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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to articulate a meaningful response to recent calls to “indigenize” and
“decolonize” the Anthropocene in the social sciences and humanities; and in doing so to challenge and extend
dominant conceptualisations of the Anthropocene offered to date within a posthuman and more-than-human
intellectual context.
Design/methodology/approach – The paper develops a radical material and relational ontology,
purposefully drawing on an indigenous knowledge framework, as it is specifically exemplified in Maori
approaches to anthropogenic impacts on species and multi-species entanglements. The paper takes as its focus
particular species of whales, trees and humans and their entanglements. It also draws on, critically engages
with, and partially integrates posthuman and more-than-human theory addressing the Anthropocene.
Findings – The findings of this study are that we will benefit from approaching the Anthropocene from
situated and specific ontologies rooted in place, which can frame multi-species encounters in novel and
productive ways.
Research limitations/implications – The paper calls for a more expansive and critical version of social
science in which the relations between human and more-than-human becomes much more of a central
concern; but in doing so it must recognize the importance of multiple histories, knowledge systems and
narratives, the marginalization of many of which can be seen as a symptom of ecological crisis. The paper
also proposes adopting Zoe Todd’s suggested tools to further indigenize the Anthropocene – though there
remains much more scope to do so both theoretically and methodologically.
Practical implications – The paper argues that Anthropocene narratives must incorporate deeper colonial
histories and their legacies; that related research must pay greater attention to reciprocity and relatedness, as
advocated by posthuman scholarship in developing methodologies and research agendas; and that non-
human life should remain firmly in focus to avoid reproducing human exceptionalism.
Social implications – In societies where populations are coming to terms in different ways with living
through an era of environmental breakdown, it is vital to seek out forms of knowledge and progressive
collaboration that resonate with place and with which progressive science and humanities research can learn
and collaborate; to highlight narratives which “give life and dimension to the strategies – oppositional,
affirmative, and yes, often desperate and fractured – that emerge from those who bear the brunt of the
planet’s ecological crises” (Nixon, 2011, p. 23).
Originality/value – The paper is original in approaching the specific and situated application of indigenous
ontologies in some of their grounded everyday social complexity, with the potential value of opening up the
Anthropocene imaginary to a more radical and ethical relational ontology.
Keywords Climate change, Indigenous knowledge, Anthropocene, More-than-human, Multi-species,
Posthuman
Paper type Conceptual paper

Introduction

“Wherever it looks, social science tends to see only the social activity of humans. The agency it
examines, describes, or explains is normally confined to that exercised by humans, exercised directly
in the case of individuals and indirectly in the case of collective practices, institutions, or rituals.
The agentic power of human-nonhuman assemblages […] appears as merely an effervescence of the
originary agency of persons” (Bennett, 2005, p. 455).

“At a time when human activities have become so deeply embedded in earth surface processes that
even the molecular composition of the atmosphere bears our signature, the most urgent task for all
fields of human endeavour is to reframe our relations to themore-than-humanworld” (Head, 2016, p. 55).
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This article is a response to numerous recent calls to “indigenize” and “decolonize” the
Anthropocene in the social sciences and humanities (Szerszynski, 2017; Todd, 2016).

In a general sense it builds on more established scholarship arguing for a decolonizing of
sociology and the sociological imagination (e.g. Connell, 2018; Savransky, 2017). It also
contributes to developments in environmental sociology, where the conceptual and political
value of the Anthropocene as a rapidly emerging crisis narrative has been explored
(e.g. Hamilton et al., 2015; Urry, 2010); though a consideration of the potential of contribution
of Indigenous Knowledge is largely absent (e.g. Lidskog and Waterton, 2016; Lövbrand
et al., 2015; Zinn, 2016). Some sociologists argue that the field itself, despite increasing
theoretical diversity, still requires a radical overhaul to keep up with earth system science
planetary-level conceptualisation of Anthropocene phenomena (e.g. Bowden, 2017). In this
vein, Bowden calls for a fuller theorisation of (cosmic) temporality and complexity to better
render the complex, evolving social-natural assemblages of the Anthropocene. However,
even here, Indigenous Knowledge is not considered part of what “we need [for] an
environmental sociology for the Anthropocene” (Bowden, 2017, p. 64).

In contrast, this paper develops a radical material and relational ontology, purposefully
drawing on an Indigenous Knowledge (IK) framework to challenge and extend dominant
conceptualisations of the Anthropocene within a posthuman and more-than-human
intellectual context. In doing so it also, it is hoped, contributes to the aforementioned
impetus to decolonize the sociological imagination. The tools suggested by Indigenous
feminist scholar Zoe Todd as necessary for employing Indigenous ontologies with care and
respect are utilized in developing an Anthropocene social imaginary: accounting for one’s own
location; engaging with specific ontologies and locally informed responses to in situ
challenges; and reading and citing Indigenous scholarship. Posthuman and Māori approaches
to manifold multi-species entanglements shaped by anthropogenic impacts are considered – in
particular the whale and the kāuri tree – as specific and situated enactments of a radically
extended relational ontology. A conceptual framework for the Anthropocene is offered that
articulates surprising multi-species connections between humans, trees and whales. It is
argued that in approaching the specific and situated application of Indigenous ontologies in
some of their grounded everyday social complexity – the “play of forces and processes that
produce particular determinate moments” (Findlay, 2000, p. 309) – there is the potential to
open up the Anthropocene imaginary to a more radical and ethical relational ontology.

Indigenizing the Anthropocene?
The Anthropocene is the proposed geological epoch “in which human activity has become a
force of nature that radically and irrevocably alters the earth we inhabit” (Swanson et al.,
2015, p. 149). This paper builds on critical engagements with the Anthropocene which
consider it a productive provocation, what Donna Haraway (2016) refers to as “staying with
the trouble”. The Anthropocene signifies the unprecedented influence of one species – the
human – upon the survival and flourishing of life on Earth. But it can also be considered an
invitation – to imagine different arrangements of human existence, in which our relationship
to each other, including other forms of life, is profoundly re-evaluated. To accept the
Anthropocene as an invitation means to develop narratives that are embodied and
embedded in human and more-than-human relational ontologies; the intersecting,
co-constitutive agency of human and non-human. It is taken up in the emergence of an
interdisciplinary embrace of posthuman, more-than-human analytical frames, multi-species
encounters and IK (Hamilton and Taylor, 2017; Kohn, 2013; Panelli, 2010). Many different
logics are drawn upon to interpret and frame these encounters, including Latour’s (2005)
network theory (e.g. Nimmo, 2011), Deleuze and Guatarri’s (1987) rhizome (e.g. McLeod,
2014), and Haraway’s (2008) conceptualisation of companion species (e.g. Lorimer, 2010). In
responding as a social scientist to the implications of the Anthropocene and the huge
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questions it raises, it is tempting to adopt one or more of these frameworks in the hope of
broadening or deepening their analytic value. However, Indigenous feminist Red River
Métis, Otipemisiwak scholar Zoe Todd offers pause for thought:

When anthropologists and other assembled social scientists sashay in and start cherry-picking
parts of Indigenous thought that appeal to them without engaging directly in (or unambiguously
acknowledging) the political situation, agency, legal orders and relationality of both Indigenous
people and scholars, we immediately become complicit in colonial violence. When we cite European
thinkers who discuss the “more-than-human” but do not discuss their Indigenous contemporaries
who are writing on the exact same topics, we perpetuate the white supremacy of the academy
(Todd, 2016, p. 18).

Part of the posthuman or more-than-human turn has been a belated recognition that IK
offers an understanding of multi-species interdependency and emergent co-becoming of
human and more-than-human life – “the always-already existence of some forms of
posthumanities” (Åsberg, 2018, p. 192). Despite enormous variety, Indigenous thought
shares an understanding of human life as being an embodiment of, and embedded in, the
natural world, shaped by generations of connection with place (Kawagley, 1995;
McGregor, 2009). An Indigenous commitment to environmental protection of and for
“future generations” is well established and long understood to be a multi-species affair,
incorporating “plants, animals, water, and all living things” (Mankiller, 2009). There is
growing attention paid to the knowledge and experience of Indigenous people in relation
to climate change and associated harms (e.g. Smith, 2015; King et al., 2008); whilst a
resurgent interest in animist logic amongst sociologists, geographers and anthropologists,
whilst fraught with the dangers of misappropriation (Luisetti, 2017), nonetheless marks a
“growing affective, intellectual, and political investment in Indigenous knowledges”
(Harvey, 2013, p. ii); and more attempts to learn with and from Indigenous perspectives
and scholars (e.g. Country et al., 2016; Wright et al., 2012).

Attention to animism as an organizing principle is echoed in Szerszynski’s (2017)
assertion of the need to expand Anthropocene imaginaries to include the “multiple
narratives of Indigenous and colonized peoples” (p. 254). His argument parallels
Todd’s – that such perspectives have been neglected and marginalized in the rapid
ascendancy of Western scientific conceptualisations of the Anthropocene, which tend to
denote “a singular geochronological story of a singular planet”; a “falsely unified” and
Eurocentric story of the Earth’s transformation (Szerszynski, 2017, p. 254). Accordingly,
he champions any move to “decolonize”, “descularize” or “indigenize” the Anthropocene.
The hope here is that such a shift can further enliven what is being laid out as an
increasingly apparent Anthropocene reality – human entanglement in “co-constitutive
relationships with nature and the environment, with science and technology, and with
vulnerable embodiments of both human and nonhuman kinds” (Åsberg, 2018, p. 192).

What this might mean in practice, and how an “indigenized” Anthropocene imaginary can
help us make better sense of processes underway, is considered in more detail by Todd (2015,
2016). She offers a number of “practical tools for employing Indigenous ontologies […] with
care and respect” (2016), avoiding the tendency to cherry-pick noted above. These include
engaging with specific Indigenous ontologies, rather than abstracting or homogenizing them
as “Indigenous perspectives”; especially as they are manifest in “locally informed responses to
in situ challenges” (Todd, 2015, p. 251); and reading and citing Indigenous scholarship, rather
than defaulting to Euro-Western traditions of abstraction and appropriation (Todd, 2016,
p. 14). Though inevitably limited and partial, considering the boundaries of a journal article
and my own non-Indigenous background, what follows is an attempt to utilize Todd’s
suggested tools, via a consideration of a Māori worldview as a “specific twenty-first-century
Indigenous knowledge articulation” (TallBear, 2011, p. 230), as it is, and might, be manifest in
responding to situated “environmental” challenges.
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Encountering the whale
For posthuman scholars, attending deeply can involve being open to unexpected meetings:
“strange encounters are […] key to this endeavor, a willingness to expose oneself to the
unknown, to alienation” (Åsberg and Braidotti, 2018, p. 17). Strangeness here might emerge
from who and what is considered as capable of meaningfully relating, and thus contributing
to a radically extended notion of “the social” (Adams, 2014), though we should be alert to
the fact that “Indigenous perceptions of whom and what contributes to a societal structure
are quite different from traditional Euro-Western thought” (Watts, 2013, p. 21); so any
strangeness is provincial. Whilst this unsettling is arguably at the heart of endeavours to
reconceptualize agency as involving more-than and other-than human entities (Bennett,
2005); and the revival of geographical and anthropological interest in animism (Harvey,
2006, 2013; Luisetti, 2017), it is already integral to many forms of IK and scholarship.
In what remains of this chapter then, reflecting on Todd’s suggested tools, we draw on
Māori scholarship and knowledge to pay attention to what might appear as strange
multi-species encounters, at least to non-Māori – entangling human, tree and whale.

A Māori worldview rests on “an intricate, connected and holistic relationship with the
natural world […] an interconnected relationship which has developed over thousands of
years into an in-depth knowledge base” (Rodgers, 2017, p. 3; Harmsworth and Awatere,
2013). At the root of Māori cosmology, in particular, is the understanding that “humanity
and all things of the natural world are always emerging, always unfolding” (Henare, 2001,
p. 198). Māori vitalism is evident as a “belief in an original singular source of life in which
that life continues as a force that imbues and animates all forms and things of the cosmos”
(Henare, 2001, p. 204). The connections between all forms of life, human and other-than-
human, tangible and intangible alike (Hindle and Matthewman, 2017), are articulated
though whakapapa – literally meaning “genealogy” – a taxonomic and historical framework
that includes and links “all animate and inanimate, known and unknown phenomena in the
terrestrial and spiritual worlds” (Taonui, 2011, p. 1); and traces “the origin of the universe
and the world […] through a series of ordered genealogical webs that go back hundreds of
generations to the beginning” (Harmsworth and Awatere, 2013, p. 274).[1] Whakapapa
“maps relationships”, whereby those relations are extended through time, place and
spiritual realms (Taonui, 2011, p. 1). The centrality of whakapapa within Māori culture
“cannot be overstated”, and is a fundamental articulation of the Māori relationship to land as
living: “To ‘know’ oneself is to know one’s whakapapa. To ‘know’ about a tree, a rock,
the wind, or the fishes in the sea is to know their whakapapa” (Robert and Wills, cited in
Whitt et al., 2001, p. 708). Though only briefly introduced here, whakapapa is a constituent
part of a rich Māori worldview and conceptual framework that is already rooted
in relationality and co-becoming, whereby “the identity of things in the world is not
understood as discrete or independent, but emerges through, and as, relations with
everything else” ( Jones and Hoskins, 2016, p. 25). Like many other forms of IK, it already
incorporates multi-species relations within an ethics of care and responsibility; one that
includes human-whale encounters in general (Rodgers, 2017); and the phenomenon of mass
whale stranding in particular.

A historically and culturally significant point of contact between Māori coastal tribes
and whales has been via strandings. A beached whale that has died was traditionally
considered a welcome bounty. Following prayer and a naming ceremony, a whale
was “flensed”– the careful slicing and rendering of the body to remove blubber, separating
it from the animal’s flesh, as well as teeth, eyes and bones – to be utilized within
Māori culture as tools and artefacts according to established traditions within specific
communities (Tipa, 2014; Marris, 2018). Sometimes whales strand in groups, and are not
obviously ill or injured. As an important whale migration route for whales, the Aotearoa-
New Zealand coastline has seen its fair share of mass whale strandings, but in recent years
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here, as elsewhere, there appears to be an unprecedented number[2.] In November 2018
140 pilot whales stranded on a remote beach in Aotearoa-New Zealand (Roy, 2018). In the
same year, rare pygmy whales stranded in numbers on the same country’s shores for the
first time; the largest whale stranding in Aotearoa-New Zealand’s history occurred in
2017, when 400 pilot whales stranded in Golden Bay[3].

Why do whales beach en masse? Marine scientists, steeped in the traditions and
knowledge bases of Western science, have answered cautiously, and reports of likely
causes are advanced, if at all, as isolated, speculative possibilities (e.g. BBC, 2018a; Radio
New Zealand, 2018); and as unrelated to human activity or a problematic ocean
environment (BBC, 2018b). Many Māori (including scientists) take a different view.
In recognizing that more whales are beaching and dying, “an acute sense of grief” is
reported to have been growing for some time among Māori – intimately related to the
sacred significance of whales in Māori culture and history (Marris, 2018). Simply stated,
“their whale kin are sick, and trying to escape an increasingly polluted and unpredictable
ocean”; they are “fleeing” the ocean. To cite Hori Parata, an elder of the Ngatiwai iwi,
whale expert, and environmental resource manager: “Our ancestors tell us the strandings
are a sign from the sea. So what is the sea telling us? We need to listen” (cited in Roy,
2019). Whilst the harvesting of dead whales is now considered culturally legitimate, the
possibility that traditional Māori understandings might help explain the causes of
strandings are apparently ignored and rejected as “overly spiritual”: “People dismiss us
when we tell them our spiritual understanding of whales – why they are beaching, why
they are hurting […] We are not foreigners in this land. We did not take this land off
anyone else. We were not lost waiting for some bullheads to tell us what was going on”
(Te Kāurinui, cited in Roy, 2019). Te Kāurinui’s comments are a specific and situated echo
of Todd’s (2015) experiences as an Indigenous scholar – “Even when we are present, we
are often dismissed as biased, overly emotional, or unable to maintain objectivity over the
issues we present” (p. 251).

Between the forest and the ocean
For a worldview premised on the vital and relational holism encapsulated by whakapapa, part
of the problem in established scientific frameworks is considering a phenomenon in isolation.
Making further lively more-than-human connections – between the whale and the kāuri
tree - opens up the Anthropocene story. Māori worldviews vary according to one’s iwi, but
share many aspects of a cosmological whakapapa – the stories of the formation of the world,
and the origin of all forms of life including the human psyche. The Māori creation story unites
plants, rocks, wind, seas, animals and people in a shared genealogy, traceable back to the
activities of various gods (Henare, 2001). All things of the natural world are thus related by
descent; humans, plants and animals are close kin (Hall, 2013; Whitt et al., 2001). Included in
these origin myths are tales of many species, including, as we have seen, the whale (Bradford,
2006); but whales and kāuri are explicitly and especially linked through whakapapa in various
ways[4]. The kāuri (Agathis australis) is a giant native conifer of Aotearoa-New Zealand’s
North Island forests. They can reach up to 50m tall and live for over 2000 years. Kāuri forests
are among the oldest woodlands in the world, and the kāuri tree is significant in Māori culture
and history – a “centrepiece of cultural and spiritual beliefs” (Lambert et al., 2018, p. 112).

Whales and kāuri share a comparative status in their respective realms, acknowledging
their physical size and presence: “Imagine you’d stepped off a waka [large canoe] after
crossing the Pacific, serenaded by singing whales, and were confronted with a six- or
seven-metre-diameter kāuri trunk. What would come to mind?” (Warne, 2014). The whale –
the largest sea creature – is the “oceanic twin” of the kāuri – the largest native tree – and
both are regarded as rangatira (chiefs); as respected tupuna (ancestors) of Māori; and as
taonga (treasured, sacred) species (Bradford, 2006; Warne, 2014). According to Rodgers, one
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tradition “cites Te Hāpuku as the main ancestor of whales, dolphins and seals as well as tree
ferns [including kāuri] which are often known as ‘ngā ika ō te ngahere’ the fish of the forest”
(Rodgers, 2017, p. 3). A particular origin story offered by a Māori elder fascinatingly extends
a whale-kāuri connection:

The Legend of the Kāuri and the Sperm Whale: In times long past a sperm whale came ashore and
spoke to the kāuri. “Kāuri! Come with me to the sea, which is fresh and cool.” “No!” said the kāuri. “You
may like the sea but I prefer to stand here with my feet in the soil.” “All right said the whale. Then let
us agree to exchange our skins.” So that is why the bark of the kāuri is thin and full of resinous oil […]
Moreover, their bark and skin show similarities of texture, while kāuri gum is like the ambergris found
in the intestines of the sperm whale (cited in Shortland, 2011, p. 25; see also Bradford, 2006).

The way this story – a strange encounter – frames the relationship between whale and kāuri,
the apparent similarity of kāuri bark and whale skin, resin and oil, kāuri gum and ambergris,
deepens thewhakapapa connection, and gives further meaning to kāuri as “fish of the forest”[5].

Fast forward to the present, and Kāuri forests have been substantially depleted by
logging, beginning with the arrival of European Settlers in the 1700s, and rapidly escalating
following colonization – the timber being used for building properties and exported in
enormous numbers (King, 2003). The vestiges of ancient kāuri forest are now further
endangered by anthropogenic impact – the spread of a water and soil borne pathogen,
Phytophthora taxon Agathis, commonly known as Kāuri Dieback, which threatens their
extinction (Weir et al., 2015). Human activities are centrally implicated in the spread and
incidence of the disease, which is strongly correlated with “the transfer of contaminated
soils between nurseries, recreational use of kāuri forests, and track building and
maintenance practices” (Bellgard et al., 2016, p. 115; Horner et al., 2014). The pathogen first
infects kāuri roots, then aggressively works its way through trunk, branches and canopy,
eventually causing death (Bellgard et al., 2016)[6]. Intriguingly, with Western science failing
to find an effective remedy for Dieback to date, a Northland Māori collective, incorporating
traditional knowledge experts and environmental scientists, want to explore the role that
whale oil and related derivatives might have in effective treatment (Roy, 2019). Such a
possibility is built on the merits of the genealogical link between the whale and the kāuri
tree, as it is manifest in connected responses to anthropogenic environmental impacts. It is
precisely the kind of claim that has been delegitimised in the past as mere superstition, “a
Māori hocus pocus kind of witchcraft type thing which is of no benefit […] no use” (Mark-
Shadbolt cited in Boynton, 2018).

Tree talk and whale song
As a non-Indigenous scholar, I am fast approaching the limits of my ability to flesh out the
nature of a kāuri-whale connection from a Māori perspective, and there is very little,
as yet, written about it by Indigenous scholars, though there are some intriguing glimpses
of whale-tree interrelatedness. In a recent news report, specifically highlighting the
possible role of whale oil in curing dieback, traditional medicines expert Tohe Ashby
elliptically states “that the ideology that land-based problems are only solved on land is
obsolete, and [we need] to search further” (Harrison, 2018). My intention in what follows is
decidedly not to turn to natural science to somehow bestow legitimacy on Māori “hocus
pocus”; or to assume that contemporary Indigenous scholarship and scientific frameworks
are mutually exclusive (Findlay, 2000; Cameron, 2012). It is, instead, to touch on scientific
endeavour that is also attentive to alternative conceptualisations of agency, efficacy and
interdependence, extending the boundaries of human and more-than human assemblages
to traverse multiple species and terrains.

The kāuri tree is recognized as a “host species” – at the heart of a complex assemblage of
at least 60 companion species above ground (Harrison-Smith, 1938; Shortland, 2011). At the
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subterranean level, companionship is extended via mycorrhizal networks. A mycorrhiza is a
symbiosis between a plant and fungus, a form of mutualism in that each flourish thanks to
the activity of the other (Pringle, 2009). As Tsing describes it:

The fungus extends its body into the host’s roots to siphon off some of the plant’s carbohydrates
through specialized interface structures, made in the encounter. The fungus depends on this food,
yet it is not entirely selfish. Fungi stimulate plant growth, first, by getting plants more water, and,
second, by making the nutrients of extracellular digestion available to plants. Plants get calcium,
nitrogen, potassium, phosphorus, and other minerals through mycorrhiza (Tsing, 2015, p. 138).

Mycorrhizal networks are now considered “fundamental agents” of the emerging properties
of ecosystems in their own right (Simard et al., 2012, p. 39). Mycorrhiza can connect the roots
between separate plants, transferring, for example, carbon, nitrogen or phosphorous
(Simard et al., 1997; Simard, 2009; Teste et al., 2009). They are also conduits for chemical
compounds and electrical impulses, “infochemicals” which traverse the soil to convey and
detect warnings within and across species, help defend against threats, trade and “lend”
nutrients, help recognize kin, and drive the “community dynamics” of forest ecosystems
(Barto et al., 2012). There is now more willingness to adopt behavioural, relational and
communication terminology within a Western scientific framework, and explicit
acknowledgement that “underground ‘tree talk’ is a foundational process in the complex
adaptive nature of forest ecosystems” (Gorzelak et al., 2015). Radical developments in
human understanding of interspecies communicative capacities paint a remarkably rich
picture of “tree cognition” and “forest intelligence” (Simard, 2018); of connection and
community through the air, across and under the earth. Might these capabilities extend, to
other species, and even beyond the forest? Simard (2018) certainly thinks so, arguing for the
existence of “collective memory-based interactions among trees, fungi, salmon, bears, and
people that enhance the health of the whole forest ecosystem” in making the case for a more
holistic and empathic approach to forest health (p. 191).

Let us briefly approach the issue from the other direction – the communicative capacities of
whales; as far as our (human) methods can apprehend them. Sound travels four times faster
through water than air and is less attenuated, whilst the sounds made by cetaceans, especially
those at low-frequency, many undetectable by human ear, can travel far – miles even,
underwater (Whitehead and Rendell, 2014, p. 54; Tyack and Miller, 2002). In this “fluid, three-
dimensional habitat, often lacking in light, sound is an essential component of a whale’s
perceptual system, their hearing to map their environment and their social world […] giv[ing]
the animals a detailed picture of their surroundings” (Whitehead and Rendell, 2014, p. 60).
Beyond mapping and navigation, whales use elaborate, complex and dynamic vocalizations to
communicate with other whales (Ritts, 2017). The function and purpose of these more complex
forms of acoustic contact include expressions of association, belonging, courtship, group
distinction, individuality; and even as contributions to interspecific co-operation, whereby
whales will engage in activities such as nursing, warning or protecting another species (Fox et
al., 2017; Leung et al., 2010; Pitman et al., 2017).

The size of these underwater acoustic communication networks varies enormously
depending on species and location, but they can stretch for hundreds of miles (p. 393).
Research in acoustical oceanography suggests the possibility that whales communicate
over even longer-distances by utilizing the “deep sound” or SOFAR channel, reflecting
their ocean-spanning migratory patterns ( Janick, 2005; Tsuchiya et al., 2004)[7]. Together,
whale communicative capacities are increasingly being stated as evidence of cetacean
culture and personhood (Whitehead and Rendell, 2014). In light of the centrality of
acoustic communication networks, it is unsurprising then that anthropogenic ocean noise
pollution is considered a significant source of cetacean stress (Dunlop, 2016; Ritts, 2017;
Williams et al., 2014); and extend to threats to whale culture and personhood. Evidence for
a worldwide decline in whale vocalization since the 1960s has amassed in recent years,
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and is correlated with increases in anthropogenic ocean noise (McDonald et al., 2009;
Gavrilov et al., 2011, 2012).

In sum, both whales and trees are complex entities, revealing dynamic capacities for
communication across multi-species networks. As branches of science develop better
understandings of whale vocalizations that traverse miles of ocean, and root systems
through which trees “can hear and even hum” are they, really, as Harvey hopes, “proving
ancient conceptions of connectedness” to which IK systems are more readily attuned (2019)?
Within and across inter- and multi-species contact zones, might there be points of overlap? It
would be an enormous step to even ask whether whales and trees communicate in some
way, posing remarkable questions about strange encounters: “What if we lived in a world
where the whales sing to the trees and the trees sing back to the whale as an important
nourishing element of the ecosystem? What if the changing song of the sperm whale is no
longer nourishing the kāuri tree as it used to, depriving it of a strengthening nourishment
that could possibly make it more resistant to its sickness?” (Vitale, 2017).

Such a possibility is at least implied in Māori assertions linking the shared, Anthropocene
precarity of whales and kāuri trees. The equivalence of their vulnerability, inscribed in their
damaged bodies, suggests a radical form of trans-corporeality (Alaimo, 2012). It pushes at the
limits of social science conceptualisations of agency, normally tethered to human activity
(Bennett, 2005; Kohn, 2013). Instead it indicates a more “distributive notion of agency” in
which efficacy becomes “a power possessed by an ontologically diverse range of actants”
(Bennett, 2005, p. 446). Following Bennet, Kohn and others, this framing has become
increasingly familiar in the development of posthuman and more-than-human ontologies.
Such findings also clearly resonate with established and in motion Māori understandings of
forests and oceans, and of the animated vitality of interspecies interdependency therein.

Finally: Anthropocene stories
Addressing the relations between human and more-than-human worlds in the context of the
Anthropocene is a formidable challenge for sociology and related disciplines. A priority must
be to advance a more expansive and critical version of social science in which the relations
between human and more-than-human becomes much more of a central concern; but in doing
so it must recognize the importance of multiple histories, knowledge systems and narratives,
the marginalization of many of which can be seen as a symptom of ecological crisis. The
intention in this article has been to contribute to “Anthropocene stories” which “continuously
highlight the multiple, interdependent relations within nature, within different forms of
materiality, within technologies and within social systems, [and] the interconnections between
these domains”; and which “deepens our sense of the interrelatedness between nature and
society” (Lidskog andWaterton, 2018, p. 39). In doing so, it has adopted Zoe Todd’s suggested
tools to further indigenize the Anthropocene – though there remains much more scope to do
so both theoretically and methodologically. In particular a Māori perspective has been
approached as specific and situated form of Indigenous thinking “seen as not just a well of
ideas to draw from but a body of thinking that is living and practiced by peoples with whom
we all share reciprocal duties as citizens of shared territories (be they physical or the
ephemeral)” (Todd, 2016, p. 17). Whales and trees emerge as much more than merely “passive
objects for humans to act upon or use as tools or resources” (Mullin, 2010, p. 148); they have
meaningful lives and histories entangled with humans and others in animated multispecies
worlds, “woven through with co-forming patterns of responsiveness, attention, desire, and
communication” (van Dooren and Rose, 2016, p. 81).

None of this means we are suddenly equipped with ready responses to Anthropocene
trouble; or can pinpoint what a more-than-human social theory should look like. In lieu of such
certainty, in concluding a number of reflections are offered that might contribute to a sociology
of human and the more-than-human entanglements as contributions to radical Anthropocene
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narratives. First, and this is the least developed point in this discussion, Anthropocene stories
must incorporate deeper colonial histories and their legacies (Connell, 2018; Lewis and Maslin,
2015; Todd, 2016). Debates about a start-date for the origin of the Anthropocene have
accompanied the term since its inception but any move to “decolonize” or “indigenize” the
Anthropocene must at the same time recognize the ongoing impact of colonialism in shaping
specific and situated trajectories of human andmore-than-human entanglements. In the example
of Aotearoa-New Zealand, as elsewhere, colonial power is about dispossession – a separation of
people and place, the “environmental” effects of which still reverberate deeply (Walcott, 2017); at
the root of land, resource and population loss, whilst also decimating established knowledge and
land management practices. For many Indigenous people, dispossession has also been a
dislocation of the multiple, co-constituting relations and rhythms – biological, psychological,
cultural – formed between species, place and space (Donald, 2009, 2012). With the freedom to
reshape the appropriated landscapes more or less as they wished, colonizers imposed their own
practices on the land, according to their own worldview, wholly estranged from the experience
and ethical frameworks of those they had forcibly displaced (Walcott, 2017).

Colonial power also legitimized a temporal perspective that differentiated between
colonizers – who were at an advanced stage on the linear timeline of modernity and
“progress”; and colonized – backwards, trapped outside of modernity in cyclical stasis
(Fabian, 1983): “Thus, all non-Europeans could be considered as pre-European and at the
same time displaced on a certain historical chain from the primitive to the civilized, from
the rational to the irrational, from the traditional to the modern, from the magic-mythic
to the scientific” (Quijano, 2000, p. 556). As the final binary in this list suggests, the
colonialism-modernity temporal framing also mystified European scientific knowledge as
the fount head of modernity and rationality, wholly superior to “magic-mythic” knowledge
claims further back in the timeline of universal “progress”. A colonial temporal discourse
still frames approaches to the assessment of ecological impacts. Across the globe, IK is still
treated with suspicion, ambivalence or outright hostility, including towards Māori (Walker
et al., 2016; Watts, 2013); who are “largely excluded from local government resource
management processes and their values subordinated to those of the wider community,
particularly Western scientific values” (Kennedy and Jefferies, 2007, p.1). Nonetheless,
recent resurgence of IK, movement and scholarship, especially in the context of the climate
crisis and environmentalism, suggests the fight is not lost (Mankiller, 2009).

Second is a reiteration of the importance of choosing to pay greater attention to reciprocity
and relatedness advocated by posthuman scholarship in developing methodologies and
research agendas. This is powerfully articulated by Papaschase Cree scholar Dwayne Donald
as “ethical relationality” (Donald, 2012). Echoed in Todd’s emphasis on specific and situated
challenges, it involves “an ethical stance that requires attentiveness to the responsibilities that
come with a declaration of being in relation […] an ethical imperative to acknowledge and
honour the significance of the relationships we have with others, how our histories and
experiences position us in relation to each other” (Donald, 2012, p. 535-536).

Finally, and relatedly, in opening up social science theory and method to multi-species and
more-than-human worlds we need not be restricted to tales in which we humans are the only or
main players, but can freely, if carefully, incorporate whales, trees, pathogens, ships, soil,
mycorrhizal fungi and song into our assemblages (Bennett, 2005), flattening the “distinction
between humans and other kinds of beings, as well as those between selves and object”
(Kohn, 2013, p. 7). As Anna Tsing asserts, following the trail of matsutake mushrooms:

I am not limited to tracking human relations with their favored allies […] Organisms don’t have to
show their human equivalence (as conscious agents, intentional communicators, or ethical subjects)
to count. If we are interested in livability, impermanence, and emergence, we should be watching
the action of landscape assemblages. Assemblages coalesce, change, and dissolve: this is the story
(2015, p. 158; emphasis in original).

Indigenizing the
Anthropocene



Todd explicitly extends Donald’s framing to a posthuman, Anthropocene context, arguing
that “his thinking serves as a powerful tool with which to examine underlying assumptions
about, and responses to, human and non-human relationships in the Anthropocene”. Ethical
relationality can readily be extended to “a desire to acknowledge and honour the
significance of the relationships we have with others” – both human and non-human (Todd,
2015, p. 249). It is vital to enliven Anthropocene thinking in this way, to find “modest
examples of biocultural hope” (Kirksey and Helmreich, 2010), in rehearsals of the kind of
progressive collaboration that might emerge from a recognition of indigenized
Anthropocene knowledges; to reach out and in for worldviews that resonate with place
and with which progressive science and humanities research can learn and collaborate; to
highlight narratives which “give life and dimension to the strategies – oppositional,
affirmative, and yes, often desperate and fractured – that emerge from those who bear the
brunt of the planet’s ecological crises” (Nixon, 2011, p. 23). This is what it means to begin to
“decolonize” and “indigenize” the Anthropocene (Szerszynski, 2017; Todd, 2015).

Notes

1. There are obvious problems translating Māori terms into English and retaining their meaning
outside of their original context. Where possible here, definitions and meanings are drawn from
Māori scholarship.

2. Aotearoa is the Māori name for New Zealand. It is now common practice to refer to both names
together. See https://sayit.co.nz/blog/aotearoa-new-zealand

3. “Although hundreds of locals participated in a mass civilian rescue effort, more than 300 whales
died” www.theguardian.com/world/2017/feb/10/hundreds-whales-die-mass-stranding-new-
zealand-beach, See also www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-43521353/over-100-whales-die-in-mass-
stranding-in-australia

4. Tales of “partnerships existing between creatures of the sea and ‘guardian’ plants on the land”,
including whales and large trees (Cressey, 1998, p. 81-82), appear regularly in Indigenous legends
and stories (Harvey, 2019).

5. In a further parallel, kāuri gum, a resin, like whale oil and ambergris, became an important export
in the colonial and early industrial era (Lattimore, 2013).

6. According to a recent news report, the pathogen “can sense a kāuri tree’s roots, and swim towards
them to cause infection” (Smith, 2018); a point that seems to be supported by microbiologist Monica
Gerth, who investigates how disease-causing microbes move, “smell” and communicate: “One key
to the devastating spread of soil-borne Phytophthora are free-swimming cells, called zoospores.
Zoospores swim through water-logged soils, and once a zoospore finds a host plant, it encysts on
the root and initiates the infection. Our idea is that the spread of kāuri dieback can be mitigated by
disrupting the ability of zoospores to ‘smell’ and navigate towards their host plants” (Gerth, 2017;
Lawrence et al., 2017).

7. The deep channel is a layer 600–1,200 m below the surface “in which sound is trapped and travels
almost horizontally, with much less transmission loss” ( Janick, 2005, p. 397).
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