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Why Tuvalu & the Torres Strait Islands?



Analytical Framework

Locating the 
contradictions of 

globalised capitalism and 
effective climate change 

action

Connecting the social and 
ecological alienations 

imbedded within 
capitalism

Examining the role of the 
contemporary neoliberal 

state in managing the
contradictions and 

mystifying the alienations



The Australian Capitalist State

• A capitalist state or a state in a capitalist 

society?

• Australia’s settler colonial history and 

character

• History of Pacific and Indigenous labour 

exploitation

• An Extractivist State

• Domestic vs Regional Climate Strategies  
The Australian Institute 2024



Tuvalu



Historical Considerations

• Pre-colonial Polynesian indigeneity

• 19th century exposure to international trade

• Gilbert and Ellice Islands Colony

• 1974 Independence

• Contemporary regional and international activism
Tuvalu Foreign Ministry 2021



Material Considerations

Limited arable land and high reliance on 
fisheries for food production

Early incorporation into international trade 
soon after European discovery

Blackbirding of the 19th century

Modern economic dimensions: 
remittances, PALM and tourism

“The Gilbertese and the Ellice Islanders 

exploited their environment in its totality and 

their cultures evolved in harmony with it. Of 

necessity, a delicate balance between man 

and nature retained.”

Macdonald 1982, Cinderellas of the Empire, 

pp.4-5



Ecological Considerations

• Rising sea levels

• Coastal erosion

• Tidal surges

• Fisheries integrity

• International pressures

• Post-land access?

• Freshwater supply

• Saltwater flooding

• Irregular rainfall

Tuvalu Meteorological Service 2024



Australia-Tuvalu Falepili Union Treaty

• Climate Mitigation vs Climate Adaption

• Regional security dimensions

• Questions of sovereignty

• Resettlement visa pathway X.com 2024



The Torres Strait Islands



Historical Considerations

• Melanesian indigeneity (distinct from 

Aboriginal Australians)

• British colonisation in the 19th century; 

subsequent Australian colonisation in the 

20th century

• Impact of Christianity as a unifying social 

institution

• Long struggle to reassert customary land 

sovereignty 

AIATSIS Collection



Material Conditions

• Historically land cultivation throughout the 

island chains enough to support 

subsistence agriculture (McNiven 2008)

• Government services account for majority 

of contemporary capital flow (ABS 2018)

• Subsistence vs commercial fishing

• Initiatives to develop other commercial 

industries (tourism, pearling, cultural 

trade)
National Library of Australia



Ecological Conditions

• Rising sea levels and the loss of ancestral 

land

• Volatile weather impacting land cultivation

• Loss of biodiversity

• Socio-cultural impact

• Economic impact 

• Human rights-based appeals to national 

and international institutions for climate 

action 

ABC News 2009



Pabai Pabai v Commonwealth of Australia

• Class action lodged in 2021 asserting negligence 
by Australian government in not preventing 
property damage to Torres Strait Island coastal 
communities

• Plaintiffs argued Australia held a duty of care to 
mitigate climate change

• Judgement handed down in July 2025; no duty of 
care

• Subsequent International Court of Justice ruling 
established duty of care for climate mitigation

• Appeal lodged in November 2025
AAP 2025



Comparative Overview

T U V A L U

• Polynesian indigeneity 

• British colonisation and early impact of 
international capitalist trade 

• British and Australian labour exploitation

• Post-colonial sovereignty exists in tension with 
regional hegemons

• Existential threat of rising sea levels

• Appeals to regional and international institutions 
for climate action

T O R R E S  S T R A I T  I S L A N D S

• Melanesian indigeneity

• British colonisation and early impact of extractivist 
industries

• Land dispossession and labour exploitation 

• Struggle to assert customary land sovereignty 
against Australian state

• Existential threat of rising sea levels

• Appeals to national and international institutions 
for climate action



Implications for Australian 
Policy

• Policy dissonance between domestic and 

regional frontiers

• Extractivism undermining regionalism

• Climate mitigation < climate adaption…but for 

whom?

• Migration and resettlement

• Social, political and economic rights of the 

displaced



Implications for International Relations

• The social and ecological impacts of climate 

change are increasingly limiting the actions of 

states in capitalist societies.

• Territorial sovereignty has been integral to IR 

institutions: post-territory states are a new subject 

for analysis

• Erosion of domestic and regional frontiers and the 

potentialities of new forms of class consciousness

• New strategic responses from and against 

globalised capitalism



Future Research Directions

• Tuvalu’s socio-political future: what becomes of a de-

territorialised state and its people?

• Who benefits from rising sea levels: how will capitalism 

reproduce the social conditions of labour despite growing 

ecological alienation?

• New frontiers of class consciousness and strategic thinking: 

will we see new frontiers of inter and transnationalism arise 

in resistance to the ecological and social crises of 

capitalism?



Questions?
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