The Last Humans Coming From the Sea
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Like the landings of the tilapia, the ancestor of land vertebrates, on a quiet beach on the
Bataan Peninsula in the Philippines, five silent children pace ashore from the waves: they
are the last of the humans. The children are adorned in ornaments both worn and fancy.
Bamboo hats, bone ornaments, aluminized cloth, nylon rope, plastic sieves, and diving
helmets, haphazardly sewn together relics of their ancestors that were once considered
deadly marine pollution but have now become bearers of history since human society
disappeared. The leader, a skinny girl with brown skin, leads the other children into the
jungle, plucking leaves from a slab of stone with an inscription — “Built by Lao refugees,
January 1988.”

This is the opening scene of Tuan Andrew Nguyen’s film “The Boat People,” in which the last
humans drift between continents, exploring the empty ruins on these lands. Throughout
Vietnamese history, the term “boat people” carries a special meaning, referring to the
refugees who fled the country by boat after the Vietham War. This also reflects a hint of the
past of Nguyen, an artist who was one of the countless “boat people.” However, the children
in the film, who are also called “boat people,” are not merely the leftovers of history. In an
interview, Jun Nguyen expressed , “she (protagonist) is not merely a survivor, but a creator
— the bridge between the past and the future.” (Nguyen & Ingawanij, 2020) Similar to the
story collectors depicted by Ursula K. Le Guin (1986) in “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction,”
these children, guided by innocent curiosity, arrived on these lands in search of the relics of
different civilizations and, like creator gods, collage them into a new humanity. So, they do
not live on the same land for long, they seem to be the embodiment of Fred Moten’s (Harney
& Moten, 2013: 97) “unsettled feeling”, always prepared to sail to another continent. It was
this unsettledness that piqued my interest in exploring whether it is necessary to imagine an
ocean-based future in the face of the catastrophe of the Anthropocene or Capitalocene?

As terrestrial creatures, human beings are naturally inclined to contemplate their future in
terrestrial terms. To reject the Darwinian tendencies in posthumanism (Gane, 2006), in
“Staying with the Trouble,” Donna Haraway (2016) proposes an alternative perspective of
humanity based on symbiosis. She compares humans to “composts” because, like the
humus produced by the dead bodies and excrement of plants and animals in compost,
humans can only survive on the planet by living and dying with other species. Likewise,
Bruno Latour (2018) advocates a “terrestrial politics” that calls for a rethinking of the issues
of life and climate rooted in the land beneath our feet. Inspired by this, he illustrates the
necessity of this way of thinking by borrowing the geographic concept of “earth’s critical
zone.” Specifically, this refers to the organic surfaces that terrestrial life depends on, and it is
this thin layer of critical zone that supports human life. (Kofman & Latour, 2018) In the
exhibition with the same title at the Karlsruhe Media and Art Center, Latour also repeated the



word “terrestrial” as if it were a mantra that would dispel anxiety regarding ecological
disasters.

Both Haraway and Latour perceive the land as the foundation of their rethinking. Visions of
the ocean’s future are almost always excluded from serious discourse, and the few existing
oceanic utopian projects are often dismissed as unrealistic rightist fantasies. For instance,
critics enjoy arguing that the “Seasteading,” an oceanic utopian project promoted by Silicon
Valley techno-libertarians, is not as revolutionary as it is claimed (Wainwright, 2020). Indeed,
for these entrepreneurs, the ocean is the perfect place to revive classical liberalism,
because, in their perspective, the unregulated high seas acted as the perfect tax haven, and
the vast expanse of the ocean was “free enterprise at its freest” (Langewiesche, 2004).
Philip Steinberg, Elizabeth Nyman, and Mauro Caraccioli (2012) hit the nail on the head:
these ideas are essentially capitalism’s immune response to its own internal contradictions.
When Silicon Valley’s anarchist entrepreneurs realized that they could not resolve the
conflict between economic order and individual freedom on land, they projected the myths of
capitalism onto the oceanic utopia. Unfortunately, however, these myths only ended up
reinforcing the structures that created the conflict.

However, the oceanic utopia of the technological libertarian is not entirely meaningless. At
the very least, these plans highlight the urgency of the issues of the ocean. Precisely
speaking, the effects of climate change on oceans and humans do not exist only in computer
simulations: the melting Arctic ice cap has already begun to reshape global geopolitics
(Dittmer, Moisio, Ingram & Dodds, 2011); islanders in the Autonomous Region of
Bougainville, Papua New Guinea, have begun to abandon atoll habitats that are being
destroyed by flooding (Luetz & Havea, 2018). While land-centrism ignores, separates, and
even antagonizes the waters that are eroding land-based civilization, Silicon Valley fantasists
are the first to return to the sea. This is especially because capitalism, keen to realize ideas,
is precisely adept at following its own logic and proposing concrete solutions to the crisis in
the first place. As Murray Bookchin (2015) argues, however, capitalism itself is largely the
creator of environmental and ecological crises. Consequently, if we are to rethink the politics
of the ocean, then we must attempt to incorporate this blue water, which covers the majority
of the earth’s surface, into the world-making in a different way.

As Philip Steinberg and Kimberley Peters argue in “Wet Ontologies, Fluid Spaces,” the
political power of the sea can only be truly grasped through emphasizing its materiality.
Notably, both the oceanic utopia of Silicon Valley and the creationist life of the new humans
in “The Boat People” rely on the unhindered mobility of the ocean. The difference is that the
former solely reaffirms the value of mobility within its established system (The Seasteading
Institute, 2009) — the rise of classical liberalism benefited from the mobility of the sea from
the beginning, as it significantly reduced transportation costs. Meanwhile, the latter relies on
the material properties of the ocean to reimagine other ways of world-making. Perhaps for
the refugees adrift at sea, the days on the ship simply act as a transitional stage between



lives on different lands, while the new human beings in “Boat People” who make the sea
their home can be seen as the embodiment of oceanic mobility. To these children, the ocean
surrounds and dominates the continents and islands, while the lands that have lost their
centrality resemble giant ships floating on the sea, or, what Foucault describes as “the
heterogeneity par excellence” (1986).

In the film, the children discover refugee boats, Japanese machine guns, U.S. Army gas
masks, the Bataan Death March Marker Mile, the Philippine kampilan sword (Magellan was
killed by one kampilan sword) and the head of Kuan Yin buried in the beach of the Bataan
Peninsula. Then, as always, they carved these witnesses of history into wooden replicas. In
Nguyen’s perspective (Nguyen & Ingawanij, 2020), these replicas are very distinctive from
the originals because humans prefer to understand the world in the present through
replicating the past. In a world based on the ocean, the children must follow the
characteristics of the water, so they can only treat these wood carvings like sacrifices,
torching them and sprinkling the ashes into the sea, because only the ashes can dissolve in
the water. In the process, the ocean not only absorbs the land as material — ash is a special
kind of soil — but also absorbs the history of the land contained in the ashes. In this manner,
the ocean becomes the subject of imagining the future, while the land as a heterotopia
becomes the reserve of this imagination.

Carl Schmitt’'s (2003) devaluation of the sea precisely represents the typical fallacy of
land-centrism. He argues that the ocean lacks political power due to its historical barrenness
because there is nowhere to leave the mark of history on a flat sea surface or between
repeated waves that lack character (Mark, 2011). However, the fact is that waves are both
complex and variable (Steinberg & Peters, 2015), and people have continuously recorded
the history of the sea. This is as early as pre-modern times where the Marshallese in the
Pacific used the technique of “stick charts” to identify different types of waves. Likewise, the
ocean in “The Boat People,” where the ashes of all terrestrial civilizations melt together,
declares that it is not only a mirage that can be built on the sea — the political power of the
ocean does not depend on replicating life on land at sea, nor does it advocate abandoning
the soil altogether and perceiving the oceanic utopia as a mobile refuge in a post-apocalyptic
world, but lies precisely in, from the nature of the ocean—imagining a future that connects
land and its history but drifts on the sea horizon.
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