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ABSTRACT: There is a growing literature challenging assumptions about what ‘data’ on 
disaster risks and climate change can be and arguing for the need to account for experiences 
and knowledge from across deeper history. In this paper, we argue that small island states and 
sub-national jurisdictions can especially benefit from a broader understanding of what data can 
be and we illustrate how historical narrative and descriptive data from archives can act as a 
valuable source of knowledge on disasters and climate, both past, and present. Yet, in order to 
use (and not misuse) these archival sources, we must first appreciate how islands and their 
histories have previously been engaged with, and how certain narratives about small islands 
may have shaped how historical data is engaged with (or not). We critically analyse current 
approaches when engaging with island histories, with particular consideration of the legacy of 
colonisation and imperialism, and how this is manifested in historical data and methods. 
Finally, we explore how island histories can educate and inform, locally and globally, realising 
connections between communities across time and space. We conclude that narrative and 
descriptive archival historical data is an invaluable source for understanding island 
vulnerability and resilience. Without such data, our understanding, and our efforts to address 
contemporary challenges, are likely to be flawed. However, we caution against elevating any 
one type of data or disciplinary lens. By combining such data with multiple types of data, both 
literate and non-literate, we can reach a deeper historical and long-term understanding of 
disaster risks and climate change in small island states and sub-national island jurisdictions. 
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Introduction 
 
 Much of the recent attention on small islands are framed around the considerable 
challenges they face, from the impacts of climate change (IPCC, 2012; UNEP, 2014), to 
environmental degradation (Seetanah et al., 2019) and sustainable development (Douglas, 
2006). These challenges are primarily portrayed as new, emerging, and unprecedented. As a 
consequence of this focus, discussions about both resilience and vulnerability on small islands 
are fixated with the future. The solutions to which, and the data behind these solutions, are 
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mostly drawn from the production of ‘new’ knowledge from western approaches, science, and 
positivist epistemologies. 
  
 This article discusses and critically assesses how data, knowledge, and ideas are 
approached and used (or rather not used, as is often the case) in the discourses of small island 
vulnerability and resilience. This work particularly discusses the under-utilised potential for 
descriptive archive historical data to contribute important lessons for understanding the highly 
place-based cultural, social, and political dynamics of island vulnerability and resilience 
(Kelman & West, 2009; Lewis 2009), as well as how to apply this elsewhere and extending 
these implications beyond in-situ. Importantly, we explore how the past and present 
governance of small island states and sub-national jurisdictions, often rooted in settler colonial 
contexts, has important ramifications for how archives are accessed, engaged with, and 
understood. 
  
 Such discussions are timely, with high-level policy processes in both disaster risk 
reduction (DRR) and climate change adaptation (CCA) highlighting the need for locally 
relevant solutions (Aitsi-Selmi et al., 2015; Soanes et al. 2021; UNFCCC, 2009), and growing 
awareness of the need to ‘decolonise’ dominant systems of knowledge production (Radcliffe, 
2017). These discussions are also apt thanks to social science research demonstrating that 
human vulnerability and resilience develop and act out over the long term (Bankoff, 2007; 
Endfield, 2007; Garcia-Acosta, 2007; Lewis, 1999). Consequently, appreciation that research 
and policy should account for these long-term and historical processes has increased (Bankoff, 
2004; Endfield, 2012, Lewis, 2012). Progress has particularly been made in research 
investigating the role of history in disasters (García-Acosta, 2017; Oliver-Smith, 1996; Schenk, 
2007), although empirical data are still relatively rare, partly due to disciplinary separation 
between historians and contemporary researchers, including from small islands. Tellingly, 
islands and history as research fields share a common trope, as both have been suggested to be 
‘laboratories’ with which to test hypotheses (Farbotko, 2010; van Bavel et al., 2020). Yet 
despite significant insights and literature from social science and anthropology into social 
adaptation processes that unfold across long periods (Bankoff, 2004; Glantz, 1988; Hewitt, 
1983; Oliver Smith, 1996) including on islands (Kelman et al., 2015; Klöck & Nunn 2019; 
Lewis, 1990; Mercer, et al. 2012), most attempts to provide adaptation in practice are fixated 
on the future and the expected impacts of climate change, while the long-term historical context 
is overlooked.  
 
This paper examines small islands as a subset of small states and territories including sub-
national island jurisdictions. This is an important distinction, as any scale of examination brings 
its own geographic epistemologies (see Grydehøj, 2020) and a large proportion of the literature 
concerning climate change effects, impacts, and resources examine sovereign small island 
states (Betzold, 2010; Docherty & Giannini, 2009; Kothari, 2014), with some notable 
exceptions (Baldacchino & Milne, 2006; Petzold & Ratter 2019). In many cases, the 
extraterritorial lands of primarily mainland countries – whether near or far – are left at the 
margins of analyses, raising many questions concerning the postcolonial experience of climate 
change for ‘overseas’ territories, dependent islands, or islands that are not sovereign countries. 
Thus this paper adopts a broad definition of small islands to try and account for the diverse 
experiences (and lessons) from small islands and sub-national island jurisdictions. 
 
 In terms of structure, this paper first details the context of how islands and their history 
have been engaged with in the past, and the various island discourses that have become 
prevalent. The second section of the paper discusses how new and emerging research and 
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concepts approach island histories, including the contemporary need for nuance when 
examining island history in the context of vulnerability and resilience. The third section 
discusses the potential (and pitfalls) for the extension of historical data and studies beyond their 
application in-situ. The paper concludes with recommendations regarding the use of historical 
data, including (but not limited to) archive data (both quantitative and qualitative) when 
attempting to understand island vulnerability and resilience. Ultimately showing that without 
placing descriptive archive data alongside other island data sources, understandings of island 
vulnerability and resilience and consequent decision making are likely to be flawed. 

 
Issues with how islands, history and island history have been engaged with in the past  
 
 Portrayals and discussions of vulnerability and resilience on small islands are often 
characterised by certain narratives or tropes. These narratives have historical legacies that can 
influence how small island states and sub-national jurisdictions, their resilience, and their 
vulnerability are understood today, including which sources of data are prioritised and which 
are overlooked in the search for solutions to contemporary challenges.  
 
 One particularly prevalent trope is of small islands being ‘the canary in the coal mine’ 
that considering the relatively early and severe impacts of climate change predicted, including 
increased temperatures, ‘extreme’ weather events, and sea level rise (United Nations, 2010; 
IPCC, 2012; UNEP, 2014), islands offer a ‘bellwether’ of impacts, responses, and adaptations 
(Farbotko, 2010; Hanna & McIver, 2014). Similarly, islands are often portrayed as being on 
the ‘front lines’ of a ‘war’ on climate change (Kelman & West, 2009; UNESCO, 2009). These 
framings ‘instrumentalise’ islands and islanders (Chandler & Pugh, 2021), presenting them as 
important, not necessarily in their own right, but as a portent of things to come elsewhere, and 
the first places to offer insights into adaptation (Lazrus, 2012). There has been some progress 
in dispelling these tropes, and they continue to be resisted (Farbotko, 2005; Klöck & Nunn 
2019, McNamara & Gibson, 2009), yet these and other tropes are still often deterministically 
attributed to islands, mainly by non-island scholars (Nimführ & Otto, 2020). 
  
 Critically, these modern discourses have historical legacies, and the portrayal of islands 
as small-scale ‘laboratories’ that can offer insights into effect and response have long-term 
European colonial roots (Dodds & Royle, 2003; Farbotko, 2010). Colonial expansion by 
Europeans after the 1400s led to a prevalent discourse of small islands as unspoiled ‘island 
Edens’ that could be used to experiment on and observe the natural world (Royle, 2001), but 
that were also presented as social metaphors (Grove, 1993). As Orlowski (2021) notes in the 
case of the Canary Islands this included the presentation of islands as microcosms in early 
examinations and explanation of climate by western scientists like Alexander Von Humboldt. 
This led to small islands enacting some of the earliest examples of sophisticated state-led 
conservation in developing nature reserves and initiatives. Indeed the role of the colonial 
government naturalist was pioneered on small islands, like Mauritius, where concerns of 
species extinction also emerged clearly for the first time. Small islands became some of the 
first places to develop colonial legislative conservation explicitly connecting climate change 
and human-driven environmental change, marking a shift in the use of scientific information 
and a greater readiness of colonial states to intervene in environmental matters (Grove, 
1988,1993). It is this same island ‘Eden’ discourse that is traded on in tourism campaigns, both 
old and new (Salazar, 2010), and more recently appropriated to suggest that once paradisiacal 
islands are now despoiled or broken by disasters and climate change (Schulenburg, 2003).  
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 A parallel discourse is of islands being vulnerable as a result of several characteristics. 
Primary of which is their ‘small’ size. The label of ‘small’ is itself one of the tropes determining 
how islands are engaged with, as the often externally ascribed concept of smallness is of course 
relative (see Jedrusik, 2011). Other characteristics include limited resource bases, growing 
populations, or relative isolation, among others (Kelman 2020; Méheux et al., 2007; Pelling & 
Uitto, 2001; United Nations, 2010). Much of the early modern academic discourse about island 
vulnerability focused on economic dimensions. Briguglio (1995), for example, argued that 
small islands are often geographically isolated and insular, and as a result have limited 
resources and low economic development with small and poorly diversified economies, which 
in turn has increased their reliance on overseas trade and imports. Certain other physical 
characteristics are also used to justify this discourse of vulnerability including their often low-
lying nature or large coastlines relative to their total land area (also known as the insularity 
index, see Nunn & Kumar, 2006). The discourse of island vulnerability and the frequently used 
archetype of islands at the mercy of climate change is problematic, as it simplifies island 
realities by presenting the severity of climate impacts as a focal point and islanders themselves 
as being defined and encapsulated by their peripheral, immobile, and isolated nature (Walshe 
& Stancioff, 2018). As Kelman (2020) argues, both the labels vulnerability and resilience are 
socially and culturally manufactured and can ultimately be either empowering or 
disempowering for development. 
 
 Instead, islands (and islanders) do not conform to these tropes and have considerably 
more complex relationships with climate and climate change (Grydehøj, 2014). Many of the 
discourses surrounding island vulnerability assume that islands represent closed systems, 
insulated from global connections. Instead, islanders can also be characterized by their 
movement and agency (Bernardie-Tahir, 2014) and closed systems rarely exist, either in the 
context of the ubiquitous spread of neoliberal capitalism, or in the sense of connections (of all 
kinds) between islands (Hau’ofa, 1994). Equally, islands are often ‘crossroads’ for trade and 
tourism, partly due to their insularity (Royle, 2001). These portrayals are therefore ahistorical, 
neglecting the long term networks of movement and migration, as well as disregarding the fact 
that climate change is a global and continual process that is not necessarily defined as being 
anthropogenic (see IPCC, 2012). Furthermore, these portrayals overlook that islands have 
responded (successfully and otherwise) to long histories of disasters and climate changes 
(Barnett & Waters, 2016; Nunn & Kumar, 2018; Nunn 2014; Mercer et al. 2012,) and in doing 
so have demonstrated that local knowledge and culture may impart the ability to successfully 
respond to environmental variability (Campbell, 2009; McMillen et al., 2014). 
 
 The potential impacts of climate change on islands are well researched (McGree et al. 
2019; Power et al. 2017), in part as a result of concern related to the characteristics described 
above. Yet, it is important to avoid immediately associating islands with vulnerability alone 
and ‘problematizing’ small islands (Kelman & Khan, 2013). Such problematizing of islands 
and the accompanying predictions of climate change doom neglect the original historical 
sources and creation of vulnerability, themselves deeply rooted in colonial legacies (Barclay et 
al., 2019; Frankema & Masé, 2014). The island vulnerability discourse also often has 
unrecognised historical roots, intertwined with colonialism. In many places, the tropes of island 
Edens were gradually replaced (or combined) with islands being portrayed as vulnerable in the 
nineteenth century. This was partly due to colonial importation of disease and environmental 
degradation when tropical small islands were portrayed as unhealthy, overpopulated, and 
‘plagued’ by pandemics and pestilence, particularly seen as hazardous places for European 
health and morals (Bankoff, 2001; Livingstone, 2002). This European-focused geography of 
risk, predicated by the emerging disciplines of tropical medicine, geography, and anthropology 
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(Adamson et al., 2018), endured well into the 20th century (Black, 1966; De La Blanche, 1965; 
Semple, 1911). Thus the historical legacies of the intertwined island tropes, from ‘canaries in 
the coal mine’ to colonial island laboratories and islands as ‘Eden’ (spoilt and unspoiled), to 
island vulnerability, are not often widely recognised. 
 
 It is not just island discourses and tropes that have long historical roots that are 
overlooked. Studies of disasters and climate on small islands are also often constrained to a 
timeframe that neglects the long and very long-term historical context and processes. This is 
largely due to a focus on, and prioritisation of, scientific, positivist, and instrumental 
understandings and metrics of past disasters and climate. When it comes to the examination of 
specific island climate or disasters, the connection between ‘the historical’ to contemporary 
contexts are often poorly understood or neglected entirely. This is despite a body of literature 
from social science studies investigating past disasters and climate in social terms, from history 
(Bankoff, 2004, 2012; García-Acosta, 2002; 2017), geography (Field & Kelman, 2018; Skilton, 
2019) and human ecology (Hewitt, 1983). Beyond such studies, disasters are frequently 
presented as singularities (Rivera, 2020). The considerable body of ‘classical’ historical 
literature that does engage with disasters or climate on islands, for the most part, either 
approaches the past as a curiosity, disconnected or irrelevant to the present, or deploys narrow 
and reductionist environmental determinism, including incorrectly attributing societal shifts to 
single hazards, disasters, or climatic changes (Butzer & Endfield, 2012). This is not to say that 
past changes in climate and disasters have not dislodged societies from their developmental 
trajectories, but rather that there is a danger that these shifts are attributed to single climate 
changes or disasters alone, in the absence of the complex social, political, economic and other 
factors that are crucial to understanding disasters. There are comparatively fewer forward-
looking attempts to use historical disaster or climate research to investigate how vulnerability 
and resilience is created to inform our understanding today (Bankoff, 2004; Schenk, 2015).  
 
 This imbalance is partly a result of disciplinary siloes, issues, structures, and norms, 
and as Waddell (1977) noted, the early social science tradition in the West typically fragmented 
reality and promoted a type of functional analysis that was “profoundly ahistorical”. This 
particularly meant that the processes and forces that underlie the supposedly objective 
phenomena of "natural hazards" and "disaster" were often neglected in research, as were the 
human actions that might accentuate the gravity of hazards.  
 
 This is not a problem unique to islands, as Riede (2014) notes, despite the repeated calls 
for research to consider the historical dimensions of disasters and to look beyond narrow 
physical dimensions to the complex place based disaster vulnerability (García-Acosta, 2002; 
2017), relatively few studies have (Janku et al., 2012; Mauch & Pfister, 2009). Consequently, 
historical disaster research as a whole tends to be ‘case study focused’ and neglects the long-
term social contexts in which disasters occur (Hall, 2017; Reilly, 2009). The existing literature 
also tends to treat island climatic extremes as non-recurring ‘one-offs’, when instead viewing 
these as cyclical occurrences, and in the context of longer histories, can uncover the social 
structures that precede a disaster and influence the ability of communities to respond, which 
itself is shaped by past disasters (Walshe et al., 2020). While academia is starting to appreciate 
this role that history (both physical and social) plays in disasters, most policy-driven attempts 
at DRR or CCA on small islands rely on data with very limited time depth. These often try to 
isolate or address a single physical impact, hazard, or risk, the proposed solutions to which are 
uncritically imported from elsewhere (Nunn, 2009, 2012). As a result, DRR on islands (and 
elsewhere) rarely articulates the long term processes behind disasters (Lewis, 2012).  
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 This limited time depth is partly due to a focus on ‘low hanging fruit’ in terms of data, 
particularly in the form of instrumental data on small islands with colonial histories.  
Consequently, quantitative historical data may be prioritised in decision making which can 
result in maladaptive behaviours or actions  (Nissan et al. 2019). Equally, this risks neglecting 
the influences on island vulnerability and resilience from before the period that instrumental 
data represent. This can result in ‘ontological traps’ where ‘short-termism’ is given priority 
over longer-term thinking and locally-sourced solutions (Baldacchino, 2018). Furthermore, as 
argued by Lewis (2009, p. 7) to understand ‘compound’ vulnerabilities, the impact of any risk 
must be placed in its historical context and sequence of recurring events (of all types), that are 
inseparable from the socio-economic, cultural, political and natural factors that have accrued 
from the interaction of these over time (Endfield & Veale, 2017).  
 
Current approaches and contemporary needs when engaging with island histories 
 
 Despite the progress made in dispelling unhelpful tropes, and putting islands concerns 
‘on the map’, most notably through the work of the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS; 
e.g. Ourbak & Magnan, 2018), small island states and sub-national jurisdictions still regularly 
find themselves at the margins of regional and global governance. Grydehøj et al. (2020) note 
the prominence of islands in China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), especially through its 
21st-Century Maritime Silk Road, but Li et al. (2020) point to the lack of climate action in 
many BRI countries and the absence of a climate cooperation mechanism as signs that the 
framework marginalises island concerns and needs. Following campaigning by Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar, Orkney Islands Council, and Shetland Islands Council, the principle of ‘island-
proofing’ (meaning that national policy and legislation must consider islands’ needs) has been 
developed in UK policy and features firmly in Scotland’s National Islands Plan (Sindico & 
Crook, 2019). The question then becomes how to articulate and inject island challenges and 
priorities into national and global policy discourse.  
 
 Small island states and sub-national jurisdictions may not be well-served by the 
dominant forms of knowledge production encountered in global climate discourse, which 
frequently draws on complex global climate models that are too coarse in resolution to capture 
the very existence of some small islands (e.g. Cantet et al., 2014; Centella-Artola et al., 2015). 
Indeed much of the discussion about the impacts of climate change on small islands have been 
based on global or regional studies predicting higher sea levels (Walsh et al., 2012) or sea 
surface temperature increases (IPCC, 2013; Ruosteenoja et al., 2003).  
 
 Decision-makers want information at island-scale, and although the computational 
techniques exist to downscale climate data in this way, the results may not be more meaningful 
or reliable (Webber, 2017). In French Polynesia, interviews with institutional actors suggest 
that there is an overabundance of scientific data, but still a lack of public engagement and 
political will on climate change (Terorotua et al., 2020). Similarly, in the South Pacific, the 
groups that communicate climate change information felt that the global nature of scientific 
information passed down made it inaccessible, and instead that actions, lessons, and 
communication about climate change and adaptation should be locally grounded and 
contextualised, including the use of traditional or local knowledge where possible (Walshe et 
al., 2018). This suggests that more of the same data, drawing on positivist physical science 
traditions, may not be the answer to catalysing climate action. Furthermore, climate models 
themselves are a product of historical and political contexts, which, although they do not alter 
the laws of physics, may have implications for how they are deployed to produce policy-
relevant knowledge (Heymann & Dalmedico, 2019). Against this backdrop, it is prudent to 
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reflect on how other forms of ‘data’, such as historical records, can be incorporated into climate 
governance and decision-making in small island states and sub-national jurisdictions (Foley, 
2018).  
 
 Archival sources have been widely used in climate reconstruction, with phenological 
observations and data series critical to these endeavours (e.g. Brázdil et al., 2016; García de 
Cortázar-Atauri et al., 2010). For example, García et al. (2003) use records of cereal 
production, maintained to calculate taxes, as a proxy for rainfall in the Canary Islands between 
the 1500s and 1800s. These inventive methodologies combine qualitative and quantitative 
approaches and produce valuable datasets that enhance our understanding of climate change’s 
physical impacts, but in converting some of the rich descriptive meanings contained in archival 
sources into narrower numerical data, information about climate change’s cultural impacts can 
be lost. For example, in Orkney’s school log books, seasonal cycles in the sowing and planting 
of certain crops are apparent, and when unseasonable weather alters expected patterns, the 
communities as a whole are impacted, with the school’s calendar shifting in response. 
Similarly, in Mauritius, descriptive data regarding historical cyclones can be converted into 
instrumental categories (Garnier & Desarthe, 2013), yet the severity of disaster impacts and 
experience are not determined by physical metrics but are instead dictated by vulnerability, 
which can be revealed by examining the same descriptive record that is overlooked in the 
process of conversion to quantitative measurements (Walshe et al., 2020).   
 
 If we work with rich descriptive archive materials, rather than metricise them, historical 
documents can unlock key data about vulnerability and forgotten or neglected local knowledge 
with direct relevance to current challenges, much in the same way traditional knowledge is 
shown to (Hall, 2019; Kelman et al., 2016; Nunn & Campbell, 2020). Such connections of long 
term island history to contemporary challenges have been theorised as ‘trajectories’ in 
vulnerability and resilience over time (Barclay et al., 2019; Fazey et al., 2011; Hicks & Few, 
2015). Recent research builds on this understanding and suggests that conceptualising these 
long-term patterns as helical in shape and nature may account for the complex, obscured, 
slowly changing structural influences of island vulnerability that extend into the distance in 
time and space (Walshe et al., 2020). 
 
 The importance of tracking the influences on vulnerability back as far as possible in a 
small island context is also illustrated by Frankema and Masé (2014), who detailed several 
early historical decisions and power dynamics that to a large extent determined the levels and 
distribution of devastation in the 2010 Haiti earthquake. Similarly, Sword-Daniels et al. (2014) 
uncovered the role of historical context in long-term disaster recovery on Montserrat, while 
Barclay et al. (2019) exposed historical drivers of vulnerability concerning agricultural, 
economic, and social practices in Dominica.  
 
 Historically-informed understandings are crucial to evaluate and inform policy 
solutions to address contemporary environmental and sustainability challenges. As Brisset 
(2017) illustrates with the Sustainable Development Goals and their application in the 
Caribbean, while the aspirations of the goals are commendable, the problems they seek to 
address, such as poverty and environmental degradation, are heavily rooted in unequal power 
structures of neoliberal capitalism that promote western interests and ideas, which the goals 
themselves only challenge implicitly. Archival research can shed light on the socio-political 
processes that give rise to an accumulation of vulnerability and the policies that might 
successfully disrupt these patterns. As demonstrated by Duvat et al. (2021) in Saint-Martin, 
where past decisions relating to taxation and planning give rise to long-term trajectories of 
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increased exposure to cyclones and cascading impacts in their aftermath. Similarly, Rivera 
(2020) detailed how disaster colonialism over history can explain how procedural vulnerability 
is perpetuated through disasters and used to deepen coloniality in Puerto Rico.  
 
 One source that is available to achieve such a long-term understanding, is institutional 
records, which comprise a significant tranche of archival sources. The Rankean positivism of 
the mid-nineteenth century elevated institutional archives as the only location of ‘authentic 
record’ to provide authority over understanding of the past, grounded with ideas of imperial 
and racial superiority (Foucault, 1972). Douglas and Mills (2018) note that personal documents 
and archives can be perceived as subjective, emotional, narrow in scope, and even messy, in 
contrast to institutional documents and archive whose provenance imbue them with a sense of 
objectivity and societal importance, a separation that acts to ‘other’ the former and downplay 
the existence of the personal in the latter. The prevalence of institutional records necessitates 
reflection on who and what institution kept the record, and for what purpose. School logbooks 
provide insights into weather, climate, and community vulnerability in the Scottish Isles in the 
1800s and early 1900s, but only as it relates to pupil absences. In these sources, the narrator is 
the school headteacher, with occasional entries from the school inspector; the voices of the 
children themselves or their parents are absent. As these sources are taken up and used by 
modern scholars in different ways, they inevitably become part of a chain of inferences and 
assumptions, and the experiences of those written about may become more distant, or, in the 
case of methods that focus on quantifying past weather and climate trends, removed entirely. 
As historical climate narratives are interpreted and woven into contemporary climate 
narratives, there is a need to critically reflect on whose voices are heard through archival 
material, whose interests were and are represented, and how this relates to current contexts 
(Carey, 2012). 
 
 In settler colonial contexts, the issue of who controls the archives is contentious (e.g. 
Luker, 2017). Though colonialism is not limited to small island states and sub-national 
jurisdictions, Baldacchino & Royle (2010) note that small islands were frequently amongst the 
first spaces to be colonised, and the last to obtain independence while being amongst the most 
profoundly affected by forms of external control. Overseas territories have been referred to as 
the ‘confetti of empire’ (Guillebaud, 1976) or ‘colonial confetti’, too small to sustain 
independence (Amoamo, 2017), making them spaces in which the influence of the empire 
persists long after mainland colonial possessions had gained their independence. Indeed, 
Connell and Aldrich (2020) note a preference for autonomy or semi-sovereignty amongst 
residents, but ‘autonomy’ can take different forms and does not always equate to meaningful 
self-government (Gonshor, 2013). 
 
 The implications of colonial pasts and presents for archive historical research in small 
island states and sub-national jurisdictions are wide-reaching. Documents may not be held in 
the place where they originated, but in archives of the former colonial power, as in the case of 
the Migrated Archive held in the UK National Archive at Kew, comprised of documents 
brought to Britain from across the world as the British Empire disintegrated (Lowry, 2019; 
Rawlings, 2015). In the case of the Virgin Islands, Danish archivists first removed many 
records to Denmark when the territory was sold to the United States, who then removed what 
was left to Washington, leaving Virgin Islanders without access to their archives (Bastian, 
2001). Such archives can be considered ‘dark archives’ in that they are unknown or unavailable 
(Maly, 2013). Digitisation may form part of the solution to decolonising these archives, but it 
also shapes how people can interact with these documents, and raises issues of ownership and 
sovereignty, potentially perpetuating familiar patterns of imperialism in the digital world 
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(Jeurgens & Karabinos, 2020). Archival records constitute material cultural heritage, as well 
as data, and digitisation cannot address the physical separation from the documents themselves 
(Winn, 2015).  
 
 Wareham (2002) notes that archives and archival systems are a form of knowledge 
production that was imposed on Pacific island societies, in service of these outside interests. 
Marginalised voices may not be openly or purposefully included in archives and archival 
systems, or may be misrepresented. Thus, colonial archives particularly reflect the voice of an 
elite who were not only unfamiliar with the environment and climates (including its extremes) 
they found themselves posted to, but also oblivious to the experiences of local communities 
(Endfield & Tejedo, 2006). As Odumosu (2020) describes, archival collections are sites of 
“colonial hauntings” (pp. 290), which demands “extra care in the witnessing gaze” (pp. 300). 
Even when indigenous voices are present in the documents, the colonial gaze infiltrates how 
knowledge is translated and documented. Poai (2016) notes that from the vast corpus of 
Hawaiian-language materials available, a mere fraction has been translated, sometimes badly, 
and this has come to shape ‘canon’ understandings of Hawaiian history. Andrade (2016) 
highlights how ‘tailored’ views of history have shaped two Supreme Court cases, to the 
detriment of the Native Hawaiian community. Jeurgens and Karabinos (2020) give the example 
of wills made by employees of the Dutch East India Company in Batavia and the Cape of Good 
Hope, now available online via The Dutch National Archives; the index of names, created by 
19th-century archivists, obscures women and indigenous people, even though they are present 
in the documents themselves as beneficiaries, debtors, creditors and so on. It is an example of 
what Wright (2019) refers to as the “non-neutrality” of archives and archiving.  
 
 Archives can also act as inadvertent stores for the kinds of embodied knowledge 
regarding the environment held in communities; that is, the range of perceptions, beliefs, 
customs, and practices that arise over time as a response to living in a specific place and 
environment (Mercer, 2007). As noted by Wareham (2002), in many Pacific islands, oral 
history is the preferred mode of transmitting knowledge. By one estimate, out of over 3000 
languages spoken worldwide, only 78 have a literature (Ong, 2013), with a vast amount of 
knowledge lost and at risk of future loss. Where oral history traditions have lapsed or 
knowledge lost, archive historical research can inform and revitalise. For example, Sato et al. 
(2018) draw on chants, songs, stories, and articles about Hawaiian land snails, or kāhuli, to 
infer information about its historic range and cultural significance, but report that it was 
difficult to locate expert interviewees to help contextualise the archival findings, as few 
practitioners considered themselves knowledgeable on kāhuli, perhaps as a result of their 
increasing rarity. Documenting contemporary oral knowledge and history can also be 
integrated into archive collections themselves, and can therefore be a way to protect current 
knowledge for the future and remember or revitalise past lost knowledge (e.g. see Sisau et al., 
2018). Thus archive knowledge should be placed alongside other forms of data and knowledge, 
and for such efforts to be successful consideration of whose archives and knowledge are being 
created and used is essential.  
 
 Climate change and disasters also pose risks to archives themselves; in tropical 
climates, high humidity necessitates careful environmental controls to prevent the decay of 
paper records (Wareham, 2002), and sea level rise poses a risk that may necessitate the 
relocation of some small island archives (Gordon-Clark, 2012).  
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 Despite these caveats and limitations, there is much to be gained from transdisciplinary 
approaches to island vulnerability and resilience incorporating historical archive research. 
While the global nature of current climate policy discourse risks neglecting the human 
dimension and local concerns (Heymann, 2019), engaging with historical sources can aid in 
conveying the extent to which current climate and environmental change are linked to human 
actions, over much longer timescales than might be appreciated (Fleming, 2014). This is crucial 
when we consider how historical legacies, such as the settlement histories referred to earlier, 
cast a long shadow of environmental harm. For example, US territorial islands today are still 
disproportionately burdened with hazardous waste they did not generate (Thomson & Samuels-
Jones, 2020).  
 
Extending beyond in-situ  
 
 The relative smallness of ‘small’ islands in terms of land area is associated with a 
boundedness that does not belay connection (Brinklow, 2013). Hau’ofa (1994) writes of 
Oceania as a boundless world, where the sea connects rather than separates island peoples, 
supporting trade, cultural exchange, and kinship networks, which endures despite the divisions 
imposed by western imperialism. Climate change and disaster risk engagement and action has 
much to gain from embracing this worldview, which stands in stark contrast with the already 
critiqued view of islands as isolated ‘laboratory’ spaces (Farbotko, 2010). 
 
 This re-realisation of islands as deeply connected spaces can help with how information 
about climate change is shared, both between island communities and with mainland 
communities who, perhaps because of harmful tropes, see climate change as something that is 
forever happening ‘somewhere else’, either in space or time (Mataki et al., 2006). History can 
be a valuable catalyst for such conversations, as stories of the past facilitate thinking about the 
future, through collaborative scenario-building (e.g. Sheppard, 2011) and sharing socio-climate 
imaginaries (Milkoreit et al., 2017). 
 
The past is accepted to not necessarily be the key to anticipating future hazards, and the concept 
of climate uniformitarianism has long been disputed, along with the dangers of directly 
forecasting for climate by analogy (Glantz, 1996). On top of this, climate change means that 
the frequency or magnitude of hazards may be altered in context-specific ways (e.g. Bacmeister 
et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 2018). But it is also problematic to frame climate change impacts on 
small islands as ‘unprecedented’ and entirely new; that fundamentally different hazards and 
experiences are now occurring (Kelman, 2014), and thus lessons from hazards of the past do 
not apply today. 
 
 A connected issue, particularly for those small island states and territories that have 
developed rapidly, is that lessons from the past are considered less longer relevant today 
because of the changes that modernity has brought about. Additionally, new technological and 
scientific solutions can be seen to preclude the need to look for solutions from the past. This is 
also not unique to islands, as it has been suggested that modern societies may have a ‘blind 
spot’ regarding the lessons that could be learned from disasters in history due to the current 
focus (and arguably over-reliance) on techno-centric solutions, such as early warning systems 
(Schenk, 2015).  
 
  Similarly, the increasing presentation of certain hazards and disasters as being ‘Black 
Swans’ (Taleb, 2007) relies on their designation as ‘unprecedented’, with limited recognition 
that the historical terms to make these assertions are almost always instrumental western and 
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positivist, and thus comparatively short, detaching these events from the rest of human-
environment relations and social life (Hewitt, 1983). This reinforces the need to pay attention 
to the role of the historical record in determining the different scales at which ‘extreme’ vs 
‘routine’ is decided and for whom (Bankoff, 2012).  
 
 As already discussed, this does not mean history has nothing to share; just that 
approaches that are more creative might be required. Historical analogues provide one 
framework for relating past vulnerability and resilience to contemporary challenges elsewhere. 
For example, Gibbons and Nicholls’ (2006) study of island abandonment in the Chesapeake 
Bay in the early 20th Century highlighted the loss of community services as a tipping point for 
outward migration, which may help with understanding responses to sea level rise in low-lying 
island states and sub-national jurisdictions today. In this way, analogues can be spatial as well 
as temporal. However, each island experiences climate change differently depending on local 
context and historic precedents and so caution is also needed when extrapolating local findings 
to the wider context (Walshe & Stancioff, 2018).  Downward counterfactual analysis is one 
creative approach that has been suggested as a way to extend historical analogues through a 
consideration of how disasters might have been worse (Woo, 2019) and as a way to address 
‘limited historical records’ (Lin et al., 2020). Yet, to do so requires careful consideration of 
who is participating and which record of past disasters is being used, since in most places the 
accepted version of history is based on the limited and narrow instrumental record, and 
descriptive historical sources, from archives (Walshe et al., 2020) to geomythology (Nunn, 
2014) continue to be overlooked. 
 
 To fully realise the value of archival research, such diverse island ‘datascapes’ (not just 
types of data, but also recognition of different ways of knowing) need to be brought together. 
Broad-brush global and regional climate models and top-down decision-making structures may 
be ill-suited to small island states and sub-national jurisdictions, where they cannot capture 
local detail such as complex topography and coastlines (Foley & Kelman, 2018). Yet, as 
mentioned above, these tools have a role to play in helping us explore possible futures, in a 
world where our climate is changing in ways that may find analogues in our past, but which 
we have not directly experienced before. However, within knowledge production systems and 
epistemologies that prioritise quantifiable knowledge, there is perhaps a risk that the usefulness 
of such tools is elevated and their limitations overlooked (Nissan et al., 2019). There has been 
a much-needed growth of interest in, and appreciation of, perceptions, experiences, and local 
knowledge to inform environmental decision making, particularly regarding the use of 
traditional and local knowledge of climate and disasters (Janif et al., 2016; Nakamura & 
Kanemasu, 2020) and its integration with policy (Alexander et al. 2011; Mercer, et al., 2007). 
For example, Chambers et al. (2021) demonstrate a participatory approach to constructing 
traditional seasonal calendars in the Pacific, recognising the value of experiential and embodied 
traditional or local knowledge. Combining traditional and local knowledge with historical 
narratives and appropriate application of climate models and quantitative data, cognizant of the 
strengths and weaknesses of all these types of information, would be a welcome step forward. 
Creative approaches are also needed to craft and communicate stories and lessons learned from 
such diversified knowledge, and here, climate arts and humanities can play a vital role 
(Galafassi et al., 2018; Sou & Douglas, 2019).  
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Conclusion 
 
 This article has detailed the historical roots of the way islands and island histories have 
been engaged with in the past, and the connection (or lack thereof) to history in current 
approaches that consider contemporary challenges and needs. We therefore propose three 
intertwined recommendations when discussing climate change and disasters or when trying to 
understand island vulnerability and resilience. 
 

1. More island history is needed 
 
 Firstly, it is clear that looking to the past, and to historical sources, may offer solutions 
to some of the challenges that islands face, both today and in the future, and this represents an 
underexploited resource. Therefore, more island history, and data from these histories, are 
needed. One essential source of which is archive historical data to account for the longer-scale 
processes and patterns that are shown to play a central role in island experiences of disasters 
and climate change.  
 

2. These island histories must draw from different ‘datascapes’ and diverse types of data, 
especially documentary descriptive sources 

 
 While more island history is needed, it is also clear that more of the same type of history 
(concentrating on physical, instrumental, and positivist cycles and processes) cannot alone be 
the solution. It is at least equally important to investigate human social responses, experiences, 
and the role of the extremes of the past (Janku et al., 2012; Mauch & Pfister, 2009; Schenk, 
2015; 2007), simply put, to ensure that diverse voices, stories, and narratives are part of island 
histories.  
  
 These histories should include the rich descriptive and documentary records in island 
archives and elsewhere, as a way to extend beyond the often narrow focus on instrumental 
records. Such sources offer ‘new’ knowledge of responses in the past and can inform policy 
and practice, as well as broaden the range of options for responses today (Jeffers, 2021). Yet, 
no single source, including those from archives should be elevated as superior above other 
sources of knowledge, about either the past or present, from literate and non-literate ontologies 
and traditional and local knowledge, to other forms of vernacular and experiential knowledge. 
Rather, these ‘datascapes’ should be drawn together to gain a braided account of islands that 
also reaches across scales, to make connections between the local, regional, and global. This 
would also help challenge some of the prevailing tropes of islands (and island research) being 
isolated, both geographically and theoretically (Stratford, 2013). 
 

3. This combined data-scape approach must consider whose history and data it is. 
 
 Finally, it is not just that rich qualitative histories are needed, but that these should 
acknowledge whose history it is that is being prioritised and the issues and limitations that 
come along with that. 
 
 As noted above, there is no shortage of descriptive and narrative histories on small 
islands, including on climate and disasters. Yet these only represent a small subset of island 
voices and the archive itself is not objective; the facts ‘emerging’ from which are often not 
self-evident. Rather, the history produced is as much about the author and the archive as it is 
about the past (Carr, 1961). In the 20th century, the field of island history was awash with single 
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causal narratives, mostly of white men in power and how they changed history, partly because 
this was the primary story that colonial archives could tell. To an extent, this is still true today, 
but historiography has changed significantly and is still changing, embracing the need for 
culturally sensitive and care centered archival practice (Agostinho, 2019; Gilliland et al., 2008), 
as well as acknowledging uncertainty and rejecting the single dimension explanations of the 
past and disasters (Knowles, 2019). Perhaps most importantly, history is increasingly 
attempting to include the marginalised voices that were previously absent, providing important 
differing perspectives on island disasters and climate.  
 
 This article joins and extends to islands the recent calls for recognition of the biases 
that befall studies of the history of climate and society worldwide, and particularly the lack of 
granularity in understanding the local effects and responses to changes in climate over time, 
partly as a consequence of the challenges of interpreting historical sources (Degroot et al., 
2021). Thus the past is not a ‘closed book’ but rather a diachronic dataset. History impacts 
society, and past society shaped history, which in turn influences how people respond or 
understand challenges today, but also how history is recorded today, which will impact how 
future generations perceive their vulnerability and hazards. 
 
 Therefore, there are important parallels with the growing calls for scholarship to 
consider island perspectives and experiences in conversations about climate change and 
disasters (Hofmann & Lübken, 2015; Lewis, 1990; Moncada et al., 2018). These arguments 
must be extended to island histories since it is on islands that local and alternative voices and 
stories in history are needed most. 
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