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Abstract: This paper explores islanders’ hopes and fears for migration and non-migration, 
highlighting the role of the ocean. Migration, non-migration, hope, and fear are human 
conditions. To examine these conditions for islanders and oceans, this paper uses a qualitative 
evidence synthesis for collating and interpreting themes on the topic. Some types of hopes 
and fears, and a few reasons why they might emerge, are covered for islanders and ocean-
related migration. Then, different ocean representations which islander migration and non-
migration produces and portrays are presented. The conclusions question dichotomies and 
norms in the context of islander fears and hopes, as well as threats and opportunities, regarding 
ocean migrations. 
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Introduction 
 
As has long been accepted by migration and mobilities studies, one human condition is and 
always has been movement and migration (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al., 2016; Fiddian-
Qasmiyeh, 2019; IOM, 2019; Jansen, 1970; Kunz, 1973; Petersen, 1958). We are all migrants, 
the title of Pieterse (2000), is a fair description of human beings, especially those near the 
oceans such as islanders. Many islanders have a long history of population movements, always 
having displayed continual migration, with people who move being an essential part of life 
in both the origin and destination locations (King, 2009; Lowenthal, 1985; Thomas-Hope, 
1980). Reasons for migrating from islands are multi-faceted, ranging from health, education, 
adventure, and opportunity through to environmental and social changes (DeLoughrey, 2007; 
Hau’ofa, 2008). These reasons also apply to choices, or being forced, not to migrate; that is, 
staying on one’s home island as non-migrants. 
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This paper explores islanders’ ocean-related hopes and fears with respect to migration 
and non-migration. The paper adopts a broad-brush, top-down perspective of the topic, 
considering a wide swathe of cases throughout human history and sources, including science 
across disciplines and fiction across formats, in order to extract and categorise ideas and 
viewpoints. Using the typology of Grant and Booth (2009), this methodology fits into a 
qualitative evidence synthesis, generating a narrative in the form of a critical review through 
selective and purposive sampling of material (as per an overview paper) to produce and 
criquitingly collate themes on the defined topic. The contribution to the literature emerges 
in exploring the fear-hope interchange for islander migrations and oceans. 

Situating fear and hope briefly is necessary, given that they are not unique to islands or 
islanders but, like migration and non-migration, are human conditions. Nor are they only 
cultural or social constructs, since physiological indicators and responses are clearly 
documented (Lazarus, 1999 for hope; Maddox et al., 2019 for fear). Studies across disciplines 
examining hope and fear (e.g., He & Zhou, 2013; Jarymowicz & Bar‐Tal, 2006; McManus, 
2011) define them differently, but a useful concatenation might be that they are both 
emotions, with fear expressing concern about a threat and hope expressing desire for a positive 
outcome. For islander migrations, the focus here is thus on expressions and themes of 
concerns and desires about possible and actual outcomes related to the ocean. 

 
Oceans, islands, and migrations 
 
In many international policy discussions, migration used to be defined as being away from 
one’s place of origin for at least a year, but this timeframe proved to be arbitrary and 
problematic, so it was phased out (UN, 1998). Now, a typical definition for a ‘migrant’ is “A 
person who moves away from his or her place of usual residence, whether within a country 
or across an international border, temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons” 
(IOM, 2019, p. 130). A typical definition for ‘migration’ is “The movement of persons away 
from their place of usual residence, either across an international border or within a State” 
(IOM, 2019, p. 135). The International Organization for Migration (IOM) does not define 
‘non-migrant’ or ‘non-migration’ (2019), although such a dichotomous approach to migration 
compared to non-migration or to immobility has its own limitations (Jónsson, 2011). 

All forms of migration, non-migration, and immobility can have different degrees of 
being forced or voluntary, which is often a subjective judgement. If someone has resources 
and elects to move for adventure or fun, then such migration is certainly voluntary, also 
encompassing the debates on tourism as migration, even if temporary (e.g., O’Reilly, 2003). 
If soldiers proffer a choice of marching or being killed, or if land is expropriated for a shopping 
mall or a dam, then it would be hard to dispute the migration as being forced. Migration for 
a specific job, or for other economic rationales, is presumed to be voluntary, yet could also 
be considered as being forced if other viable options are effectively absent (Hugo, 1996). 

Since migration and non-migration are not necessarily end states with a single influence, 
various outcomes can result, such as migrating several times to different locations, remaining 
in the destination yet being considered a migrant, and assimilating in the destination. Circular 
migration occurs when people leave for a time and then return, perhaps seasonally or with 
each stage taking several years (Guan & McElroy, 2012; King & Connell, 1999). Many 
islanders, such as in the Pacific (Hau’ofa, 2008) and the Caribbean (Chamberlain, 1998) 
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developed their societies to include nomadic aspects (Baldacchino, 2007; DeLoughrey, 2007). 
If nomadism is accepted as being migration then, for these peoples, migration across the 
oceans is the norm, not the exception. It is not a one-off decision, but a continual, expected, 
and typical process. Non-migration is not the default, meaning that examining reasons for not 
migrating is as important as examining reasons for migrating. 

Nonetheless, diminishing migration’s exceptionality is not a justifiable excuse for forced 
migration. It simply places forced migration in wider contexts of mobilities. It is not about 
judging non-migration or migration, nor even setting up and maintaining this binary, but 
about recognizing that people deserve and want choices to pursue their own pathways, rather 
than losing control and choice, whether by expropriation, conflict, dictatorship, social 
changes, or environmental changes. The ocean has always played a role in such contexts, as a 
barrier inhibiting migration, as a pathway for migration, and, perhaps most of all, as an inspirer 
and dissuader in determining whether or not to set forth on, below, or above the waves to 
see what lies over, under, and above the horizon. The ocean attracts and repels movement—
particularly for those for whom the ocean is typically present, such as islanders. 

 
Oceans of hope through migration 
 
Ever since humanity represented by Homo sapiens evolved into our contemporary species and 
moved out of Africa, possibly up to 200,000 years ago (Stringer & Galway-Witham, 2018), 
today’s world has been created, directed, and shaped by migration. From moving into 
unoccupied lands across the continents to traversing what are now ocean-linking water 
channels such as the Bering Strait and across Indonesia to Australia, migration has populated 
the world. More recently, including for islands, migration has been used for colonialism and 
oppression, such as transporting slaves to the Caribbean to take over Indigenous peoples’ 
territories (Lewis, 2009) and evicting peoples from their lands and homes, such as the 
Chagossians when the UK and the US forced them to move from their Indian Ocean islands 
to make way for a military base (Evers & Kooy, 2011). 

Some great ocean voyages are speculative, for instance ancient trans-Atlantic and trans-
Pacific journeys, in either direction, by artefacts drifting and possibly by people (Callaghan, 2015; 
Jett, 2017). Long sea journeys which are known from past millennia typically involve islands 
and island hopping (Depraetere, 2008). Other than possibilities of Irish or other Celtic 
hermits, the first known settlers of the Faroe Islands and Iceland were Vikings whose sea 
travels included islands along the west coast of Norway, the islands around Scotland, and 
Kalaallit Nunaat (Greenland). Beforehand, successive waves of Indigenous peoples had arrived 
in Kalaallit Nunaat probably via island hopping across the Arctic islands of what is now Canada 
(Friesen et al., 2019). 

Indian Ocean island hopping from Indonesia to Zanzibar, and using both land and water 
routes, has been happening for over two millennia (Brucato et al., 2017). Migration across 
and around the Indian Ocean helped cultures to spread including through island stopping 
points, such as Maldives, situated in the centre of historical trade routes between China, 
Arabia, and Africa (Colton, 1995). The first settlers to Maldives are believed to have moved 
there around 2,500 years ago, arriving from Gujarat (Bell, 1940). Since then, the ethnic mix 
comprising Maldivians today leads to the strongly identifiable genetic links between the 
mainland of South Asia and Maldives (Forbes, 1979; Pijpe et al., 2013). 
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Pacific islanders are renowned for their lengthy voyages, building mini-villages on their 
boats for extended trips (Hau’ofa, 1993, 2008). About 3,000–4,000 years ago, after atolls 
started emerging from the Pacific Ocean following a peak in sea levels about two meters 
above the present day level, islanders continually found and settled these scattered, isolated 
islands (Dickinson, 2009). We will never know how many boats set off but did not find land, 
eventually succumbing to hunger and thirst or being toppled and wrecked by waves and 
storms. The animated movie Moana (Shurer et al., 2016) depicts an interesting possibility of 
a Pacific island society rejecting the ocean and ocean migration as part of their culture and 
livelihoods. Hope fades with declining food. The sentient sea then assists the principal 
character Moana to embark on an illicit ocean voyage to save her people and to reconnect 
them with their sea-borne heritage. 

One principal driver of such movement across the Pacific was hope, aiming for new 
land, new lives, new opportunities, and new resources. In many cases, exiling, boredom, local 
resource destruction, and overcrowding cannot be ruled out, and were presumably part of 
the impetus for moving. Even so, hope of something better would form one basis for 
departing. This hope applies to both those leaving and those staying, with choice and lack of 
choice combining for both. Some would have been forced to join the trips, as slaves or as 
penance, through other duties and roles within their cultures, or being ordered because they 
had the perceived abilities and skills. Others would have wanted to leave but were prevented 
by duties and roles in their settlement, lack of perceived ability and skill to make the voyage 
and start a new home, or being criminals with exile not an option or not deemed to be just. 
Or perhaps they just wished to be at home, being a non-migrant even amongst migrant cultures. 

Yet the hope of finding new land and developing a new society applies to those who 
stayed behind. They, too, placed their faith in the oceans of hope through not migrating and 
so gaining advantage from those who left. Local resource use would be reduced with fewer 
people and, if connections were maintained with the migrants, then trade and new resources 
might result, seen in modern times as remittances which are a mainstay of many islander 
communities from Cuba (Orozco & Hansing, 2015) to the Marshall Islands (Picciotto, 2018). 
Meanwhile, if people were being exiled, then it rids the society of criminals—which might 
also make the criminals happy in terms of having a new start and leaving their past behind. 
Many convicts shipped from the UK to Australia were said to have been delighted at the 
opportunity to start anew (Elliott, 2019). While caution is always needed in accepting 
unconditionally a narrative which supports an oppressor, new opportunities in a new place 
should not be summarily dismissed as unwelcome. A similar situation is portrayed in Huxley’s 
(1932) novel Brave New World in which the smartest people, who could not fit into the highly 
controlled society and were thus prone to social problems, were forced to move to an island 
of their choice. Many were happy and relieved to do so in order to be among people similar 
to themselves, rather than remaining outliers within the majority. 

All forms of migrants and non-migrants gain advantage and hope through the use of 
the oceans as a migration route and separator of societies. The portrayal and reality of oceans 
of hope through migration integrates humanity into the surrounding seas, especially for the 
islander perspective of the ocean as part of life and society, rather than as a danger or separator 
(Hau’ofa, 1993). 
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Oceans of fear through migration 
 
Threats and dangers from the water are far from absent within islander cultures and mobilities. 
In Russell’s (1996, p. 203) novel The Sparrow, Puerto Rican Felipe Reyes explains “Nothing 
like living on an island to convince you that land is the correct place to be.” Healthy respect 
for the ocean’s power and risks is far different from avoidance and disconnection, but it means 
that not all islanders are fishers or embrace coastal and maritime livelihoods. 

Islander history is rife with migration-related threats coming over the ocean, namely 
through violent and non-violent invasion. Islanders such as on Iona, Scotland (Jones et al., 
2020) lived in fear of Viking raids, while Norwegian islands and skerries were the sites of 
anti-Viking battles (Baug et al., 2019). Piracy and privateering (which are not synonymous, 
but which had comparable tactics and results) around Mediterranean islands was common in 
reality and was captured in literature between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries (Klarer, 
2018) as well as in the Caribbean during some similar time periods (Konstam, 2019; 
Woodward, 2008). It has also been documented for Japan in a slightly earlier age (Shapinsky, 
2014). Invasions in more recent times which are not overtly violent, and which are frequently 
greeted joyfully by islanders, include tourism (Graci & Dodds, 2010) and unhealthy food 
(Snowdon et al., 2010). 

Contemporary discourse has turned the real and ubiquitous fatal threats from the sea, 
such as drowning and hypothermia, into a discourse of fear of the ocean and of islanders as 
migrants. Following the 2004 tsunami, many islanders in Sri Lanka and along Thailand’s 
coastline were told that the tsunami inundation zone is too dangerous for living, so they had 
no choice but to resettle inland (Cohen, 2011; Khazai et al., 2006). This forced migration 
from the ocean (based on fear) divorces fishers from their coasts, thereby undermining their 
knowledge of the waves, currents, and weather which is essential to survival. Rather than 
seeking a balance, namely living by the sea with knowledge of tsunamis and storms alongside 
a functioning warning and evacuation system (Naylor et al., 2018), the ocean is assumed to 
be malfeasant only and so connections must be severed. As a contrast, both Bangladesh 
(including coastal and deltaic island communities; Haque et al., 2012; Mallick et al., 2011) 
and the island of Cuba (Aguirre, 2005; Sims & Vogelmann, 2002) have had impressive 
successes with tropical cyclone warning and evacuation systems to avoid deaths by storm 
surge. For both countries, as was the case for the Indian Ocean islands before 26 December 
2004, tsunami warnings and evacuations are far less tested, leaving people highly vulnerable, 
but the capability exists if it were implemented. 

Some of the decisions to move coastal dwellers from tsunami-hit coastlines revealed a 
more insidious reasoning. In Sri Lanka and some Thai islands, poorer populations were denied 
permission to return to their properties on the premise that it was too dangerous to rebuild 
there, while the same rules were not applied to tourism owners and operators (Cohen, 2011; 
Khazai et al., 2006). Fear of the ocean was used to induce islander migration as a form of 
oppression and marginalization through land grabs, including for tourism-related profits 
which would end up mainly outside the country, as more recently illustrated aptly by Barbuda 
after Hurricane Irma in 2017 (Gould & Lewis, 2018). 

Fear of the ocean, and fear of forced migration due to the ocean, is used in current 
times in another powerful manner through assuming that many islanders will need to abandon 
their homes due to climate change, often termed ‘climate migration’ (or, incorrectly, ‘climate 
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refugees’) or ‘climate change migration’ (or, incorrectly, ‘climate change refugees’). The 
rationale is that climate change will cause sea levels to rise (with different mechanisms 
contributing to it), submerging coastlines and islands, so people must flee to higher ground. 
Yet wholescale destruction of islands is not inevitable. Dozens of islands, mainly in the Pacific, 
have been observed empirically for changes under measurable sea-level rise (e.g., Albert et 
al., 2016; Ballu et al., 2011; Kench et al., 2015; Rankey, 2011). Many islands are accreting 
horizontally or otherwise changing shape without loss of land, while others are diminishing 
in size, although some erosion is often attributed to local human action rather than to climate 
change (Biribo & Woodroffe, 2013; Connell, 2016). Under ice sheet collapse, cities, islands, 
and coastlines would be likely to disappear underwater after the year 2100, leading to mass 
migration, although the impacts would extend through several centuries and some modelling 
suggests that low-lying islands might disappear only in highly extreme scenarios (Le Cozannet 
et al., 2018). Then, over millennia, influences start to be felt from the Earth’s orbital cycles 
which significantly affect the planet’s temperature (Dolan et al., 2011; Hays et al., 1976). 

These nuances and uncertainties do not stop the instilling of fear regarding alleged waves 
of climate change refugees or climate change migrants coming across the oceans. Examples 
are Guzman (2013, p. 181) explaining about “refugee camps and cities overwhelmed with 
migrants fleeing climate change and its impacts” and the UK newspaper Independent’s headline 
“Climate change could force more than a billion people to flee their homes” (Griffin, 2017). 
The latter was reporting on a paper stating: 

 
climate change is the sole contributing factor for at least 4,400 people who are already 
being forced to migrate, worldwide. The total number of people vulnerable to 
migration might increase to 1 billion by the end of the century without significant 
further action on climate change. (Watts et al., 2018b, p. 593)  
 

This one billion figure was caveated by ±50%. The causes of this migration focus on sea-level 
rise, but could potentially extend to heat waves and various mechanisms reducing freshwater 
supplies. Watts et al. (2018a, p. 2490) then revised those figures: 
 

A lower bound of several thousand people are now migrating with climate change 
as the sole contributing factor. Future projections are highly uncertain because of 
challenges in projecting how society, technology, and politics will change over the 
coming decades. Nonetheless, in the absence of planning and interventions, several 
hundred million people could end up being vulnerable to forced migration, with 
climate change as the sole contributing factor. 
 

Meanwhile, Bronen (2008, p. 31) aims to coin the term “climigration” which “occurs 
when a community is no longer sustainable exclusively because of climate-related events and 
permanent relocation is required to protect people.” 

Climate change is certainly inducing major impacts on the planet and on humanity; 
society is not adequately dealing with these shifts; and pathways to needed action are not 
being followed as much as required (IPCC, 2013-2014). If climate change impacts end up 
being worse than the median projections, or if severe and extreme changes appear, such as 
rapid ice sheet collapse, then islander migration due to climate change could be a dominant 
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influence on their population dynamics—and coastal populations might be affected similarly. 
Denying any link between climate change and migration would be ignoring the reality which 
many locations must address involuntarily while downplaying scenarios which are realistic 
from now through to future decades and millennia. 

Equally denying reality is focusing on climate change, especially for underlining a linear, 
causal connection from climate change to forced migration—which rarely exists. For instance, 
McNamara and Combes (2015) claim that climate change is causing the relocation of two 
coastal villages in Fiji, Narikoso and Vunidogoloa, but they do not provide any evidence for 
the climate change connections. Green (2016) explains how the coastline erosion observed 
by these villages might have been exacerbated by attempts to stop it, such as through a sea 
wall. Consequently, fearing the ocean and separating it artificially from the land such as 
through sea walls ends up creating the reality which confirms the fears and forces migration. 

Furthermore, climate change poses a major ocean-related threat to many islands beyond 
sea-level rise inundating the land. More intense storms, higher oceans, and more powerful 
waves are contaminating freshwater sources (Karnauskas et al., 2016; Storlazzi et al., 2015). 
Without freshwater or alternatives, such as low-cost desalination which is not yet available 
everywhere, islanders might be forced to move from their homes due to climate change 
impacting freshwater resources with knock-on effects for food and ecosystems. Other 
mechanisms require further investigation, particularly coral reef survivability as one main 
example (Camp et al., 2018). If corals are unable to cope with higher ocean temperature and 
acidity due to climate change, then their protection of coastlines from waves and currents 
disappears and islands could erode more rapidly. Finally, the potentially biggest climate change 
related factor in islander migration is not ocean-related. In many areas around the world, heat 
waves exacerbated by climate change are expected to make it lethal to be outdoors for people, 
livestock, and crops (Watts et al., 2018a) meaning that the options are indoor temperature 
control 100% of the time, die, or move. 

Even where significant climate change impacts are projected with the potential of 
forcing migration, such as in Maldives, populations are tending to emphasize the locally 
contextual gamut of reasons for moving. Rather than the ocean as a threat, these reasons 
include lack of living space, increasing land prices, low quality of services, and preference for 
better health and education access (Stojanov et al., 2017). This grounded viewpoint matches 
more detailed analyses, especially for islands, placing the interaction between climate change 
and migration into wider contexts of political discourses, power relations, and constructed 
narratives (e.g., Baldwin et al., 2019; Curtis & Schneider, 2011; Oakes, 2019; Perumal, 2018; 
Schwebel, 2018). 

Although ocean-related hazards from tsunamis to storms to climate change bring 
legitimate caution and concern, they are being used to terrify, so that forced islander migration 
seems to be the only option. The notion of the ocean as a killer—even where well-founded 
throughout history—ensures that fearful fleeing from the ocean is prioritized, yielding terror 
in terms of unwanted migrants allegedly forcing their way into ostensibly innocent countries 
and homes. The xenophobic viewpoints of migrants as being dangerous and of migration 
being detrimental to a destination has dominated recent politics around the world (Andersson, 
2019), even when compiled evidence illustrates the opposite (Abubakar et al., 2018). As such, 
migration-related fear is generated in the origin and destination locations. 
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Ocean representations for islander migration 
 
The fears of islanders and of possible migration destinations about climate change devastating 
island countries leading to mass migration have led to numerous, incorrect representations of 
islander migration across oceans. Adger and Barnett (2005, p. 328) described “New Zealand’s 
creation of the Pacific Access Category, in response to concerns about climate change” 
without providing any evidence of links to or consideration of climate change. As the Pacific 
Access Category’s information evolved, it continued to frame the program as permitting a 
cohort of skilled and healthy citizens from a few Pacific countries to settle in New Zealand, 
provided they had a job offer. Environmental or climate reasons have not been mentioned in 
the official documentation or information. 

Nevertheless, a handful of cases of Pacific islanders in New Zealand aiming to claim 
climate change refugee status have emerged. These cases have thus far been declined (e.g., 
Burson, 2013) even where the claimants were permitted to remain in New Zealand for other 
reasons (e.g., Burson, 2014). In December 2017, New Zealand indicated the possibility of 
creating a new category of visas specifically covering climate change refugees, although it 
would apply to perhaps a hundred people from Pacific island countries per year. The proposal 
was later withdrawn. Currently, no countries have a specific climate-related visa for forced 
migrants, but legal and political regimes are evolving in order to develop climate change 
migration as an official category, without entirely embracing scientific conclusions from across 
climate change, migration, and mobilities research. 

To support this work, lessons emerge from other examples of islander migration linked 
to environmental changes. Volcanic eruptions have been involved in dozens of sudden, forced 
migrations over past decades, incorporating numerous instances when return was not 
expected to be an option or was assumed not to be an option. From islands, examples are 
Niuafo’ou in Tonga in 1946 (Lewis, 1979), Vestmannaeyjar in Iceland in 1973 (Chester, 
1993), and Montserrat after 1995 (Pattullo, 2000). Similarly, island communities from Kalaallit 
Nunaat (Dugmore et al., 2007) to the Pacific (Nunn & Carson, 2015) display long histories 
of abandoning communities, possibly through a combination of mass migration and dying 
out, with one factor amongst many suggested as being climatic shifts. These analogies could 
assist in contemporary forecasting and planning of islander movement for related and other 
reasons (Glantz, 1988). 

Many descriptions highlighted in current public discourse are often about representing 
fears which supersede hopes. Cubans and Haitians have long made the voyage over the sea 
to the USA and, at times, Bahamas, for the presumptions of a better quality of life, more 
lucrative livelihoods, and the opportunity to send back remittances (Loyd & Mountz, 2018; 
Mainwaring & Cook, 2019). Comorians seeking France’s territory of Mayotte, now an 
overseas department, have done similarly (Blanchy, 2018). In these cases, hopes remain that 
life will be better as a migrant across the ocean in the better-off location, while being able to 
make life better for those left behind. Yet much of the media and populist framing is about 
the islanders being driven by fears of conditions in their homes, including political oppression, 
violence, poverty, and marginalization (Lohmeier, 2014). Without denying these real and 
legitimate fears which are an impetus, more work is needed to seek the islander migrants’ 
views of how they balance fears and hopes in their decisions to risk their lives on the ocean 
and in their destinations. In the meantime, fears in destination locations might then transcend 
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into (unjustified) fears of the migrants who are presumed to bring crime and disease or to take 
over the destination’s culture and values. 

Migration research traditionally separated mobility drivers into push factors and pull 
factors, but then recognized the interlinkages, overlaps, and inadequacies of this binary. 
Consequently, a strong agenda remains to investigate more deeply and thoroughly how 
migrants view their migration through the push-and-pull lenses, especially the balance of 
negatively connoted emotions such as fear and positively connoted emotions such as hope. 
The tension and synergies between different representations of the ocean as a pathway for 
migration certainly play out in island cultures. The Barbadian poet Frank Collymore starts 
Hymn to the Sea (1959, p. 48) with the lines, “Like all who live on small islands, / I must 
always be remembering the sea.” He then goes on to feminize the sea, followed by sexualizing 
it, and then viewing it as a mother. The portrayals are generally of positive experiences, 
although the poem ends with references to storms and death, not necessarily as negative, but 
certainly with undercurrents of trepidation and anxiety. 

A different progression is seen in the classic island voyage novel The Voyage of the Dawn 
Treader (Lewis, 1952), the fifth in the Narnia series. During the voyage of discovery for seven 
missing Narnian lords, matching the voyage of personal character discovery for the three 
English children on board the ship, the islands they encounter traverse hopes, fears, hopes 
transformed into fears, fears transformed into hopes, and the combinations of hopes and fears. 
Reepicheep the mouse becomes the ultimate migrant full of hope by voluntarily entering 
Aslan’s land. 

Other representations combining islander migration hopes and fears appear in the form 
of ‘Fishermen’s wives memorials’, such as around the North Sea. Traditionally, most fishers 
were men going out onto the sea for hours or days in a form of circular migration for 
livelihoods. Their wives would tend the home, awaiting their return. Given the propensity 
for storms, high waves, rocks, and other shipwrecking phenomena, many boats never arrived 
back, leaving their wives, families, and communities to make the decision when to assume 
that the fishers were lost forever. As with the disaster memorial at Gloup in the north of the 
island of Yell, Shetland, Scotland, a statue shows a fisherman’s wife holding their child, 
looking forever out to sea in the hope that her husband will appear on the horizon with the 
fear that he never will. Gloup’s memorial was erected for the 20 July 1881 storm which killed 
58 fishermen from the small community. The ocean, and migration around it, brings life 
through fishing livelihoods alongside sudden death. And this balance is fully accepted, 
according to the narrative that some of the fishers refuse to learn how to swim with the 
premise that, if the boat sinks, why prolong the agony? 

Despite the general pattern of representations of oceans and islander migration, fictional 
and real, not all conform. The town of Sete Cidades, São Miguel, Azores, Portugal tells a 
useful tale. The town sits entirely inside a volcano’s caldera, more than 300 meters below the 
caldera’s rim and just a few kilometers from the Atlantic Ocean. The story, possibly 
apocryphal and certainly poetic, is that even up to the 1990s, some residents of Sete Cidades, 
numbering several hundred, had never left the caldera. Despite living on a small island in the 
middle of the ocean, these people would never have seen the sea, so migration beyond the 
confines of their town, even temporarily, was not part of their worldview. 

As another example of not migrating, even Maldivians who recognize the possible 
impacts of sea-level rise and other changes express reticence to depart their country (Stojanov 
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et al., 2017). They do not want to lose their roots and traditions related to family, culture, 
friends, land, language, and religion, especially when they still enjoy living in the current 
island environment. For them, loss of identity and familiarity is a far bigger risk than the ocean 
encroaching onto their land. 

 
Multi-dimensional islander migration through the oceans 
 
The diversity of migrants and non-migrants amongst human populations, and the diversity of 
reasons for migrating and for not migrating, have long been published (Jansen, 1970; Kunz, 
1973; Petersen, 1958). While recognizing how migration and mobilities theories have 
evolved, with discussions becoming less prejudiced and more introspective over the decades 
(e.g., Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al., 2016; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2019), this rich literature yields 
important lessons for investigating the ocean’s place in islander migration. 

One challenge has always been defining “migration”. What is the distance which 
someone must move in order to be termed a migrant? Within an atoll, if someone moves a 
hundred meters from one island to another or ten meters from one side of an island to the 
other side, are they both equivalent migration? For some islands, moving ten meters could 
mean leaving the expected floodplain under climate change for several decades into the future. 
Pingelap is an atoll within the Federated States of Micronesia. Some parts of the atoll rise 
above 15 meters above sea level, but all the atoll’s land sits within 300 meters of the ocean. 
In theory, the people could redesign and rebuild their community on the higher parts of their 
atoll to avoid impacts from sea-level rise, meaning that no one would move very far 
(presuming that freshwater would still be available and that heat would not preclude 
habitability). Alternatively, migration to and from the atoll has always been presumed to be 
part of Pingelap’s population dynamics (Morton et al., 1971), so out-migration could be 
enhanced rather than being entirely new. 

In any case, for those who wish to remain on the atoll, amphibious approaches could 
be considered. Some nomadic islanders live in boats, such as throughout Burma's Mergui 
Archipelago (Stacey & Allison, 2019), leading to possibilities for other cultures to adopt a 
boat-based, ocean-going lifestyle. Others have postulated island cities and states floating on 
the oceans and roaming the world, including examining the legal, social, and technical aspects 
(Bolonkin, 2011). Ever-moving island civilizations are depicted in fiction, such as the movie 
Waterworld (Herzberg et al., 1995) and the novel Flood (Baxter, 2008). 

If islanders wish to remain fixed in one place no matter how coastlines are changing, 
then buildings could be raised or ground floors could be opened up to permit water flow 
with other storeys placed on top. People would live in the same island location as before, 
perhaps now in the tidal zone, although they would be migrating upwards. Vertical migration 
to live much more with the ocean is a possibility for islanders, not just to deal with sea-level 
rise and shifting shores, but also to expand into current lagoons in order to increase the living 
space available. This approach has been enacted for luxury tourism, with one Maldivian resort 
having built walkways from a private island into the sea to reach villas on stilts for US$1,100+ 
per night in the low season. 

Rather than constructing just a villa or a house in order to migrate into the sea, entire 
islands have been built to support islander movement. Hong Kong’s airport was constructed 
on the largely artificial island of Chek Lap Kok to facilitate international travel to and from 
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the island city (Pickles & Tosen, 1998). Between 2001 and 2011, Dubai aimed to build the 
Palm Islands and the World Islands into the Persian Gulf, to add significant lengths of beaches 
and significant numbers of luxury properties (Gupta, 2015). Maldives has substantially 
increased its land area through reclamation, with the island of Hulhumalé built to ease pressure 
on living space in the capital Malé (Malatesta & Schmidt di Friedberg, 2017) along with 
Hulhulé for the international airport. These instances support permanent migration to land 
which was once ocean and have had major marine impacts, influencing nearby marine 
ecosystems and creating new coastal and tidal ones. 

In addition to migrating vertically upwards on an island and horizontally out from an 
island, consideration could be given to migrating vertically downwards into the ocean, by 
constructing underwater settlements. Under-ocean cities have appeared in the scientific 
literature (Kaji-o’grady & Raisbeck, 2005; Riffat et al., 2016) and in fiction including the 
planet Naboo’s undersea city Otoh Gunga in Star Wars: Episode I – The Phantom Menace 
(Lucas, 1999). It is the same with cities in the sky, hovering in a planet’s atmosphere and 
either fixed or floating, speculated in science (Riffat et al., 2016) and presented in fiction, 
such as Laputa (Swift, 1726) and again from Star Wars, this time Star Wars: Episode V – The 
Empire Strikes Back (Lucas & Kershner, 1980) with Cloud City on the planet Bespin. 

This multi-dimensional migration through the oceans is based on the assumption of 
water being the medium considered, which is the case for Planet Earth. As humanity dreams 
of colonizing the solar system, and perhaps beyond, other seas await. In March 2019, the US 
government announced the Artemis program designed to return Americans to the Moon by 
2024 (https://www.nasa.gov/specials/artemis). Numerous places on the Moon are named as 
seas, including the Sea of Tranquillity where the first landing occurred in 1969, but they are 
dry. Same with Mars, leading the trilogy of Red Mars (Robinson, 1993), Green Mars 
(Robinson, 1994), and Blue Mars (Robinson, 1996) to explain how the planet might be 
terraformed—or, as the author writes, areoformed with “areo” from the Greek god Ares 
meaning Mars—to produce water-filled oceans. 

Farther afield, the dynamic surface of Jupiter’s moon Io could be described as having 
oceans of molten rock (Lopes & Spencer, 2007) while Saturn’s moon Titan has been discussed 
as having oceans of ethane and methane (Flasar, 1983; Lunine et al., 1983). If human beings 
were able to migrate to these oceans and construct settlements, as described in the Bio of a 
Space Tyrant series (Anthony, 1983-1986 with an extra book in 2001), would the moons 
themselves or the settlements be the islands? Some would dispute the moniker “island” given 
that they are not linked to water. The three other Galilean moons of Jupiter—Callisto, 
Europa, and Ganymede—have frozen water on their surfaces and could have liquid water 
oceans below their surfaces (Heggy et al., 2017). Prospects exist for immersed settlements, 
fixed or mobile, becoming islands. 

Oceans of islander migration therefore embrace multiple meanings, beyond water and 
beyond the Earth. They return to the hope of lengthy, strange, dangerous migration—
experienced by the Vikings and the Pacific islanders, amongst others, when they set forth in 
their surface crafts to see what might lie across the vast water—for seeking fun, adventure, 
resources, and newness. They provide opportunities to overcome current fears and knowledge 
of overpopulation, overconsumption, and toxic overload plaguing the only inhabited planet 
known to humanity. They introduce new fears, such as those related by Ben Elton in his 
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novel Stark (Elton, 1989), that migration across the oceans of space’s vacuum to the islands of 
planets and moons will be achieved primarily to escape a fatally contaminated Earth. 

 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has highlighted oceans of hope and fear regarding islanders migrating and not 
migrating, particularly their relationship to the ocean. In doing so, aspects of islander norms 
(as far as islander norms exist) are reaffirmed (see also Grydehøj, 2020) in that the sea and 
connections to it can be far more the norm than the land, while migration can be far more 
the norm than sedentariness (see also Hau’ofa, 1993, 2008). These situations are not always 
the case, as amply demonstrated by the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 severely curtailing 
domestic and international migration, with numerous island locations closing their borders 
entirely. Nonetheless, ocean-migration links are frequently a basis for many islander hopes, 
especially with respect to livelihoods and futures. 

Interlaced with these hopes are fears. Fear of death is real when crossing large bodies of 
water, as is fear that the destination might not work out. Fear of migrants and new arrivals in 
a location have also been present in potential destinations, driven in contemporary times by 
political and media constructions of migrants and migration as threats. A balance of hope and 
fear is healthy, and has long been the norm. An imbalance in either direction can create 
challenges, when fear becomes hostility or hope means ignoring real danger. 

These explorations reinforce a baseline regarding the lack of dichotomies and binaries 
in the pairs presented above. Since hope and fear are intertwined, they are not extremes at 
opposite ends of a continuum. They are necessary, ever-present, much-needed phenomena 
which can and should exist side-by-side to balance hope inducing courage for fulfilling the 
desire for new territories and opportunities with trepidation inducing a modicum of caution 
towards actual and potential threats. 

Migration and non-migration, immobility, and sedentariness are interwoven, with the 
latter three not necessarily being the same and not necessarily being the opposite of migration. 
It is the same for land and ocean not being opposites or separated—a motif often employed 
in fiction about the island of Atlantis, such as the movie Aquaman (Berg et al., 2018). The 
ocean and land overlap through tidal zones—on daily, monthly, seasonal, and decadal cycles—
and through dynamic (migrating) coasts involving erosion, accretion, and infiltration. At 
times, the zone of overlap expands, such as runoff from land to the sea impacting marine 
ecosystems while ocean-originating hazards can inundate typically dry land through storm 
surge, tsunamis, tidal waves, and tidal bores. 

Consequently, for islanders and island societies, oceans and migration are not 
exceptions: ocean, land, migration, non-migration, hope, and fear are all about 
acknowledging the norm of what it means to be an islander. As sung in the opening number 
of the musical Come From Away about being an islander from Newfoundland, “Welcome to 
the land where the waters try to drown us and we said, ‘we will not be drowned’” (Sankoff 
& Hein, 2013, pp. 4-5). The water and the ocean, through their contributions to migration 
and non-migration, provide opportunities and threats, but threats within the opportunities 
and opportunities within the threats. 
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