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Abstract  
This essay brings together creative practice and pedagogy centered on the Mar-
shall Islands to examine how poetry and politics, used together as a critical call-
and-response strategy, can contribute to the achievement of climate and nuclear 
justice for that country. The first part of the essay discusses my work-in-progress 
documentary film, Her Excellency, which focuses on the stories of women who are 
heads of state—in particular, the women I met and interviewed in the Marshall 
Islands in August 2018. The second part describes how I incorporated the film’s 
stories from the Marshall Islands into an ecomedia film course I taught in spring 
2022. While the COVID-19 pandemic temporarily halted the film’s production, I 
continued my creative practice and research in the remote-learning classroom, 
where I established a spirit of co-inspiration with my ecomedia students. In the first 
half of a semester focused on the Marshall Islands, students critically and crea-
tively considered what steps we can take to mobilize our support for the Mar-
shallese people and for ourselves in the face of rising sea levels. Through their 
ecomedia projects on the Marshall Islands the students steered their audiences to 
navigate our entangled and problematic world, visualize our place in this world, 
understand the importance of feeling with islanders, and situate our lives in rela-
tion to the Marshallese. These connective relations matter to our mutual survival 
and mutual healing from the brutal acts of history so that we may forge paths 
toward livable presents and futures for all. 
 
Keywords: Marshall Islands, nuclear justice, climate justice, creative pedagogy, 
critical empathy, ecomedia, women leaders, feminist studies 
 
 
Introduction  

In her poem “Tell Them,” Marshallese poet Kathy Jetnñil-Kijiner instructs friends 
who live elsewhere, to whom she has sent special gifts, that when others ask them 
about the items, they should say, “They’re from the Marshall Islands.”1 Jetñil-
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Kijiner then indicates that she wants her friends to tell others about her atoll home 
and its people, so that the world may know more about them:  

 
Tell them we are descendants of  
the finest navigators  
in the world  
Tell them our islands were dropped 
from a basket 
carried by a giant  
 

Near the poem’s end, she writes: 
 
But most importantly you tell them 
we don’t want to leave 
we’ve never wanted to leave 
and that we 
are nothing 
without our islands.2  

 
Gifts allow us to hold a memory of the gift-giver. They also provide us with 

a springboard to tell a story or to pass the word. This poem reminds me of the gifts 
presented to me during my visit to the Marshall Islands in August 2018, while film-
ing my current documentary project Her Excellency. The film tells the stories of 
women who are currently or have been heads of state in various countries around 
the world. For it, I interviewed President Hilda Heine, who served as president of 
the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) from 2016 to 2020. Heine was the first 
woman president of any Pacific Island nation, and in November 2023, she was 
elected president a second time. I also met with and interviewed women who 
were involved with the women’s movement in the RMI since the 1980s and those 
who were familiar with President Heine’s educational and political advocacy 
work.3 As is their custom, these women gave me intricately hand-spun earrings 
and necklaces made from the gifts of land and ocean—exquisite and magical, a 
portal to another cosmology. I was awed and humbled as the receiver. Likewise, 
through the art and craft of gift-giving I begin to share these women’s stories; via 
editing digital images and sound recordings of them, I wove a reciprocal gift that 
will be remembered and can be shared. What story would I tell those who have 
not yet visited, or may never have a chance to visit, the Marshall Islands?  

As an artist-scholar, my work examines the ways in which (post)colonial, 
diasporic, and multicultural societies represent themselves in various visual me-
dia. I focus on retelling, reviving, and reimagining their stories and histories, and 
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the impact these works have on their respective communities and nations. My 
films are often collaboratively produced with the aim of complicating discourses 
of (post)colonialism, decolonization, ethnography, diaspora, race, gender, and 
cross-cultural representation. In pushing the boundaries of the moving image as a 
medium, I experiment with the interplay between content and form, to inspire 
different kinds of viewing experiences, alongside thinking with the medium (e.g., 
its time-based, sonic, color, lighting, and/or framing aspects). In making Her Excel-
lency, I challenge myself to find new aesthetic forms for the political-interview 
format, which is typically talking-head style. My current approach is to understand 
the uniqueness of each woman—how could doing so lead to formal innovations 
that go beyond the standard political interview? Before meeting with each 
woman, I conducted extensive research into their time in office and prepared 
guided questions directed at their political philosophy, social theory, and engage-
ment with issues they are known for addressing. I asked each of them, including 
President Heine, where and how they would like to be interviewed, and what im-
ages they wanted included in the film. Collaborating with each interviewee on how 
she wants to be made visible engages these leaders on their own terms. Along 
with deep listening, in order to understand what the interviewees want to com-
municate to audiences, my work in the Marshall Islands included observing and 
connecting the environment to the women’s concerns poetically and symbolically. 

The first time I shared Her Excellency as a work in progress was in January 
2022, when I incorporated the Marshall Islands into a film studies course on eco-
cinema and ecomedia I was teaching at California State University, East Bay.4 
While the COVID-19 pandemic temporarily halted film production, I continued my 
research in the classroom, where I established a spirit of mutual inspiration with 
my students. Working at a teaching university where more than sixty percent of 
students are the first in their family to attend college offers rich spaces for a crea-
tive pedagogy; I shared my research with my students as they learned about, and 
critically and creatively engaged with, real-life environmental issues including the 
pandemic and the climate crisis.5 I first introduced the students to a range of eco-
media works and readings on the Marshall Islands so that they could develop an 
awareness of the idea or myth of the “remoteness” of islands from a continental 
perspective. I encouraged them to undergo a personal geospatial reorientation in 
order to think about how they, in fact, do have ties to these “remote” territories; 
how we orient ourselves in the world; and how we find our place and role within 
the world. 

In this essay, I bring together creative practice and pedagogy centered on 
the Marshall Islands to examine how poetry and politics, used together as a critical 
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call-and-response strategy, can contribute to the achievement of climate and nu-
clear justice for the Marshall Islands. I first describe how the content and form of 
Her Excellency attunes viewers to the challenges confronting women leaders in 
the RMI, especially given the country’s long history of colonial violence through 
foreign militarization and the impacts of global climate change. My role as a 
filmmaker allows me to respond to and amplify the critical calls of these women’s 
voices. I share their voices with my students, who learn and practice what it means 
to empathize with the Marshallese. Together, we consider what steps we can take 
to mobilize our support for the Marshallese people and for ourselves in the face 
of rising sea levels. This essay demonstrates how media ecologies of practice, 
viewing, and pedagogy can participate in maintaining a faculty for “long-distance 
empathy” and “critical empathy,”6 and how media ecologies do so amidst ongoing 
disruptions due to the climate crisis, a global pandemic, and calls to address colo-
nial legacies and neoimperial structures. 
 
 
Her Excellency in the Marshall Islands 
 
Her Excellency is a documentary film that focuses on several women political 
leaders. In it, I use a comparative and transnational approach to women’s leader-
ship experiences in order to offer a prismatic and interconnected view, as well as 
speculative possibilities for women leaders in the US. Over the past ten years,  
women have made up only six to seven percent of the world’s national leaders. A 
2022 UN report on sustainable development goals determined that at the current 
pace, “it [will] take another 40 years for women and men to be represented 
equally in national political leadership.”7 Her Excellency takes an intimate look at 
the rare perspectives of women presidents and prime ministers and what it means 
to occupy the highest office in their respective nations as they grapple with cli-
mate crises, migration crises, the COVID-19 pandemic, nuclear justice, peace and 
conflict, decolonization, gender equity, and their relationships with superpower 
neighbors. At this writing, Her Excellency includes interviews with Tarja Halonen 
(president of Finland, 2000–12), Mary McAleese (president of Ireland, 1997–
2011), and Torild Skard (president of the Norwegian Upper Chamber, 1973–77). 
The following discussion centers on my interviews with President Hilda Heine of 
the RMI.  

In 2017, I was introduced to Pacific Resources for Education and Learning 
(PREL), a non-profit organization whose mission is to collaborate with “schools and 
school systems, families, community organizations, and government agencies to 
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transform education and promote dynamic reciprocal learning communities built 
on strong social and cultural capital.”8 PREL has offices in Hawaiʻi, American 
Sāmoa, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, Guam, the RMI, the 
Republic of Palau, and the Federated States of Micronesia (Chuuk, Kosrae, 
Pohnpei, and Yap). A colleague who was working at PREL asked if I would be inter-
ested in interviewing then the RMI President Hilda Heine. Heine was the program 
director of PREL in Majuro, the capital of the Marshall Islands, from 2006 to 2011. 
Given the opportunity to interview President Heine, I continued my inquiry for Her 
Excellency: Does gender matter in how presidents lead their countries and nego-
tiate with other countries? What does female leadership bring to the table that 
male leadership does not? In preparation for my interview with President Heine, I 
also considered what it means to enter a country’s history from the vantage point 
of its female leader. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Still from Her Excellency (work in progress), dir. Anita Chang. RMI President Hilda Heine 
giving her State of the Nation Address before the Marshall Islands Nitijela (parliament) in Majuro, 
August 6, 2018. Courtesy of the director 
 
 

When cinematographer Tosh Tanaka and I arrived in the RMI, we collabo-
rated with President Heine’s office to reach additional people to interview. We 
conducted interviews with Minister of Internal Affairs Amenta Matthew; Marie 
Maddison, director of Women United Together Marshall Islands; First Gentleman 
Thomas Kijiner; and Evelyn Joseph, the family and community engagement 
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specialist for PREL. As suggested by Heine’s office, we first attended and recorded 
President Heine’s State of the Nation Address at the Nitijela (parliament) in Ma-
juro, the capital of the RMI. One static camera captured a wide shot of the pro-
ceedings, and also showed the male-dominated space of the Nitijela (Fig. 1). I 
personally operated another camera to capture medium- to close-up images of 
attendees in order to document their responses to Heine’s address. The chamber 
was filled with religious leaders, members of the House of Chiefs, cabinet mem-
bers, senators, mayors, diplomatic ambassadors, private and NGO sector repre-
sentatives, youth representatives, and family members. In attendance were also 
choirs from Rongrong atoll, Aur atoll (where President Heine is from), and the 
Uliga district of Majuro. Her speech gave attendees an idea of the range of suc-
cesses she and the government had had, issues they were addressing, and their 
goals to “improve livelihoods and advance RMI into the twenty-first century.”9 
Some of these included economic growth, international financial assistance, the 
US Compact Trust Fund that would end in September 2023, school truancy and 
drop-out rates, higher education opportunities and achievements, climate-change 
adaptations including renewable energy and sea wall projects, tourism develop-
ment, support for vulnerable groups (children, women, disabled persons, and 
outer island communities), empowerment of women and girls, human trafficking, 
strengthening compliance to RMI laws, solid waste management, conservation 
and recycling, and water security. 

In our interview, President Heine began by telling us that the RMI is 
 

an island country that’s located in the central western Pacific. We 
have twenty-nine islands, twenty-four of which have communities 
and have people settling on these islands. Currently, the population 
is about 53,000. That was [from] the last census. I believe that it’s 
more than that [now], around perhaps 60,000 in the Marshall Is-
lands.10  

 
Of note, these islands of coral rings span 180,000 miles of the Pacific and are about 
6.5 feet above sea level. Walking along the atolls, I am reminded how close the 
shorelines on either side are to one another. President Heine also acknowledged 
the diaspora: “We have about 20,000 to 30,000 Marshallese, who also live in the 
[continental] United States in various states, and also Hawaiʻi and Guam.”11 The 
out-migration of Marshallese is a result of complicated factors arising from, but 
not limited to, the US nuclear testing of sixty-seven bombs in the RMI from 1946 
to 1958, resulting in the destruction of ecosystems and the health of the 
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Marshallese.12 In addition to the impacts of nuclear testing, the climate crisis is 
another driving force behind the out-migration. 

During our sit-down interview, held in the meeting room where she 
wanted to be filmed, I framed President Heine in a medium close-up shot that is 
intimate and not too distant. In the editing process, I allowed for longer shots of 
her speaking and reacting, thereby pushing the envelope of political interviews, 
which usually aim for informational sound bites and quick cuts of footage. These 
approaches engage my attempt to discover an alternative aesthetic for the politi-
cal-interview format. As President Heine stressed in her State of the Nation Ad-
dress, “an educated and healthy nation continues to challenge this government.” 
In our interview, she explained that she comes to political work with a commit-
ment to education; she was an educator for thirty-six years, beginning as a class-
room teacher before rising through the ranks to become a school administrator 
and then secretary of education. She realized that in order to make a difference 
in educational policies, and to put more resources into education, she needed “to 
be at the table where the resources are divided up.”13 She was also the first Mar-
shallese to receive a doctoral degree—she has a PhD in education from the Uni-
versity of Southern California. She was then elected minister of education, serving 
for four years before being elected president.  

 
 

 
Figure 2. Still from Her Excellency (work in progress), dir. Anita Chang. President Hilda Heine hosts 
President Tsai Ing-wen of Taiwan as they attend the “One Island One Product” handicrafts exhibit, 
Majuro, RMI, October 31, 2017. Courtesy of the director 
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Internationally, President Heine mainly speaks out on women’s empower-
ment issues and the climate crisis. Her lifelong emphases on education and health 
are interwoven with women’s empowerment, health, and safety. Listening to her 
and the other interviewees will bring into focus for the film the important roles of 
the RMI and Pacific Islander women regarding their social and political work—lo-
cally, nationally, and internationally—with gender equity and equality embedded 
in their efforts. A recent example is President Heine’s partnership with Taiwan 
President Tsai Ing-wen to create the RMI 50:50 Innovation Fund to provide “sus-
tainable change for women and girls in the Marshall Islands through transforma-
tive project loans.”14 The project began in 2019 and aims to help women improve 
their family’s livelihoods; Presidents Heine and Tsai consider the fund ground-
breaking. To illustrate this, I included footage of President Heine hosting President 
Tsai as they attend the “One Island One Product” handicrafts exhibit in Majuro on 
October 31, 2017 provided by President Tsai’s press office (Fig. 2). The image of 
two women heads of state in negotiation and cooperation, especially on gender-
responsive actions to address gender inequities, stoked my imagination for a fu-
ture of gender parity in national leadership. I hope my film’s viewers are similarly 
inspired. 
 
 

 
Figure 3. Still from Her Excellency (work in progress), dir. Anita Chang. Marie Maddison introduces 
the Women United Together Marshall Islands (WUTMI) logo in the WUTMI office, Majuro, Republic 
of the Marshall Islands, August 6, 2018. Courtesy of the director 
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Our interview with Marie Maddison, director of Women United Together 
Marshall Islands (WUTMI), gave additional context to Heine’s commitment to gen-
der equality and equity. Maddison was a co-founder with Heine and others—in-
cluding Carmen Bigler, the only woman elected to the congress of Micronesia, and 
Evelyn Kono, RMI legislator (1993 to 1997)—of WUTMI, a culmination of long-
term grassroots activism not only for fair and equal treatment of women, but for 
socioeconomic and political issues leading up to Marshallese independence in 
1979. These women earned bachelor’s degrees from US academic institutions, 
rare at that time, and worked in education in the Marshall Islands. They were also 
active in the territory’s political and economic future, particularly with political 
education—educating people about governance and voting, and advocating for 
women’s work and involvement in politics. 

In the film, I follow Maddison through the WUTMI office as she introduces 
the space where banners and posters from past projects are displayed, along with 
the radio broadcast station imparting important information to women and youth 
in Majuro. As she introduces us to the WUTMI logo, she explains that “the lady’s 
wearing our traditional skirt and she’s pounding on a pandanus leaf, which is used 
for handicraft to weave the society” (Fig. 3).15 A running theme through our inter-
views was re-defining the roles of women in political life as the RMI transitioned 
from a series of foreign occupations (Spain, Germany, Japan, and the US) to form-
ing its own independent nation. As expressed by President Heine: 

 
it’s not expected [for] a woman to climb trees in the Marshall Is-
lands. That’s not something that is allowed in the culture. And so 
that’s based on gender expectation here. But sitting in a parliament 
. . . the role of women and men in the parliament has not been 
something that’s part of the culture. For that reason, I think we can 
make our way in terms of what is expected and who can do what 
in that institution.16 

 
What would it mean for women in the RMI to “weave a society” in the twenty-
first century? Getting more women into top government positions has certainly 
been a challenge. At the legislative level during the time of filming, only three of 
the thirty-three elected members were women, with usually one woman each 
term. President Heine believes that women, comprising fifty percent of the popu-
lation, need to be part of the conversation. In her interview, she emphasized that 
women “have a very important stake in the development of this country. They 
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should likewise have the same voice in the development and policymaking of the 
country.”17 

Meeting Amenta Matthews in August 2018, at that time the RMI’s minister 
of internal affairs, provided me with additional insight as to what female leader-
ship brings to the table that male leadership does not. When Minister Matthews 
was elected to parliament in 2007, she was the first woman to serve as a minister 
in twelve years. She noted that President Heine made a concerted effort to ap-
point at least one or two women to cabinet boards. She also observed that Presi-
dent Heine demonstrates “more caring . . . for issues like education, issues for 
women and girls, domestic violence, the elderly . . . [She] sees the country as a 
whole” and “wants to improve the life of the people and the outer islands.”18 
Other initiatives President Heine accomplished included the organization of the 
first Micronesian Women’s Conference—held in 2017 in the RMI—bringing to-
gether traditional and government women leaders from the Federated States of 
Micronesia, Guam, and the Republics of Kiribati, Nauru, and Palau. The purpose 
of the conference was to build strong alliances toward gender equality with a fo-
cus on five areas: ending violence against women and girls, realizing women’s eco-
nomic empowerment, the empowerment of women in politics and decision-
making, addressing the effects of climate change on women, and improving 
women’s access to health services.19 These types of alliances are also critical for 
international relations with larger organizations and nations.  

Reflecting upon my question about what it means to be the only woman 
in parliament, Minister Matthews admitted that it can be difficult to be taken se-
riously and to get what you want. Despite this, she recalled that being a woman 
can be a key attribute when resolving disputes and conflict because respect to-
ward women is embedded in Marshallese custom. According to Matthews and all 
my interviewees, in traditional Marshallese society, women are central figures in 
conflict resolution. They explained that in Marshallese, the phrase lejmaanjuri re-
fers to women stamping on aggression in order to diffuse it. Minister Matthews 
said, “I always felt that when there’s a conflict, and physical conflict, that I will be 
the one to stand up and say ‘That’s enough.’ And men always listen. I didn’t think 
that I was not respected at all as the only woman in the parliament.”20 

The support of Marshallese women for women leaders was something all 
the interviewees emphasized as key to women getting into political office. This 
support from women is vividly recalled in “Campaigning in Aur” by Kathy Jetñil-
Kijiner, a poem about when President Heine—Jetñil-Kijiner’s mother—was cam-
paigning for the senate in 2011:  
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After six hours on a ship, women 
spill from the fiberglass mouth 
of bubbling speedboats, women  
in popsicle colored baseball caps and silk  
guams, faded muumuus, and flowered  
pohnpeian skirts, whooping, hollering, laughing  
in the Aur water. 
 
My mother is running for the Aur Atoll senator’s seat. 
Throughout all the elections, 32 senators elected 
were men. 
Throughout all the elections, only 1 senator elected 
was a woman. 
 
My mother knows the stakes 
She knows the odds are slim 
So she disembarks on her motherisland flanked 
by a campaign army 
of women. 21 
 
 

 
Figure 4. Still from Her Excellency (work in progress), dir. Anita Chang. President Hilda Heine’s 
opening remarks for the Climate Vulnerable Forum, November 22, 2018. Courtesy of the director 
 
 

In our interviews in Taiwan conducted in 2017 before those in the RMI, 
some of the women legislators mentioned that many women pursue political 
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careers as single women because in Taiwan you rarely find men who would sup-
port their wives or partners through their political careers. Hearing the legislators’ 
comments, I was interested in including the voice of a supportive spouse of a 
woman president. My meeting with First Gentleman Thomas Kijiner Jr. provided a 
contrast to the sentiments I had heard from the women. He emphasized the sup-
port he and President Heine gave each other while they both pursued and held 
political offices. Having grown up on an outer island of the RMI, in a community 
of fewer than 100 people, Kijiner stressed the importance of learning to live to-
gether, as every single person is important to the survival of the whole group and 
island. He conveys this reality of interconnectedness among island populations 
when discussing global warming and the climate crisis internationally. In our in-
terview, Kijiner reminded us, “Despite our size, [the RMI has] been kind of punch-
ing way over our head globally, on the issue of climate change. We’ve been leaders 
in that forum.”22  

While in office, President Heine led the Climate Vulnerable Forum (CVF) in 
2018 and convened the first fully online forum that year (Fig. 4). The forum re-
stated the commitments of and garnered additional support from fifty-eight na-
tions toward climate action focused on the most vulnerable groups for the period 
2018–2020.23 For my documentary, I selected a clip of President Heine’s opening 
address from the CVF informational video to emphasize the various forms of a 
president’s highly mediated life in general. In it she states, “If warming goes above 
1.5 degrees Celsius, our fate is sealed. But it’s not too late if every nation steps up 
and does more by 2020. The Marshall Islands feels the grave weight of responsi-
bility to assume the leadership of the Climate Vulnerable Forum at this crucial 
time.”24 And in her closing remarks, she pointedly asks, “If not us, who? If not now, 
when?” 

In their individual interviews, President Heine and Minister Matthews dis-
cussed the “double whammies” that the Marshallese have dealt with and continue 
to deal with: the climate crisis and nuclear legacy. President Heine gently reminds 
us that these are “two threats that are not of our own making.”25 Due to the US 
detonation of sixty-seven nuclear weapons from 1946 to 1958, yielding as much 
radiation as 1.6 Hiroshima bombings occurring every day for twelve years, the 
Marshallese Islanders experienced direct and indirect health consequences such 
as reproductive, breast, lung, stomach, liver, and thyroid cancers; leukemia; dia-
betes; and women giving birth to “jellyfish babies”—babies born without bones 
and with transparent skin.26 The twelve years of nuclear tests also destroyed is-
land ecosystems, prompting an out-migration of the Marshall Islanders as many 
islands became uninhabitable. Ensuing health issues and access to adequate 
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treatment continue to be a multi-generational challenge for the Marshallese. In 
the late 1970s, the US government built a 350-foot-wide structure on Runit Island 
in Enewetok Atoll to contain “over 100,000 cubic yards of radioactively contami-
nated soil and debris [transported from other RMI locations] that were encapsu-
lated in concrete (waste pile) inside an unlined nuclear test crater.”27 While Runit 
Dome was originally intended to be a temporary containment measure, it seems, 
quite bleakly, to now be a permanent island fixture; it is referred to locally as “the 
tomb.” Residents are worried about Runit Dome, particularly as visible cracks have 
formed on the dome’s 358 concrete panels. With rising waters and intensifying 
storm surges, these fractures could expand, resulting in radioactive release and 
catastrophic damage. While the US Department of Energy has done periodic tests, 
the most recent report, in June 2020, concluded that  

 
there are not data to suggest that the dome, or more specifically, 
the radioactive material encapsulated within the containment 
structure, is currently having a measurable adverse effect on the 
surrounding environment, or is expected to have any adverse ef-
fect on the environment in 5, 10, or 20 years.28  

 
 

 
Figure 5. Still from Her Excellency (work in progress), dir. Anita Chang. Exhibits at the Alele Mu-
seum, Majuro, RMI, August 6, 2018. Courtesy of the director 
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The report also acknowledges the need to conduct a groundwater radio-
chemical analysis in order to determine if “forcing events” such as storm surges 
will affect the groundwater quality. In Her Excellency, the viewer hears President 
Heine discussing the US Department of Energy’s ongoing responsibility to monitor 
and deal with Runit Dome, as on the screen appears a display from the Alele Mu-
seum, Majuro, featuring an image of the dome alongside a quote by John Anjain, 
a survivor of the Bravo test and an anti-nuclear activist: “A soldier told us our lives 
were smaller than a fingernail. They used us as guinea pigs” (Fig. 5). The combina-
tion of these images and Heine’s interview segment emphasizes the enormous 
ethical responsibilities the US shoulders for generations to come. 

Nuclear justice was an important platform for President Heine’s admin-
istration, which formed a National Nuclear Commission. It produced a report out-
lining a strategy for nuclear justice comprising of five pillars: 
 

(1) Full payment of all past and future awards of the Nuclear Claims 
Tribunal (Compensation); (2) Quality health care for all Marshallese 
(Health); (3) Reducing the risks of exposure to radiation and other 
toxins in the environment (Environment); (4) Building national ca-
pacity to monitor and understand radiation impacts (National Ca-
pacity); and (5) Education and awareness of our nuclear legacy 
(Education and Awareness).29  
 

Minister Matthews stressed the importance of this report to provide continuity of 
information for many years to come, as US lawmakers come and go while the nu-
clear legacy continues to be felt in the Marshall Islands and beyond.  

The 1986 Compacts of Free Association are agreements between the US 
and the RMI, Federated States of Micronesia, and Republic of Palau that grant the 
US a military presence and activities in these areas in return for US security, eco-
nomic assistance, and other provisions.30 The Compact of Free Association be-
tween the US and RMI was set to expire at the end of 2023. Regarding the 
negotiation for its renewal, President Heine stated, “In order for us to move for-
ward with anything, we have to get the support of the United States public behind 
anything that we want to do in this regard.”31  

This sentiment was an important part of our interview with President 
Heine and was, for me, a critical call for support. I intercut this section of the in-
terview with historical images of the nuclear tests exhibited at the Alele Museum 
in Majuro, along with their accompanying texts (Fig. 6). By doing so, I emphasize 
the importance of historical education for future paths and actions. The US Senate 
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Energy Committee Hearing on the Compact of Free Association Amendments Act 
took place on July 13, 2023, as I was writing this essay. Palau and the Federated 
States of Micronesia had signed new Compacts of Free Association with the US, 
while the RMI had yet to sign until a “‘dignified’ settlement of nuclear claims” was 
met in the new compact.32 This included many important questions of safety in 
the geographical areas affected by nuclear test contamination and waste. While 
monetary compensation was one component of negotiations, the Marshallese 
Senate Committee Statement delivered by Foreign Minister Jack Ading demanded 
timely, responsive, and just actions from the US to directly address he Marshall 
Islanders’ concerns. 

 
 

 
Figure 6. Still from Her Excellency (work in progress), dir. Anita Chang. Courtesy of the director 
 
 

While the RMI signed the revised “compromised” compact on October 16, 
2023, the struggle for nuclear justice continues. Depending on funding and sched-
uling, my film production could take me back to the RMI to interview President 
Heine in her second term and resume our conversation on the ongoing issues of 
nuclear justice and the climate crisis. Across spans of time and space, Her Excel-
lency aims to capture moments in the lives of women leaders that present histor-
ical insights for the present. Interviews with each woman leader also offer creative 
and formal opportunities for the film. My research and interviews specific to 
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President Heine and the RMI context revealed a critical call-and-response not only 
for Her Excellency but also for my pedagogical practice. 
 
 
Creative Pedagogy: A Critical Call-and-Response 
 
While the COVID-19 pandemic put a temporary halt to the production of Her Ex-
cellency, and prior to producing a proof-of-concept video for Her Excellency, I 
brought my research into the classroom via an undergraduate ecomedia course I 
was teaching online at California State University, East Bay. In it, I shared my ex-
periences visiting the RMI as well as the main concerns of the people I interviewed, 
particularly President Heine’s emphasis on the critical importance of education 
and support from Americans needed in order for both the RMI and the US to move 
forward on issues of climate and nuclear justice. In response to her call for edu-
cating Americans, I designed the course so that its first half would focus on the 
Marshall Islands.  

My ecomedia course focuses on the increasingly interdisciplinary dis-
course and multimedia production of film and video that address current ecologi-
cal issues. Students also learn about the development of ecocinema theory, the 
legacies of earlier film and video that documented ecological issues, and the cre-
ative and critical ways they can engage with real-life environmental issues.33 The 
course explores the following questions: What discursive, aesthetic, and technical 
strategies and interventions do these works engage in to raise awareness and in-
spire action on the issues they address? What enhancements to our senses can 
ecocinema and ecomedia offer? What can they show that we don’t already know? 
What can they contribute to our knowledge? How can they make us better agents 
of change?  

In spring 2022, my students and I explored a range of ecomedia works (i.e., 
multimedia journalism, documentaries, films, video poems, and poetry) on the 
Marshall Islands as a way to explore how different media forms visualize and tell 
the story of the Marshall Islands’ fraught history with US nuclear weapons testing 
and, more recently, the climate crisis—both of which pose ongoing environmental 
challenges for the Marshallese. In addition to presentations of paired film and 
readings, students kept a weekly journal in which they reflected on and wrote 
about one of the films they had viewed, connecting it to one of the readings as-
signed with the film. Their journals helped them develop critiques about these 
representations and enabled me to guide in-class discussion. 
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In his nuanced book-length essay Fear of Small Numbers, globalization 
scholar Arjun Appadurai notes that the “growth in grassroots coalitions for 
change, equity, and health on a worldwide basis suggests that the human faculty 
for long-distance empathy has not yet been depleted.”34 This idea prompted me 
to become interested in how media ecologies of practice, viewing, and pedagogy 
can participate in maintaining this faculty for long-distance empathy, and how 
they do so amidst ongoing disruptions due to the climate crisis, global pandemic, 
and calls to address colonial legacies and neoimperial structures. This online class-
room was therefore designed as a creative laboratory for exploring “critical em-
pathy,” debunking the myth of “isolation” and “remoteness” of islands, 
problematizing the term “Anthropocene,” and witnessing the reach of settler en-
vironmentalism and salvage environmentalism. Students learn to empathize with 
islanders who articulate how they feel with(in) the Anthropocene, question how 
they orient themselves in the world, and find their place and role within it despite 
and beyond virtual geographies.35 

For the course’s midterm assignment, I asked the students—working in 
small groups—to respond in a call-and-response fashion to the following prompt: 
 

In a globalized world and living in the US, a country [that] arguably 
has committed crimes against humanity—here, in the case of nu-
clear tests in the Marshall Islands—how can we understand that 
our existences are bound together with the peoples of the Marshall 
Islands? This midterm will involve the Marshall Islands, and you 
may approach your project in one or more of the following ways: 
1) Every March 1st is Nuclear Victims Remembrance Day for the 
peoples of the Marshall Islands. It was formally known as Nuclear 
Victims’ Day and Nuclear Survivors’ Day. Last year, the National Nu-
clear Commission, Republic of the Marshall Islands put out a call for 
short videos: “Show your solidarity and remind us Marshallese that 
we are not alone in our pursuit of nuclear justice. Reflect on our 
shared efforts to uplift and provide comfort to one another”; 2) A 
strategic campaign for awareness and action; 3) A personal reflec-
tion of the nuclear and climate crises that the Marshallese have and 
continue to endure. 

 
For their response, I asked students to use concepts and themes they had learned 
in the course to produce an ecomedia work or sketch taking the form of a short 
video, music, soundscape, rap, photography, poetry, performance, meme, draw-
ing, poster, and/or painting. In an accompanying essay, they were required to in-
clude concept(s) introduced in the course readings—such as decolonizing the 
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Anthropocene, occupation as trusteeship, and settler environmentalism—that ad-
dressed critical decolonial approaches to climate change, colonialism, and global 
capitalism.36 They were instructed to also include concept(s), themes, and aes-
thetic strategies they had learned from their study of videos, films, and course 
readings, and explain how these informed and inspired their creative and commu-
nication approach to their ecomedia work.  
 The students demonstrated their critical understanding of course material 
and engaged in a call-and-response through the creative process to explore and 
put into practice not only long-distance empathy, but what it means to empathize 
or feel with the Marshallese as eloquently expressed by Salma Monani: 
 

Sympathy, as primarily a concern for, is motivated not necessarily 
by a sense of sharing but instead by a sense of charity. While altru-
istic, charity signals a sense of concern that is hierarchical in nature, 
and inherently patronizing. In contrast, empathy, which is tied to 
sharing feelings, hints at an altruism that is more grounded in a 
sense of equality. When acting from empathy, I do what I do be-
cause I’ve taken on your perspective; your pain is my pain; your joy 
is my joy. Because I find myself suffering and/or experiencing as I 
think you do, I have put myself on a similar plane as you.37  

 
Each student presented a unique engagement of feeling with the Marshallese and 
the pursuit of nuclear justice. Some points of identification were factors that 
shaped student empathy, such as being Pacific Islanders themselves or having a 
US-military affiliation. In the end, the reverberating effects from Heine’s critical 
call on the importance of education—needed in order for both the RMI and the 
US to move forward on issues of climate and nuclear justice—could be felt and 
heard in our ecomedia classroom, my students’ works, and my film. 

The student works were powerful and I, along with my two research assis-
tants, selected some for an online public exhibition titled An Evening of Poetry and 
Politics: The Marshall Islands and Her Excellency Hilda Heine.38 The event included 
two discussants: Ariana Tibon from the RMI National Nuclear Commission and Dr. 
Maria Ortuoste, a professor of political science at California State University, East 
Bay. Some questions we wanted to explore in the event were how can poetry, 
visual art, and politics contribute to the achievement of climate and nuclear justice 
for the Marshall Islands, and what steps can we take to mobilize our life support 
for the Marshallese people and for ourselves in the face of rising sea levels? 

Along with Her Excellency, my work-in-progress video, the exhibition 
showcased student poetry including “To the People of the Marshall Islands” by 
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Brooklyn Aguilar, Alexandria Sepulveda, and Adriana Fimbres; “I am a Journalist 
and I am Here” by Alexis Peck; and the trilogy “A Need For Change” by Francisco 
Cortez Mendoza, “At the End” by David Oronos, and “Plucked from the Soil” by 
Lyanne Nisperos. The exhibition also included Tell Them: A Video Poem by Nang 
Hlaing, as well as two memes about Runit Dome created by Cindy Kim. In the fol-
lowing section, I will focus on three of these exemplary works: the video poem Tell 
Them, the Runit Dome memes, and the poem “At the End.” 
 
 
Tell Them 
 
Nang Hlaing co-produced the three-minute video Tell Them with classmates TJ 
Luke and Gladys Gonzales, and directed the video herself. Hlaing, originally from 
Myanmar, was then a senior majoring in communication. Taking its title from 
Kathy Jetñil-Kijiner’s poem of the same name, Tell Them is divided into two con-
trasting parts. The first is a montage of slow-motion, black-and-white, archival im-
ages sourced from YouTube of the US military’s 1946 Operation Crossroads 
nuclear testing on Bikini Atoll of the Marshall Islands. The aerial and ground-level 
footage shows silent blasts, with billowing, emanating, and falling plumes filling 
the frame, at times looking like spectacular clouds of cotton balls that belie the 
unimaginable debris of death left in their wake (Fig. 7). These images accompany 
Hlaing’s softly-spoken narration: 
 

These cluster of dots on the map lies a nation, the Marshall Islands. 
On these islands live the strong and tough Marshallese. Even after 
decades of injustice and exploitation by our American government, 
they remain resilient. Their home displaced. The elders battle with 
cancers. Their babies born with defects. They remain. That is their 
home. That is their land. That is their history. We had destroyed all 
that was dear to them with our nuclear testing. Yet, our govern-
ment remains in denial, denying responsibilities and assistance 
while the majority of Americans remain ignorant. For that, we are 
truly sorry. To all the Americans. Let’s spread this message. Tell 
your friends and families. Tell them about the nuclear testings. Tell 
them about the beautiful shores of the Marshall Islands. Tell them 
about the strength of the Marshallese. Tell them to stand for injus-
tice. Tell them to push congress to take responsibility. Tell them we 
could do better. Let us stand together with the Marshallese. Let us 
stand against injustice.39 
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As the narration concludes, soft instrumental music is heard along with the sounds 
of rushing water. This leads into the second part: a color montage of contempo-
rary aerial images of the shore and atolls, including Marshallese children and 
youth walking to school, youth learning about fishing nets from teachers, island 
street life, and a woman sitting in front of a United States Postal Service office. 
The images are overlaid with string-band music with sung lyrics listing the names 
of islands within the RMI.  
 
 

 
Figure 7. Still from Tell Them: A Video Poem, dir. Nang Hlaing, 2022. Courtesy of the directors 
 
 

In her accompanying essay, Hlaing explained that she was personally in-
spired by Kathy Jetñil-Kijiner’s poem in the video Anointed (2018, directed by Dan 
Lin), Ursula Biemann’s soft voiceover delivery in her video-essay Deep Weather 
(2013), and Bruce Conner’s visual style in his short film Crossroads (1976). By slow-
ing down the explosions, she believed it would “imprint the message into viewers’ 
minds” and “show remorse and empathy toward the Marshallese.” For the con-
trasting second part, Hlaing writes that she and her peers did not want to “em-
phasize solely the devastation of nuclear testing, [rather] the emphasis is to turn 
to the vibrancy and continuation of life in the Marshall Islands.” She used found 
footage from the internet, inspired by Cauleen Smith’s film Song for Earth and Folk 
(2013). Here, the cheerful music was left on its own, without narration, to empha-
size “joy and optimism.”40 
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During the event’s discussion, Hlaing explained that she made this video to 
shed light on this part of US and Marshallese history, of which she had not previ-
ously been aware, and she believes more people should be made aware of 
through the education system. She said, “I’m not American by birth, but even 
though my husband [was] born in America and he worked in the US Department 
of Defense, he didn’t even know the extent of the [damage] that was done in the 
Marshall Islands.” For discussant Maria Ortuoste, Tell Them showed that “this dire 
thing might be happening, but we’re living. And it’s not just an existence, and we 
are doing our best to live our culture and have fun, have fun while going through 
it, and which is, I guess, the essence of thriving for a group of people.” Discussant 
Ariana Tibon added that every March 1 is Remembrance Day, a national holiday 
in the RMI to remember and honor the survivors and victims of the US nuclear 
tests, and that the use of the words “survivors” or “victims” in its name continues 
to be debated even at the level of parliament. 

As she depicted in Tell Them in the second half of the video, Hlaing agreed 
that a show of strength is also important; she thought about her Myanmar home-
land after the military coup and how people there are fighting and not just surviv-
ing. Ortuoste added that even if “one is not on the frontlines of a revolution, just 
surviving day-to-day and having that sort of spirit is strength in itself.”41 The dis-
cussion reminded me of the discursive nuances in survivorship and victimhood 
depending on the nature of violent event(s), the duration of a conflict, ensuing 
trauma, the haunting effects of violence, and, ultimately, the needs of articulating 
these experiences for those who survived such horrors. 
 
 
Runit Dome Memes 
 
A daily reminder of the US nuclear weapons tests on the Marshall Islands is the 
Runit Dome, a concrete dome described above that contains more than 3.1 million 
cubic feet of radioactive material from past nuclear tests—the equivalent of thirty-
three Olympic-sized swimming pools.42 While the 2020 US Department of Energy 
inspection report quoted above noted that there were no “measurable adverse 
effects” in the foreseeable five to twenty years, many Marshallese would like an 
independent review as part of their nuclear justice platform. To address the mag-
nitude of the Runit Dome and the multitude of environmental issues it poses, 
Cindy Kim, a graduate student in communication at the time of the event, created 
two memes that pointedly reflect on the dome (Figs. 8–9). They remind viewers 
of the war machine’s unfathomably destructive impact on the environment and 



Chang │ Creative Practice and Pedagogy 
 

 
 

 44 

stress the importance of both holding accountable those who were and are re-
sponsible for the Runit Dome’s existence and mitigating its ongoing dangers. In 
her memes, Kim used phrases and statistics from the 2020 report to make sure 
they were “grounded in reality [rather] than just an aesthetic artifact.” Kim’s main 
aim was to “make information more accessible and consumable to different audi-
ences online as an entry point [for] those who might not know anything at all 
about the US history of nuclear detonation in the Marshall Islands.”43  
 
 

 
Figure 8. Cindy Sung Yun Kim, Runit Dome Meme 1, 2022. Courtesy of the artist 

 
 
In Runit Dome Meme 1, two graphically illustrated government officials 

and/or contractors stand in the foreground of an iconic aerial photograph of the 
Runit Dome (Fig. 8). The man in a suit is positioned so that his right hand is hover-
ing over the top of the Dome in a casual matter-of-fact gesture. This symbolizes 
the US government’s attitude of disavowal toward the gravity of the nuclear and 
biological weapons waste contained within, particularly since the US has no ap-
parent plans for permanent clean-up of the waste.  
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Figure 9. Cindy Sung Yun Kim, Runit Dome Meme 2, 2022. Courtesy of the artist 
 
 
This skirting of responsibility is further commented on in Runit Dome 2, 

which emphasizes the fact that the nuclear waste in Runit Dome was created by 
the US (Fig. 9). The skidding of the car indicates how quickly and obviously the US 
does not want to face the challenges of its responsibilities. The skillful humor em-
bedded in both of these memes opens up space for critical reflection. Both are 
searing commentary on the enormity of the devastation and the lack of true will 
on part of the US government to bear the full consequences of radiological dam-
ages that extend beyond the temporary containment site. Participants in the 
event’s online discussion responded favorably to the memes; Maria Ortuoste 
noted that artistic expressions “are usually more powerful than just political 
speeches . . . because [they evoke] the humanity of people and that’s what gets 
people to change.”44 
 
 
“At the End” 
 
Globally, the legacy of nuclear testing haunts everyone, and none more than the 
Marshallese. David Oronos’s poem “At the End” bespeaks the rippling effects of 
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its violence and the resulting trauma felt on the Marshall Islands and other island 
communities whose identities and sustenance come from their ocean worlds. Oro-
nos is of Chamoru and Filipino descent, and was a senior majoring in communica-
tion at the time of the event. Introducing his poem, he explained, “When I wrote 
it, I imagined an island by itself, alone, left behind, stripped of its people.” In his 
accompanying essay, he expressed that his sources of inspiration were the stories 
of survivors from the nuclear testing’s fallout in the documentary Nuclear Savage: 
The Islands of Secret Project 4.1 (2011) and Jetñil-Kijiner’s poems.45 Of the latter 
he wrote, “She invokes the voice of her people, their anger, their pride, and their 
way of life. I didn’t want to copy her style of poetry, but I tried to capture the same 
urgency and emotional connection.”46 Oronos stated that his creative work also 
responded to how the 2017 essay “On the Importance of a Date, or Decolonizing 
the Anthropocene” by Heather Davis and Zoe Todd brings attention to the vio-
lence of the Anthropocene when explicitly linked to the beginnings of British col-
onization in 1610. Davis and Todd state that 
 

linking the Anthropocene with colonization . . . draws attention to 
the violence at its core, and calls for the consideration of Indige-
nous philosophies and processes of Indigenous self-governance as 
a necessary political corrective, alongside the self-determination of 
other communities and societies violently impacted by the white 
supremacist, colonial, and capitalist logics instantiated in the ori-
gins of the Anthropocene.47  

 
Oronos’s poem “At the End” refers to the “poison”—a reality as much as it is a 
symbol of ongoing violence—that will not go away, and yet despite this “poison,” 
the island in his poem continues to call for the reader to yearn to “come home” 
and to “not lose the way.” “The way” metaphorically refers to Indigenous philos-
ophies and perhaps “processes of Indigenous self-governance.” 

Finally, Oronos’s poem practiced what Craig Santos Perez writes about in 
his article “Thinking (and feeling) with Anthropocene (Pacific) islands.”48 In his ac-
companying essay, Oronos writes, “Santos Perez comments about how it is not 
enough to just think about the Anthropocene from the island perspective, but we 
need to feel as well. Pacific Islanders are not just victims and not entirely innocent 
either. More importantly, they have stories to tell the world and that was a con-
cept I wanted to portray.”49 
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“At the End” 
 
Come home, my children. 
Come home, before I slip away,  
Into the dark. 
 
Come closer, my children.  
Come be with me 
At the end. 
 
Each day, I lose more  
Each day, I sink further  
Into the deep. 
 
The tides rise.  
The tides will wash away  
All the scars. 
 
The poison remains.  
The poison they tried to forget  
In waters. 
 
Why do they persist?  
Why do they pursue the end  
Of the world? 
 
Here we were family.  
Here we told our children’s stories  
Of the past. 
 
Will they have a future?  
Will they touch their feet 
To the sand? 
 
Do not cry for me.  
Do not mourn the fate  
Of the lost. 
 
Remember my story.  
Remember so that you may  
Tell the world. 
 
Come home, my children.  
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Come home and promise not to  
Lose the way. 
 
Come closer, my children.  
Come be with me 
At the end.50  

 
 

After Oronos’s reading, Ariana Ribon imagined that the jellyfish babies 
(among the many victims of the nuclear weapons tests) who have passed away 
are “wanting to be near the[ir] mother[s].”51 Tibon also reminded the event’s par-
ticipants and audience that Marshallese women led the nuclear justice efforts 
from the very beginning; they were early activists who criticized the nuclear weap-
ons tests because they were giving birth to jellyfish babies due to the radioactive 
contamination in the water. One of President Hilda Heine’s five pillars of nuclear 
justice described above is “Education and Awareness.” A member of the National 
Nuclear Commission, Tibon explained that the nuclear legacy in the Marshall Is-
lands is now part of their K-12 educational curriculum after seventy-three years of 
omission. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Throughout her work in education and politics, President Hilda Heine has pro-
moted women’s organizations, women’s rights, and the importance of women be-
ing active in the community and in the government. In interviews for my 
documentary, Marie Maddison spoke of the need for an education system that is 
relevant for the Marshall Islands today, and Evelyn Joseph spoke of the signifi-
cance of place-based education, as well as what it means to be a global citizen. 
Indeed, the women featured in Her Excellency advocate for a critical pedagogy—
one that is relevant to where one is located and that builds relationships across 
distance, a factor critical to mutual survivability. Along with being a filmmaker who 
responds to and amplifies the critical calls of these women, I also share them with 
my students in the classroom. 
 Although my ecomedia course of spring 2022 was held virtually, the class 
gathered like a think tank and, amidst the climate crisis and global pandemic, crit-
ically navigated the media ecologies of practice, viewing, and pedagogy. We me-
diated histories and stories from the Marshall Islands, which served as our guides. 
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Our creative pedagogy involved a critical call-and-response approach to specific 
ecomedia representations of Marshallese life, and the written words and voices 
of Marshallese educators, feminists, politicians, community activists, and poets. 
Kathy Jetñil-Kijiner’s poems were a steady inspiration for my students. In her 
words, the Marshallese are “descendants of the finest navigators in the world” 
and their stories—told through the sights and sounds of poetry, music, video po-
ems, memes, experimental films, and documentaries—enable critical awareness 
and long-distance empathy for continued dialogue, knowledge-building, and ac-
tion toward achieving nuclear and climate justice for the Marshallese.52 Undoubt-
edly, ecomedia representations of the Marshall Islands steer their audiences to 
navigate our entangled and problematic world and to visualize our place in this 
world. They present opportunities for audiences to understand the importance of 
empathizing and feeling with islanders, and of situating our lives in relation to the 
Marshallese. Knowing that these connective relations matter to our mutual sur-
vival and mutual healing from the brutal acts of history, we are able to forge paths 
toward livable presents and futures for all. 
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