps most famously in 1959 by British scientist 

and novelist C.P. Snow (1993) who spoke of two intellectual cultures embroiled in kind 

of trench war of ideas. On one front were the natural sciences, which rallied together 

behind positivism, while on the other, were the humanities fighting for the supremacy 

of interpretation. According to Snow, the intellectual life of western society has become 

split between these two cultures, with this separation representing the greatest barrier to 

finding solutions to the problems facing the planet. Today the disciplinary lines are not 

so clearly pronounced, but rather, mind and matter, subject and object, property and 

affect, science and art, are increasingly seen as interpenetrating and mutually 

constitutive. Indeed, there is a growing consensus amongst geographers that 

deliberations on ‘the cultural’ must pay attention to ‘object-mediated relations, to non-

human agency and to the affective dimensions of human sociality’ (Harvey et al. 2013). 

This convergence of the sciences and the humanities has also taken hold at the 

institutional level of academia, with the publication of journals such as Geohumanities, 

seeking to carve out intellectual and imaginative spaces where geography can be brought 

into conversation with literature, philosophy, music, and the arts (Cresswell and Dixon 

2011).  

As result of these scholarly cross-pollinations, many of the traditional sub-

disciplinary boundaries within geography are giving way to a ‘thoroughly plural and 

healthily undisciplined set of ways to see, research, and construct knowledge of places 

and processes’ (Kearns et al. 2015, p. 159). This movement toward bringing mental and 
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material worlds together is a laudable and much needed break from the endless trench 

warfare of Snow’s two cultures. However, from both a metaphysical and methodological 

perspective, there still remains some distance to go in evoking a geography where 

objects are afforded the ability to not only mediate humans worlds, but also to exceed 

them. In other words, while there is a compelling case for calling an armistice between 

the two intellectual cultures – where one might imagine literary intellectuals drawing 

upon geomorphology, and natural scientists evoking the affective resonances of place – 

this amalgamation, despite offering a far roomier conceptual field for geographers to 

work within, nevertheless continues to uphold a twofold view of the world in which 

human knowledge remains the only domain where discussions on reality can be 

conducted, while objects such as islands, are meted out a comparatively dim reality that 

is limited to a walk-on part in human affairs.  

In short, resolving the question of how to speak of islands and archipelagos is 

unlikely to find a satisfactory answer by trying to merge the sciences and arts into one 

monolithic project. Indeed, as indicated by a brief sketch of Latour’s ontology, 

collapsing these categories together merely serves to amplify their most reductive 

tendencies. Rather, what is needed is an entirely new intellectual culture that speculates 

on islands beyond the limits of the natural sciences and the humanities, rejecting 

reductionism and materialism in favour of irreductionism and immaterialism. 

Furthermore, just as the first two intellectual cultures each staked out their claims to their 

competing interpretations of the island, this third culture must also advance its own 

independent version of islands that positions them as autonomous objects hidden beyond 

the horizon of human knowledge. Put another way, where modern thinking has treated 

islands as effectively split in two, with the island of direct experience existing on one 

level, and the ‘natural’ or ‘structural’ island existing on the other, I suggest the need to 
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articulate a third island that sits between these first two, which both ‘emerges as 

something distinct from its components, and also withdraws behind all its external 

effects’ (Harman 2012a, p. 10). In this sense, a methodological realignment is required 

within island studies that looks toward plumbing the depths of the space between the 

first and second islands in order to draw out the third. Kearns et al. (2015, p. 160) gesture 

toward this unresolved space by reflecting on their use of the conjunction ‘and’ in the 

title of their paper on ‘Geography’ and ‘Imagination’ in order to signify ‘a meeting of 

vantage points rather than an exploration from within a disciplinary perspective’. This 

stands in contrast to similar propositions that opt instead to fold these two intellectual 

cultures together into an singular frame, as in Daniels’ (2011) ‘Geographical 

Imagination’, or Gregory’s (1995) ‘Imaginative Geographies’. In this sense, I am in 

agreement with Kearns et al. (2015) on the need to carve out an in-between zone that 

points to the ineffable gap between materiality and imagination, so that what is presently 

a gossamer-like space between these two ways of seeing can be opened up to 

accommodate a more expansive understanding of objects that afford geographers, 

philosophers and artists the capacity to speculate on islands as they exist outside of 

material and mental worlds. In order to explore this approach to island studies in greater 

depth, I now discuss some methodological challenges, directions, and implications, 

before going on to apply these insights to a particular archipelagic landscape in the 

chapter to come. 

xi) Real objects, real islands: 

Throughout this chapter I have signalled toward a philosophical problem which 

has made the task of establishing a coherent definition of real islands – whether through 

performativity, relationality, materiality, or imagination – effectively impossible. This 

may seem like a strange claim to make in light of the growing interest, and institutional 
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recognition of island studies not only as an interdisciplinary project (Stratford 2015, 

Grydehøj 2017), but as a way of seeing and inhabiting coastal spaces (Hay 2006, 2013). 

While it is certainly not my intention to deride any of the work gathered together under 

the colourful banner of island studies – indeed, it is a welcomed change from the non-

critical and downright oppressive approaches taken toward islands in the past – 

nevertheless, like the sciences and the humanities in general, island studies is 

underpinned by anthropocentric roots that have functioned to shut down the possibilities 

for speaking of real islands except as they appear through human perception.  

One response to this might be to ask whether there is anything inherently wrong 

with seeking to understand islands as far as they relate to human affairs. After all, it 

would seem not only pointless, but also impossible to try and verify an object with zero 

impact on humanity. While this is certainly true, I do not propose an exclusively non-

relational view of islands, but rather suggest that there is a surplus reality to islands that 

exceeds their relations with humans. However, limiting islands to an anthropocentric 

view which brackets off their cryptic reality outside of human minds is to willingly 

overlook the fact that they are frequently encountered, not as static or formless entities, 

but rather, as force-full and distinctive objects erupting through their relations while at 

the same time remaining elusively out of reach. So to reiterate, by accepting that reality 

is limited exclusively to what can be verified by humans involves reducing islands down 

to their effects or parts to explain their reality. This is fundamentally unable to account 

for their capacity to change independently from our perception, or to emerge as 

distinctive entities from an undifferentiated primordial swirl of atoms and fields of 

energy. In other words, accepting either a static or a formless world is the high price that 

must be paid in exchange for the ontological clarity of reducing objects down to their 

appearances to humans.  
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In this sense, my pursuit of islands as they exist beyond perception does not 

spring from a sentimental anthropomorphism that seeks to ascribe islands emotions or 

souls. Nor does it imply a nihilistic or anti-humanist drive to discredit cultural worlds. 

Calling for real autonomous islands is not an attempt to mask a quasi-theological belief 

in a transcendental reality, nor does it assume that islands are animate beings propelled 

along by some mysterious ‘vibratory vitality [that] precedes, or subsists within, or is 

simply otherwise than, [their] formed bodies’ (Bennett 2010, p. 55, Tolia-Kelly 2011). 

Instead, I simply suggest that islands are never fully correlated with their phenomena as 

we experience them, but rather, there are always slippages and distortions between their 

real and perceivable qualities as they come into contact with other entities. This points 

to a potentially inexhaustible surplus reality concealed within them that can only ever 

be partially registered within human experience.  

While this rift between an object’s presence and hiddenness is a core tenet of 

Heideggerian phenomenology, it has only recently been considered as a feature that 

might also be shared between objects, rather than something that is entirely unique to 

human perception (Harman 2002, 2011). In his famous tool-analysis, Heidegger (1962) 

suggests that for the vast majority of the time, objects are hidden beneath the surface of 

our consciousness, until some failure occurs, at which point they rupture into perception. 

This implies that objects are generally not experienced as being ‘present-to-hand’ 

(vorhanden), but rather, they are silently and absently relied upon as being ‘ready-to-

hand’ (zuhanden). For example, when a person is sitting on a chair, they are not usually 

cognisant of its presence, despite it preventing them from crashing to the floor. In this 

sense, the chair can be thought of as withdrawn from the sitter, existing undetected in a 

seamless background despite being no less real in the world. However, in the moment 

of noticing the presence of the chair (which for Heidegger represents an ontological 
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‘break’ in the being of the object), the sitter may begin to turn their attention toward it 

to consider its profile, its shape, its texture, its feeling, or the memories it evokes. For 

Heidegger, it is this event of the chair moving from a state of hiddenness (zuhanden) to 

presence (vorhanden) that represents the distortion of its reality for the sitter. Yet even 

as the chair comes into conscious consideration, there are still certain aspects of its being 

that remain withdrawn from perception, so that its phenomenal reality is not totally ‘used 

up’ by the person considering it, nor for that matter, by the dog sniffing it, the ultra-

violet rays bleaching it, or the dust settling upon it. In other words, whether in conscious 

perception or unconscious practice, the reality of an object is never exhausted by its 

relations, but always remains withdrawn (Harman 2011).  

Heideggerian phenomenology usually limits the distortion of objects to the 

moment where they fail to remain hidden, which is imagined to be a uniquely human 

kind of trauma. However, there is no reason to suggest that this distorting event cannot 

be extended to account for the failure of all relations to reveal the reality of an object, 

including those shared between the dust and the chair. In this view, the real chair remains 

veiled behind the distortions of all forms of contact, so that regardless of whether the 

chair is being scrutinised or ignored, its reality nevertheless escapes the grasp of both 

the dust and the person sitting on it (Harman 2011). While the degree of relationality 

may be richer and more complex for the human studying the chair than it is for the dust 

particles drifting across its surface, ultimately neither are able to grasp the true reality of 

the chair. Instead, objects withdraw their presence from all relations involving humans 

in exactly the same way as they do for every other object, leaving behind distorted 

versions of their perceptible profiles. Harman (2011, p. 44) describes this notion by 

considering how the being of cotton withdraws away from fire leaving behind a 

flammable caricature of itself, suggesting that, 
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‘When fire burns cotton, it makes contact only with the flammability of this 
material. Presumably fire does not interact at all with the cotton’s odor or color, 
which are relevant only to creatures equipped with the organs of sense. Though 
it is true that fire can change or destroy these properties that lie outside its grasp, 
it does so indirectly: through the detour of some additional feature of the cotton 
that color, odor, and fire are all able to touch. The being of the cotton withdraws 
from the flames, even if it is consumed and destroyed. Cotton-being is concealed 
not only from phenomenologists and textile workers, but from all entities that 
come into contact with it. 

This notion of an irresolvable tension between the relational and non-relational 

qualities of an object has a number of important implications for island studies. For 

instance, just as cotton can never be present to fire, but can only transmit a loose signal 

of its being through a distorted profile (expressed as flammability), neither can an island 

be present to the wave crashing against it, or to the geographer studying it. Instead, in 

the same way that the real cotton withdraws from all its relations with fire, so too does 

the real island withdraw from both waves and geographers, retreating behind two 

different profiles of its being, leaving one for the wave and another for the geographer. 

This suggests that any information gathered from an island should not be considered as 

correlating in any direct way to the real island itself. Rather, all knowledge must be 

interpreted as coming from an ‘indirect’, ‘non-local’ or ‘vicarious’ manifestation of the 

island, just as our experience of the chair is not the chair itself, but only a distorted profile 

of its being (Morton 2013).  

This slippage between an island’s being and its relations does not mean that there 

is no reality outside of our relations to the island, but only that we lack the capacity to 

register the island directly. This is a crucial point, as it is this cryptic reserve of reality 

within each object that affords them the capacity to generate surprises in the world as 

they move in and out of contact with ‘a global carnival of specific entities that partly 

hide from each other even while engaging in trials of strength’ (Harman 2012b). While 

this notion has some overtones of Latour’s actor-network theory (2005), it differs in an 
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important regard by preserving the autonomy and opacity of individual objects as 

‘engines of affect’ independent of their relations, rather than dissolving them into a one-

dimensional world of actants with no capacity to change (Shaw and Meehan 2013, p. 

218). Another key difference that separates an object-oriented approach from actor-

network theory is that unlike actants, real objects never relate directly with each other, 

so every interaction has to involve an intermediary object that exists between the two 

objects locked in relation. I have been referring to this intermediary object as the 

‘distorted profile’ of the real object in order to stress the fact that what is encountered 

through relations is not the object in itself, but rather, a distortion imprinted through the 

human senses. For philosophers since Kant, this mediating object/distorted profile was 

taken to be the human mind, but for Harman (2007a) it is relationality per se that distorts, 

whether humans are involved or not. In this sense, the distorted profile that emerges 

from the relations between two objects functions akin to a lawyer or priest, relaying 

specific information to one party on behalf of another, or acting as an intermediary to 

afford one object the ability to relate to another vicariously rather than directly (Bryant 

2010b).  

Such ideas challenge normative interpretations of islands which attempt to define 

them by downward reduction into a list of their measureable, quantifiable, and verifiable 

relations to humans. Instead, an object-oriented view of real islands treats them as 

always being ‘hyper’ to our knowledge of them, just as they are to seagulls, sand dunes, 

oil spills, and ocean currents (Morton 2013). This implies that when a person is studying 

an island, they are never encountering it as it is, but rather, only as a translated and 

distorted form wrought through particular relationships to other objects. One outcome 

for geographers is that we can no longer presume to stand apart from islands, taking 

notes about their reality from a detached vantage point. Nor can we smugly presume that 
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our knowledge of islands is any more authentic or real than that belonging to a piece of 

driftwood. Rather we must learn to relate to islands both through distorted objects, and, 

more profoundly, as objects ourselves. In other words, in order to overcome the 

ingrained notion of ‘subjectivity’ as something that is entirely unique to humans, this 

bipolar world of mind and matter must give way to a multi-polar universe of things.  

Objects in this new universe no longer need to be chaperoned through their 

accidents, qualities, relations and moments by human minds, but rather, they are 

afforded private lives of their own. Furthermore, where objects once required humans to 

christen them as a real entities, now anything which is irreducible to its effects or 

components can be thought of as an object. This does away with the traditional 

ontological hierarchies and taxonomies that were used to separate the realness of 

different types of things. For example, while some scholars might debate whether 

‘society’ is more real than the ‘individuals’ that constitute it, (or vice versa depending 

on their politics), an object-oriented approach suggests that both are equally real and 

both are equally objects – provided that neither ‘society’ nor ‘individuals’ are defined 

solely by their actions or components. In this sense, objects can be gigantic, such as the 

Amazon rainforest, or the Milky Way galaxy; or they can infinitesimally small like a 

photon or a string. They can be characterised by many sprawling relations, such as the 

Zika virus, the internet, or the Catholic Church; or they can have very few relations at 

all, such as a golf ball at the bottom of a lake. They can have long histories that stretch 

back hundreds of billions of years or they can be ephemeral such as a lightning bolt or a 

melting ice-cream– all that matters is that they are treated as objects that are complete 

unto themselves.  

By now it should be clear that archipelagos can be considered as real as the 

islands within them, insofar as they are treated as being irreducible. However, the fact 
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that archipelagos, or any object for that matter, are not classified by their component 

parts does not negate the fact that they are also teeming with innumerable numbers of 

other objects akin to a colossal Matryoshka doll. This notion of ‘objects within objects’ 

overlaps with similar ideas expressed through DeLanda’s (2016) version of assemblage 

theory. According to this view entities are characterised by relations of exteriority 

between their component parts, meaning that they create temporary alloys and alliances 

with other entities to form new wholes, moving like a sticky plasma with no internal 

meaning or predefined shape but rather only a situational co-functioning. Assemblages 

turn our attention toward the emergent capacities that arise from new properties coming 

together to perform certain actions in the world, such as when an angry mob comes into 

contact with a stockpile of weapons, or when yeast comes into contact with flour and 

water.  

Objects, on the other hand are characterised by neither their relations of 

interiority or exteriority, but rather, by a tension between their relational and non-

relational qualities. In other words, while objects like archipelagos can and do form 

symbioses with other objects, such as islands, boats, cities, people, events etc., they are 

never fully immanent to their relations. This means that unlike assemblages, which are 

constantly deterritorialising and reterritorialising into ever changing forms and 

arrangements like ‘contagions, epidemics, [and] the wind’ (Deleuze and Parnet 2002, p. 

69), objects maintain their individuality outside of their relations. In this respect, while 

it can be said that archipelagos ‘contain’ islands, they also remain completely withdrawn 

from them, existing independently of all their local manifestations. This does not make 

an archipelago’s reality of a higher or lower degree than the islands within it, but rather, 

it merely suggests that archipelagos are as real as their islands, which themselves are as 

real as the people who live in them, who, are in turn as real as the atoms spinning around 
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their bodies. Put simply, like all objects, the archipelago both relates to, and exceeds its 

connections to other objects, including its islands. 

xii). Methodological directions:   

Thinking back to Snow’s (1993) two ‘intellectual cultures’, it is clear that 

organising islands around their properties and effects inevitably involves bracketing off 

and dismissing their realness in favour of a distorted profile of their tangible qualities. 

Rather than settling for this reduced version of the island which offers no way to account 

for their dynamism or durability, here I suggest an object-oriented approach as a better 

way to maintain the tension between the relational and non-relational qualities of islands 

(Oral 2015, Harman 2011). Working with Harman’s (2011) conception of objects means 

going beyond an exclusive concern for their tangible effects and looking instead toward 

tracing their non-relational absences. Despite the difficult nature of this task, in the 

chapter to come I demonstrate through a particular archipelagic space, that real islands 

are constantly presenting tangible qualities of their being which allude rather than 

correspond to their deeper autonomous realities. These ruptures create the visible yet 

distorted profiles of the real island which over time come to form a textured and 

stabilised sense of the real island’s presence in place. Adopting an object-oriented 

approach toward islands that is both ‘speculative’ and ‘realist’ means rejecting the 

notion that islands are passive, compliant, and mechanistic clods of matter, or flickering 

thoughts within human minds. Rather a speculative realist approach suggests that 

islands, like all objects, are brimming with deep wells of potentiality which can rupture 

and flow in many ways, presenting new profiles that allude to their non-relational 

qualities as well as bringing other objects into new generative alliances. Therefore, 

despite the methodological hurdles involved in articulating an island’s absences, it is 

both necessary and worthwhile to chart out some possible directions that a ‘third 
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intellectual culture’ might take in pursuing islands on their own terms, even if done so 

asymptotically. 

Implying that an object-oriented approach to islands is exclusively interested in 

their non-relational and ineffable qualities is not entirely accurate. Rather, owing to the 

dual nature of objects as both relational and non-relational entities, an object-oriented 

methodology seeks to maintain the tension between these poles. While I have suggested 

that there are only two basic kinds of information that can be gathered from islands (what 

they are made of or what they do), when considered from another angle there are 

different ways of engaging with them that are not primarily concerned with drawing out 

information per se, but rather with an aesthetic appreciation of their irreducibility. 

Indeed, in the original sense of the word, philosophy, unlike science, is not a pursuit of 

truth, but rather a love (philos) of wisdom (sophia). Finding a place within geography 

not only for brute cognition, but also for offering salutations to the ineffable qualities of 

things, may offer a deeper and more profound way to engage with islands.  

Such an approach is not difficult to imagine, as the distinction between aesthetics 

and cognition do not exist in a duality, but rather as two complementary ways of 

engaging in the irresolvable tension between the present and withdrawn qualities of 

things (Oral 2015). Yet the mistake that is too often made within both scientific and 

artistic approaches to islands is to presume the superiority of one modality over the other. 

In isolation, cognition strives for ontological clarity, hence its total suppression of the 

non-relational depths of islands, while on the other hand, a singularly aesthetic response 

to islands refuses to engage with them in any definitive or systematic way, treating them 

instead like black boxes in terms of definitive knowledge. When aesthetics approaches 

to islands become completely unmoored from cognition they tend to drift toward 

solipsistic and romanticised descriptions of places which bear little resemblance to real 
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islands and real island lives (Hay 2006). Moreover, rendering islands purely through 

their aesthetic qualities without regard to their broader discursive and material contexts 

have a dark history of being used to justify the violent expropriation of island 

communities and ecosystems in the pursuit of notions such as ‘the picturesque’ (Park 

2006).  However the present danger facing geography is not necessarily from a lack of 

criticality in the politics of everyday life, but rather, from a dearth of aesthetic 

interpretations to temper their totalising claims. While the temptation is to swing from 

one pole to the other as a way of trying to establish a balanced approach, the outcome 

tends to be a superficial adoption of the terms and practices of one modality in order to 

tacitly advance the concerns of the other. For instance Brockman’s (1996, p. 7) claim 

that ‘scientists and other thinkers in the empirical world…are taking the place of the 

traditional intellectual in rendering visible the deeper meanings of our lives, redefining 

who and what we are’. In other words, rather than pointing to the limits of science as a 

totalising project, here it is positioned as absorbing the aesthetic tradition and its 

concerns wholesale.  

Finding an approach to studying islands that preserves the irreducibility of 

objects without falling into solipsistic excess does not necessarily need to be started from 

scratch. Indeed, there are numerous aesthetic approaches already in existence that offer 

ways of foregrounding the ineffability of things, rather than seeking to define them 

within a system. One of the most compelling examples can be seen in Paul Cezanne’s 

artistic concern for the external world. Merleau-Ponty’s (1969, p. 244) notes how 

through his paintings Cezanne sought ‘to make visible how the world touches us’. His 

obsessive drive to participate with the world around him through his paintings led him 

to a fanatical obsessiveness, where he would render the same scene hundreds of times 

to the point of breaking down into despair. Writing a month before his death he asked 
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himself ‘will I arrive at the goal, so intensely sought and so long pursued? I am working 

from nature, and it seems to me I am making slow progress’ (Merleau-Ponty 1969, p. 

1). In a way, Cezanne’s aesthetic approach to life represents a distillation of the tension 

between the real and the relational qualities of objects which he found to be 

fundamentally irresolvable. Speaking of ‘nature’, Cezanne suggested that ‘the artist 

must conform to this perfect work of art. Everything comes to us from nature; we exist 

through it; nothing else is worth remembering.’ Overlooking the romanticised overtones, 

the sentiment nevertheless seems to suggest that for Cezanne, his painting was not so 

much about nature, as it was an attempt to fully participate with and within nature. Yet 

at the same time nature for Cezanne was always in retreat, like an octopus hiding behind 

a swirling cloud of ink. This failure to touch the real qualities of space was not due to 

some failure on Cezanne’s part to come up with a better system of access, but rather a 

sense that access would always have to be lived vicariously through his work. Indeed, 

Cezanne’s aesthetic method seems to indicate that his orientation toward objects was not 

necessarily concerned with reducing them to what they really were, but rather with 

participating in their irreducibility which could never be decomposed or recomposed, 

but only admired and acknowledged. Exploring this aesthetic approach may offer a way 

to reconsider islands, not merely as they relate to broader systems, but also as objects 

that invite us to relate with, in an experimental, playful, or reverential sense of the term. 
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— Waitākere Island — 

i) Introduction: 

While there are myriad different lenses that could be applied to the geography of 

the Waitākere Ranges, each of which would provide useful insights and deeper 

understandings into the nature of this landscape, in this chapter I limit my approach to 

two. I begin the chapter by looking at the Ranges as a space that is assembled in island-

like patterns through performative geographies. Following this I develop the object-

oriented methodology outlined through the previous chapter in order to foreground the 

autonomous and withdrawn qualities of the place. These two approaches are neither 

mutally dependent or necessarily interconnected. Rather they offer two different 

windows onto the ranges; the first stressing the immanance of the island, and the second 

stressing its withdrawal. Considered together, I suggest that the Waitākere Ranges can 

be understood as an island, not in a metaphorical sense, but as an autonomous object 

that is productive of real geographical relationships, mirroring the same processes at 

work within other offshore islands. Specifically, I look at some of the ways that the 

Waitākere Ranges are assembling multiple temporalities and spatialities to function 

together and produce a dynamic of connection and separation (Simmel 1994). In a sense, 

this can be understood as a local manifestation of the non-local island, which functions 

to homogenise discursive and material elements into new spatial formations. Yet despite 

these affective resonances presenting themselves within the landscape, I suggest that the 

real island is always withdrawn from these actualisations which are merely distorted 

profiles of its non-relational core. I conclude this chapter by looking at the poetic 

impulse as a way of alluding to the non-relational qualities of the island in an aesthetic 

sense, which I suggest offers a potent approach to tracing the islandness of the Ranges. 
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ii) Performing island geographies in the Ranges: 

The Waitākere Ranges are a chain of hills marking the western limits of 

metropolitan Auckland. At their southern and western edge the ranges are marked by a 

rugged coastline of regenerating rainforests, wetlands and coastal settlements, while to 

the east their borders are marked off by the rural and suburban fringe of the city (see 

Fig. 1). There is water throughout the Ranges, with much of the metropolitan supply 

originating within several dammed river valleys. The area is also punctuated by 

numerous inlets and rivers to the east, and the Tasman Sea and Manukau Harbour to the 

west. However, despite this interplay between land and water, the Ranges are not entirely 

enclosed by the sea, hence they have not been considered as an island.  

The Waitakere Ranges have been occupied for over a millennium, with the Te 

Kawerau a Maki permanently settling in the late 1600s. This early settlement is reflected 

in the descriptive toponyms overlaying the area (Murdoch 1990). Winder (2006, p. 50) 

suggests that a ‘landlubber’s gaze’ has preoccupied accounts of the historical 

geographies of Auckland, which explains the neglect in seeing the area as embedded 

within an archipelagic network. During the nineteenth century, Auckland was described 

as ‘a natural Venice’ due to the extensive use of waterways to move through the 

landscape (Hooker 1997, p. 26). At this time, Maori operated a vast communication 

network consisting of foot tracks and interlinked portages between the Manukau, 

Kaipara and Waitemata harbours, exploiting the permeability of the landscape in order 

to move information and materials rapidly. Movement across land and water was 

routine, with the interior of the ranges effectively treated as an island: bounded and 

contained by the sea (Murdoch 1990). These historical patterns of mobility suggest that 

the islandness of the Waitakere Ranges has been a factor in partially shaping the ways 

in which the area has been inhabited in the past, being performed through various 
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movements, rhythms and understandings. In particular, the Ranges can be seen as 

reconfiguring local geographies by sharpening the divisions between interior and 

exterior zones and increasing the degree of internal homogeneity between their 
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Figure 1. The Waitākere Ranges Heritage Area in its regional context (Author’s own) 
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component parts. This process is co-produced through the interactions of many objects 

– humans among them – that form alliances to move islands either towards greater states 

of stability or towards disruption and change. This co-production is illustrated through 

a recent conflict that arose around plans to fell a kauri tree (Agathis australis) at the 

eastern suburban edge of the ranges (Fig 2).  

In April 2015, the owners of a residential property in the Ranges were granted 

consent from the territorial authority to remove a kauri in order to make space for a 

Figure 2. The disputed tree (Author’s own). 
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building project. This action was blocked by local residents who, in an attempt to save 

the tree, organised a number of publicity campaigns and demonstrations as well an 

occupation of the tree itself (Dougan & Bilby 2015). The sensational nature of this story 

led to it being a focus of national media attention. The conflict also attracted attention 

for the unscrupulous tactics and counter-tactics used by each side of the dispute, 

indicating the intensity of feeling about the issue. This situation could be given a number 

of readings, but for the purposes of this thesis, I suggest it reveals the ways in which the 

Waitakere Ranges are actively connected to neighbouring archipelagos through the 

establishment of affective linkages. These are not haphazard but, at least in situations 

where people are involved, they are intentional and political attempts to compose 

geographies and to weave spaces together. Boswijk (2010, p. 35) notes the way kauri 

have become ‘a potent symbol for people and place’, acting as a metonym for notions 

of uniqueness of place as well as endurance and deep time. Taking the idea of ‘beaches’ 

not simply as physical spaces but as a device for thinking through connection points 

between objects, kauri can be imagined in this scenario as a kind ‘shoreline’ linking the 

past and the present, both materially and discursively connecting the Ranges to their 

historical roots as well as to other forested spaces. The loss of the kauri in this sense 

could also be seen as a blurring of the Waitakere Ranges’ shoreline, thereby 

deterritorialising the sense of a cohesive mainland island.  

iii) The poetic impulse: 

While these accounts of the Ranges have highlighted the degree to which the 

area can be conceptualised as being actively assembled through the alignment of 

different bodies, affects, and expressive media, there is also a sense that the real island 

is not able to be so easily summed up by its relational profiles, no matter how forceful 

they appear. Indeed, there is a need to pick up the tension between the non-relational 
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and the relational qualities of the island in order to gesture toward its state of hiddenness 

outside of these ‘noisy’ events. In order to do this I briefly explore the poetic impulse as 

a way of alluding to the non-relational qualities. 

The line between poetry and philosophy is wafer thin. Indeed, at times it is 

difficult to distinguish between the two, granted that philosophy be treated not as a 

strictly cognitive activity, but also an aesthetic one. Recovering the original meaning of 

the term, as a yearning for the depth in things, poetry can be thought of best as being in 

praise rather than in pursuit of reality. Greg O’Brien talks about his journeys through 

the Waitākere Ranges carrying with him the collections of local poets as ‘an act of 

returning texts, albeit temporarily, to their originating locus, reacquainting them with 

the landscape the succoured them’ (Kearns et al. 2015, p. 161). This act of reading and 

writing in the landscape as a way of paying homage gestures toward the irreducibility of 

the Waitākere Ranges. Rather than seeking to sum up, poets look for the slippages and 

playfulness in things.  In a dialogue with Graham Harman, Becket (2011) asked whether 

there was a point at which poetry and philosophy overlapped. Harman replied in the 

following way: 

‘At times I wonder if they are different at all. This statement causes outrage for 
scientistic philosophy, with its insipid model opposing real facts outside the mind 
to arbitrary, decorative, poetic fictions inside the mind. I reject this scientistic 
model not for the ‘‘postmodernist’’ reason that everything is a poetic fiction 
inside the mind, but rather because everything is a poetic reality outside the mind. 
In other words, I don’t see the real world as the brutal collision of physical 
chunks monitored by toughminded researchers in white coats, cheered on by 
their philosophical sycophants. Instead, I see the physical world as riddled with 
cracks and fissures of the same sort that is generated by poets, and the great 
scientists know this as well.  There is obviously something quite poetic about the 
ideas of Einstein and Bohr, for example.’  

This notion of the poetic impulse as a realist project captures something of the 

tension between cognition and aesthetics. However unlike Cezanne who considered the 

real to be something within his grasp, geographers can glean from a poetic methodology 
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in order to capture the ‘cracks and fissures’ that allude to the presence of the ineffable. 

Rather than trying to strongarm the ranges into view in order to definitively claim their 

islandness, I suggest an oblique approach can be more revealing and ultimately, closer 

to reality. 
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— Conclusion — 

This thesis has contributed to the field of island studies by highlighting several ways in 

which islands as objects relate to human senses yet are also always more than 

apprehensible because of their inherently ineffable character. This is likely an intuitive 

conclusion for anyone with an interest in islands and familiar with their compelling 

geographies, which continually escape the grasp of experience and meaning. 

Nevertheless, by re-examining some of the ontological assumptions that underpin the 

literature on islands, I have sought to clarify and explain the notion of their dual 

presence: material and immaterial, present and withdrawn. In particular, I have sought 

to introduce elements of islands that have formerly been excluded from consideration 

while questioning what I see as unhelpful avenues within reductionist and constructivist 

readings. This highlights some of the complexities, contradictions and limitations of 

attempting to study islands ‘on their own terms’. In conclusion, I have gestured towards 

the ways in which islands withdraw from our knowledge of them, as well as disrupting 

and surprising our presuppositions with their unanticipated affects. This approach can 

be extended to other spatialities that often co-constitute islands: the shoreline – as 

‘shifting, fractal and paradoxical’ (Stratford et al. 2011, p. 115) – and the beach – not 

simply as a space between land and water but, more importantly, as a device for 

describing the interstitial zones where two entities meet and form connections. These 

notions are helpful in making sense of the Waitakere Ranges as an affective archipelagic 

site. I invoked the idea of archipelago to assist seeing the Ranges not as a homogenous 

landmass or ‘backdrop to metropolitan Auckland’ but rather as a variegated ‘island’ that 

exists and can only be understood in relation to other islands, both water-enclosed and 
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landlocked. This view helps move our thinking about mainland islands away from being 

purely metaphorical and towards a relational and non-relational object. Hence, a key 

message of this paper is the need to move beyond metaphors and articulate the actual 

islandness of places (rather than their ‘island-like’ qualities), whether water-enclosed or 

not. Further research into the islandness of the Waitakere Ranges is clearly warranted. 

For now, the call of this thesis is to bring island studies to shore and embark on further 

theoretically informed explorations into the islandness of other coastal spaces. 
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