






Challenges of ethical representation in 
climate change narratives
Disappearing islands as symbols: Critiques the portrayal of islands like 
Tuvalu as markers of the climate crisis, perpetuating an ‘eco-colonial’ gaze.
‘Climate canary’ narrative: Tuvalu is used as a metaphorical ‘canary in the 
coal mine’ to emphasise global climate urgency.
Problematic moral geography: Narratives of ‘wishful sinking’ neglect the 
agency and sovereignty of island communities.
Island laboratory concept: Islands are framed as sites for global climate 
experiments, reinforcing hierarchical portrayals.
Exploitation of vulnerability: Media and researchers oversimplify Tuvaluans’ 
experiences, reducing them to passive victims or heroes.
Selective attention: Dramatic climate impact stories overshadow systemic 
solutions and Tuvaluans' lived realities.





Robinson Crusoe and colonial 
representations 

“The island Crusoe discovers is anything 
he wants it to be… In the seemingly 
uncomplicated, simplified geography and 
economy of the island, Crusoe's outlook 
seems more convincing than it might have 
done in a more textured setting, with other 
people, commodity markets and 
landlords, for example... In this 
uncomplicated, unknown and initially 
unpopulated island he is given the 
opportunity to make a new world” (Phillips 
1997: 30-33) 



IPCC Sixth Assessment 
Report 
"We are paying with our lives for the carbon someone 
else emitted," said Mohamed Nasheed, a former 
Maldives president who represents almost 50 
countries that are vulnerable to the effects of climate 
change.
The Maldives is the world's lowest-lying country and Mr 
Nasheed said the projections by UN's 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
would be "devastating" for the nation, putting it on the 
"edge of extinction".

BBC News, 9th August 2021
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Imagining laboratory 
status
• “A climate change spectacle, where the 

predicted effects of sea level rise are 
miniaturised in space and brought 
forward in time” (Farbotko, 2010)  

• “Do not switch off, because what is 
happening in Fairbourne will be 
happening in other communities around 
the United Kingdom and around Wales in 
the years to come… Fairbourne is what a 
climate change emergency looks like. It is 
slow, but it is happening, and we have 
little response to it” (Saville-Roberts, 
Hansard, 1.5.19)

• “The Village Beyond Climate Change”



Singled out? 

• If the village is eventually washed 
away, then “it’ll be in 100–200 years 
and by then Lincolnshire, London, the 
Somerset Flats will have gone first”.

• Fairbourne has been “picked out” and 
“experimented upon”, treated like it is 
in a “petri-dish” or like the “‘guinea pig’ 
of coastal village decommissions”. 

• Highlights politics of (Welsh and 
English) identity and representation





Questions raised
• Ethical representation: How can researchers 

avoid reductive or paternalistic portrayals of 
affected communities?  

• Local agency: How can research centre the voices 
and sovereignty of those most impacted by 
climate change?  

• Power dynamics: What are the implications of 
framing vulnerable regions as ‘laboratories’ for 
global climate research?  

• Global vs. local priorities: Are global narratives 
overshadowing the specific needs of local 
populations?  

• Impact of media narratives: How do 
sensationalised portrayals shape public 
understanding and policy-making? 
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