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ABSTRACT
Climate Change is political ‘all the way down’. Yet, the nature of the ‘everyday politics’ emerging from below as climate change 
impacts rural societies remains underexamined. How do increasing climate variability and climate policies shape agrarian poli-
tics and rural futures? How, in turn, do agrarian politics, practices and aspirations for specific rural futures influence the percep-
tion of climate change and the implementation of climate policies on the ground? This article examined how rural actors, facing 
increasingly unstable meteorological conditions under climate change, advance their livelihood aspirations across several rural 
contexts in Indonesia. We found that largely unacknowledged ontological pluralism and future-making processes mediate rural 
people's experiences and responses to climate change and become decisive factors in shaping everyday politics and agrarian-
ecological change over the long run across rural Indonesia. Building on ethnographic research, this study argued that notions 
of everyday politics must be expanded to account for the ontological complexities and anticipatory strategies employed by rural 
communities in the context of climate change, thereby revealing a more nuanced understanding of how local practices and insti-
tutions navigate and shape their futures.

1   |   Introduction

Villagers across the Indonesian archipelago face complex dilem-
mas. Shifting agricultural livelihoods, profound socio-economic 
transformations and increasingly unstable climatological con-
ditions intertwine to reshape everyday life. In responding to 
these uncertainties, people seek to comprehend recent changes, 
develop strategies to secure their livelihoods and struggle to 
achieve good lives. While these processes are deeply entan-
gled, what remains insufficiently understood is how people 
make sense of them and how such sense-making gives rise to a 

politics of climate change from below. As others have noted cli-
mate change is political ‘all the way down’ (Eriksen et al. 2015, 
523). When communities must (re)produce themselves in new 
ways, land and labour politics can intensify, and climate change 
sharpens the politics of distribution. Yet our understanding of 
local dynamics and their implications for climate politics re-
mains limited.

Existing frameworks and policy approaches to adaptation and 
mitigation tend to privilege technocratic or economic solutions. 
A burgeoning literature examines how projects and policies 
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attempt to mitigate climate impacts and promote adaptive path-
ways (Butler et al. 2014; Wise et al. 2016), but these frameworks 
rarely capture the lived experience, diverse knowledge systems 
and anticipatory strategies through which rural populations 
engage with climate variability. Mainstream policy narratives 
in the global South emphasise intensification, modernisation, 
or employment beyond agriculture (Ires  2021), while a deep-
ening ecological crisis – compounded by capitalist extraction 
and expropriation – constrains communities' capacities for self-
provision (Borras Jr. et al. 2022). Precarious integration and ‘ad-
verse incorporation’ (McCarthy 2010), limited labour markets, 
including enclosures justified by climate change mitigation, 
can circumscribe people's ability to establish viable livelihood 
strategies even as adaptation processes create winners and los-
ers. Critics highlight the limits of adaptation (Dow et al. 2013; 
Barnett and Palutikof 2014; Barnett et al. 2015) and the inade-
quacy of narrow, technocratic ecomodernist responses (O'Reilly 
et al. 2020). They call for approaches that consider diverse on-
tologies, account for the values embedded in lived climate re-
silience, and attend to plural politics that emerge from below 
(see the introduction to this special edition). Building on these 
critiques, this paper asks how rural communities themselves 
understand and respond to climate change, and what forms of 
everyday politics arise through these engagements.

Building on long-term fieldwork in rural Indonesia, we explore 
how increasing climate variability and agrarian change inter-
sect with livelihood aspirations and local political practices. 
We ask: How do rural communities in Indonesia interpret and 
respond to climate change, agrarian transformation and exter-
nal interventions, and how do new forms of everyday politics 
emerge in the shadow of climate change? More specifically, we 
examine: (1) how local interpretations and perceptions of cli-
mate and agrarian change are formed and contested in everyday 
politics; (2) in what ways aspirations and future-making pro-
cesses shape people's strategies and hopes; and (3) how plural 
ontologies – multiple worldviews and knowledge systems – af-
fect the operation of climate policies and programmes. We argue 
that ontological pluralism and future-making processes medi-
ate rural experience and responses to climate change, becoming 
decisive in shaping everyday politics and agrarian-ecological 
change over the long run. Understanding the politics of climate 
change therefore requires attention to the ontological complexi-
ties and anticipatory strategies of rural communities – the subtle 
negotiations, resistances and compliances through which they 
navigate external interventions and imagine alternative futures.

To advance this argument, we bring together three bodies of lit-
erature to frame our analysis. First, we engage Kerkvliet's (2009) 
conception of everyday politics, which points to the subtle, rou-
tine acts through which rural people comply with, adapt to, 
or contest rules around the production and distribution of re-
sources. Second, we draw on scholarship examining how people 
relate to the future (Beckert 2016; Colonomos 2016; Urry 2016; 
Müller-Mahn et  al.  2020, especially Appadurai's  (2013), 289) 
notion of the ‘capacity to aspire’ – the ability to imagine alter-
native futures and formulate strategies to pursue them. This 
emphasises that aspirations are socially and culturally embed-
ded. Third, we build on ontological approaches to environmen-
tal crises that question dominant conceptualisations of nature 
and value. Henare et  al.  (2007, 7) call for acknowledging a 

‘plurality of ontologies,’ offering a counterweight to climate ap-
proaches grounded solely in scientific naturalism. While such 
perspectives are not without critique (Bessire and Bond 2014), 
they resonate with political ecology approaches such as ‘political 
ontology’ (Blaser 2013) and ‘plural ecologies’ (Duile et al. 2023). 
We do not assume ontologies are uniformly shared within any 
group, nor do we support simplistic binaries between ‘Western’ 
and ‘indigenous’ knowledge systems. Instead, people in rural 
Indonesia often draw on various sources – autochthonous re-
ligions, Christianity, Islam and natural science – to navigate 
contexts where diverse ontological assumptions underwrite dif-
ferent forms of practice (Harris and Robb 2012, 672).

This contribution results from a collaboration among 
Indonesian, Australian and European anthropologists and ge-
ographers, all of whom have long-term research experience in 
rural Indonesia. This draws on extended periods of participant 
observation, semi-structured interviews, informal conversa-
tions and participation in community activities. This includes: 
(1) research from 2012 to 2017 on the REDD+ (Reducing 
Emissions from Avoiding Deforestation and Forest Degradation) 
initiative in Gunung Mas, Central Kalimantan Province, to 
analyse community engagements with national climate mitiga-
tion programmes; (2) longitudinal research in the Dayak Benuaq 
community in Muara Nayan, East Kalimantan provides insights 
regarding the community's agency and anticipatory planning 
for their futures amidst palm oil encroachment in their area; (3) 
investigation of long-term agrarian and climatic shifts among 
upland Javanese farmers in Dieng in Central Java illuminates 
ontological pluralism; and (4) extended ethnographic research 
on the Mentawaians living off the coast of West Sumatra, illus-
trates our threefold analytical framing.

The paper is structured as follows. We first outline the concep-
tual framework, developed across three sections – everyday pol-
itics, future-making and ontological pluralism – each elaborated 
with an ethnographic illustration. We then turn to a synthetic 
case from the Mentawai Islands that shows how these three di-
mensions intersect in practice. The discussion draws the cases 
together to examine how plural ontologies and future-making 
practices mediate climate and agrarian politics, and the conclu-
sion outlines implications for understanding rural climate poli-
tics from below.

2   |   Conceptual Framework: Unpacking Climate 
Politics From Below

This section outlines the conceptual lenses applied to anal-
yse how rural communities in Indonesia engage with climate 
change, state interventions and shifting socio-ecological condi-
tions. This tripartite framework brings together three interre-
lated strands of scholarship: everyday politics, future-making 
and ontological pluralism. Each of these perspectives offers 
a different entry point into understanding the complexities of 
rural responses to climate change. Everyday politics highlights 
the subtle and situated practices through which rural actors nav-
igate, adapt to or resist external interventions. Future-making 
draws attention to the anticipatory strategies and aspirations 
that guide present action, often grounded in culturally embed-
ded visions of what makes a good life. Ontological pluralism 
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approaches foreground how diverse ways of conceptualising the 
world and relational ecologies shape what is considered mean-
ingful, actionable and real in the face of environmental and 
climatic changes. Joining these perspectives together provides 
insights into intersecting dimensions of climate politics, provid-
ing a grounded yet theoretically informed lens for rethinking 
rural climate politics from below.

2.1   |   Everyday Politics

In this paper we approach climate change both as a biophysical 
phenomenon and as a political project. The former is commonly 
understood in terms of the environmental changes people ob-
serve and experience, such as shifting rainfall patterns, in-
creased drought, or forest degradation. In rural contexts, these 
two dimensions coincide. The ways that communities experi-
ence and respond to ecological changes are shaped by, and in 
turn shape, their engagement with climate interventions. We 
illustrate this discussion on everyday politics with a case study 
on an indigenous community and a civil society's responses to 
REDD+ projects in Central Kalimantan that attempt to gov-
ern the conduct of rural people. Through this case study, we 
examine how local people's responses are embedded in local 
social relations and politics, including the exchange networks 
and patron-client relationships that shape the production, dis-
tribution and use of resources (McGregor et  al. 2015; Corbera 
et  al.  2017; Hunsberger et  al.  2017). This case illustrates how 
everyday politics shape how climate projects touch down, are 
translated, refashioned and come to affect the quotidian lives of 
rural people.

Everyday politics refers to the processes where ‘individuals and 
groups ponder and wrestle with problems and issues regard-
ing the use, production and distribution of resources among 
themselves, for their communities, as well as by or for their 
governments’ (Kerkvliet 2009, 229), as well as with broader cli-
mate change programmes and policies. As a substantial body 
of work documents, climate change governance – particularly 
through REDD+ and related conservation programmes – is 
entangled with everyday politics in Indonesian villages (e.g., 
Howson and Kindon 2015; Lounela 2015, 2020, 2025; Sanders 
et al. 2020; Setyowati 2020a). We extend this scholarship by ex-
amining how plural ontologies (different ways of relating to the 
non-human world) and future-making practices that anticipate, 
strategise and initiate change inform rural people's engagement 
with REDD+. This framing guides our case study analysis by 
situating climate governance initiatives, such as REDD+, in 
relation to the lived experiences and political practices of rural 
communities.

In the village of Bahanei, located in the upstream tributaries of 
the Kahayan River in Gunung Mas, Central Kalimantan prov-
ince, the politics of climate change intersects with the everyday 
struggles over land, identity and livelihood. With approximately 
352 households, predominantly Dayak Ngaju people, alongside 
smaller populations of Banjar, Javanese and Dayak Manyan 
migrants inhabiting Bahanei. The village sits within the con-
tested territory of Indonesia's forest estate, with over two-thirds 
of its land classified as state forest, rendering it vulnerable to 
overlapping claims from logging industries and conservation 

initiatives. The encounter with climate forest governance in 
Bahanei unfolded through a political conjuncture shaped by the 
rollout of REDD+ readiness programmes, legal reforms such 
as the Constitutional Court Decision No. 35/2013 (MK 35) on 
adat forest, and the One Map Initiative (OMI) (see Astuti and 
McGregor 2015, 2017; Astuti 2016). Together, these political con-
junctures catalysed a new wave of Indigenous land claims in 
Indonesia. Facilitated by the Central Kalimantan chapter of the 
Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN CK), 
and partially funded by the government of Indonesia's REDD+ 
readiness grants, Bahanei villagers began assembling a territo-
rial claim to secure legal recognition of what they designated as 
the Tumbang Bahanei Indigenous Territory.

This effort to assemble an indigenous claim exemplifies the ev-
eryday politics of climate governance – where villagers engage, 
repurpose and subtly reshape externally imposed programmes 
to defend their interests. Climate-related policies such as 
REDD+ are not simply imposed from above; they are absorbed 
into the lived realities of rural communities and reinterpreted 
through local political and ontological views. In Bahanei, the 
mapping of Indigenous territory emerged both as a top-down 
conservation technocratic exercise and as a grassroots response 
to the threat of a logging concession granted by the Government 
of Indonesia to PT East Point, which overlapped with villagers' 
rubber gardens and sacred forest sites. While these mapping ef-
forts were supported by REDD+ actors and projects, they were 
ultimately directed towards Indigenous aspirations for tenure 
security and autonomy.

As villagers began the labour of assembling their land claim, 
the process entailed more than documenting GPS coordinates. 
It involved creating a narrative of indigeneity that would reso-
nate with state, NGO and donor expectations of ‘green subjectiv-
ities’ (for more detailed analysis see Astuti and McGregor 2017). 
AMAN CK played a central role here as a ‘trustee’ (Li  2007), 
guiding the Bahanei towards articulating a particular ‘green’ 
identity. This included land use planning that drew attention 
to sacred forest zones, referenced customary law and presented 
the village as a culturally coherent unit – despite the underlying 
heterogeneity of the population. Such assemblages drew selec-
tively on governmental technologies, including participatory 
mapping, zoning systems and training in carbon accounting 
and Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), all of which were 
framed as means to build community ‘capacity’ and demon-
strate their readiness for REDD+ participation.

Yet these everyday practices of territorialisation provoked ten-
sions. Many scholars have discussed how REDD+ can extend to 
‘green grabs’ – the appropriation of land and resources under the 
guise of environmental protection or sustainability initiatives, 
thereby shutting off access to land, resources and livelihood 
opportunities (Fairhead et  al.  2012). In the Bahanei, the land 
claim process, while protecting the community against external 
threats, it also intensified internal exclusions. The Dayak Ngaju 
majority – historically regarded as the village's founders – held a 
privileged position in defining community boundaries and lead-
ing the mapping work. Migrants from Banjar and Java, often re-
liant on labour arrangements or land purchase from the Ngaju, 
were largely absent from the formal mapping process. While 
these exclusions were downplayed to present a unified front, 
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they reflect the intimate politics at play in assembling climate-
related claims. As such, everyday politics in Bahanei involves 
not only compliance to state or resistance to corporate actors but 
also negotiations within the community about who counts as a 
legitimate landholder, knowledge-bearer or participant in indig-
enous and forest governance. The process also generated new 
forms of subjectivity. Community members were encouraged to 
take pride in roles such as ‘village cartographer’, gaining confi-
dence and mobility through their engagement with the mapping 
initiative or as adat police whose role is to enforce adat law in 
the community. This transformation reflects the subtle ways in 
which climate governance projects shape the aspirations and 
identities of rural actors – not by coercion, but through process 
of responsibilisation (Astuti 2016).

This empirical example illustrates the concept of everyday poli-
tics, a lens for understanding how climate projects and policies 
are translated, negotiated and remade at the community level. 
Everyday politics derive from context-dependent ontological 
assumptions, e.g., about what land, forests or water is or who 
owns resources. In the context of the Bahanei these processes 
of everyday politics are embedded in place-based ontologies 
that view land as a relational domain, entwined with assem-
bled indigenous identity and livelihood, even as villagers adopt 
the language of conservation and carbon market governance 
alongside discursive framings of indigeneity. Climate change 
projects have several productive, constitutive effects. As policies 
become ‘projects’ and are translated downwards, they become 
entangled with everyday politics, and this creates spaces for re-
purposing, enabling responses where outcomes are negotiated 
and contingent and where projects are side-tracked, modified 
and refashioned (Schofield and Gubbels 2019; Setyowati 2020b; 
Lindegaard and Sen  2022). Hence, while climate policies may 
involve wider logics of discipline and governmentality, the case 
of Bahanei shows how, rather than being merely imposed from 
above, communities use subtle strategies to shift climate policies 
and projects by selectively incorporating short-term opportuni-
ties offered by diverse policies, such as REDD+.

Climate change projects also invite disagreement and conflict, 
for instance, over land tenure issues and competing understand-
ings of the way forward for projects and the individuals asso-
ciated with them (McNamara and Buggy  2017). Elite capture 
provokes local disagreement and jealousy as powerful actors 
take advantage of climate change programmes rather than the 
vulnerable people that are (usually) targeted. At the same time, 
this form of politics is not without ambiguity. While AMAN CK 
and REDD+ actors celebrate indigenous land claims as a win-
win for conservation and community rights, the Bahanei expe-
rience reveals deeper frictions. The very technologies used to 
secure tenure – maps, zoning, verification – can render invisible 
the heterogeneity of rural life and the dynamics of power within 
communities. Furthermore, these claims may inadvertently en-
trench new forms of exclusion, even as they contest other ones 
imposed by extractive actors.

As this section on everyday politics reveals, climate change proj-
ects are more than straightforward exercises in top-down gov-
ernance (Milne et al. 2016; Lounela 2020). Smallholders, NGOs 
and indigenous groups alike engage with climate policies, ap-
pearing to comply but repurposing them for their own ends, 

whether to secure land tenure or advance indigenous justice. 
These practices of bending, reshaping and contesting climate 
projects and policies illustrate that everyday politics are simul-
taneously reactive and anticipatory, rooted in both ontological 
assumptions about the world and future aspirations. This invites 
a shift in focus: from viewing climate policies as top-down blue-
prints to understanding them as co-constructed and continually 
negotiated projects through which rural communities imagine 
and shape their futures. The following section explores this an-
ticipatory dimension by turning to the notion of future-making 
from below.

2.2   |   Future Making From Below

The future has become a vital object of inquiry in many scien-
tific fields. While some studies (like e.g., Barnes and Dove 2015; 
O'Reilly et  al.  2020) develop critical perspectives on the aims 
and effects of scientific modelling and forecasting practices as 
they are applied to calculating different climate change sce-
narios, others investigate how people develop common and in-
dividual visions and strategies for the future (Appadurai 2013; 
Bulloch 2017; Bryant and Knight 2019). The latter approach ad-
vances the notion of ‘future-making’. This refers to how ideas, 
expectations and imaginations of the future influence actions 
and decisions in the present, focusing on how a complex inter-
play of numerous actors, different interests and institutional 
frameworks interconnected over various scales produces the 
future (Wallman 2003; Granjou et al. 2017). Appadurai  (2013) 
further stresses the cultural embeddedness of the future, which 
becomes most apparent in his notion of the ‘capacity to aspire’, 
which we can understand as the ability to think of alternative 
futures and to develop strategies to put them into practice. 
Appadurai argues that although the form of the capacity to as-
pire is universal, ‘its force is distinctly local and cannot be sep-
arated from language, social values, histories and institutional 
norms which tend to be highly specific’ (2013, 290). We must 
therefore assume that the way people respond to climate and 
environmental change in general, their perceptions of and as-
pirations for the future and what they consider worth striving 
for, shape the options they choose and the long-term goals they 
pursue. Future-making is a universal task shaped by specific 
circumstances, as social relations, inequalities and power influ-
ence the ability of individuals or groups to shape their futures.

While governments and powerful elites engage very obviously in 
future-making by putting forward development goals, new poli-
cies and economic strategies, we wish to highlight here that local 
people are also active future-makers. However, future-making 
from below often takes place in more quotidian ways, as the 
following example from Muara Nayan, a small Dayak Benuaq 
village in East Kalimantan, shows. Anthropological research 
has drawn considerable attention to the diversity of temporal 
conceptualisations (e.g., Howell  1992; Munn  1992; Gell  2001). 
Such work has shown that notions of time may be ontologically 
distinct across cultural contexts. In Dayak Benuaq society, ritual 
contexts reveal distinct temporal orientations as a ritual night 
does not necessarily correspond to a physical night (Haug 2010). 
However, these distinct conceptualisations of time are not rele-
vant to the present discussion, as everyday livelihood practices 
and life planning among the author's research participants are 
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predominantly underwritten by a widely shared linear under-
standing of time. What is most relevant in the described context 
are the diverse temporal dimensions that shape everyday activi-
ties and aspirations – ranging from short- to medium- and long-
term horizons. These might include planning the upcoming rice 
harvest, making decisions about children's education and estab-
lishing forest gardens (called simpukng). The latter are particu-
larly significant within local agroforestry systems, as the slow 
maturation of many tree species necessitates intergenerational 
forms of planning, care and responsibility. Such long-term ori-
entations stand in sharp contrast to the short-term gain logics 
that dominate capitalist extractivist projects.

In Muara Nayan, climate change, the processes that cause it 
and its consequences are omnipresent and at the same time 
deeply intertwined with deforestation, the expansion of ex-
tractive industries and industrialised agriculture. Since 1996, an 
oil palm company has cleared large parts of the forested land-
scape around Muara Nayan to cultivate oil palm monocultures, 
while upriver open-pit coal mining has caused further defor-
estation and water pollution. Increasingly irregular and intense 
droughts – exacerbated by strong ‘warm phases’ of the El Niño-
Southern Oscillation (ENSO) – coupled with anthropogenic ac-
tivities – have fuelled forest fires and caused the drying up of 
water sources during the hottest months of the year.

In 2004, when a co-author started to conduct fieldwork in 
Muara Nayan, the atmosphere was very depressed. Oil palm 
monocultures had taken over large parts of the village area, and 
severe fires that had raged in the region between autumn 1997 
and April 1998 had destroyed large forest areas, rubber and rat-
tan gardens. Most villagers made a living by working on the oil 
palm plantations as day labourers and complained bitterly that 
they now had to work under precarious conditions on land they 
had previously cultivated as independent farmers (for a detailed 
description, see Haug 2014). By 2017, the situation had changed 
significantly. Most households were now making a living from 
rubber tapping, and the entire atmosphere was brimming with 
new verve for the future. Rubber trees, which the villagers had 
planted back in 2004 and 2005 to restore their burnt forest 
gardens, had meanwhile become productive. This enabled the 
villagers to regain their self-determined lives as smallholders. 
Encouraged by establishing a crude palm oil factory near Muara 
Nayan in 2010, families who still owned enough land started 
to plant oil palm gardens from 1 to 4 ha, which, by the time of 
writing, have become a significant source of income for Muara 
Nayan households.

Despite this positive outlook, Muara Nayan's situation remains 
uncertain, primarily as the local government supports further oil 
palm expansion. However, this example demonstrates the quiet, 
subtle, yet powerful ways of future-making that can emerge 
from below and their deep embeddedness in local values and 
lifeworlds. Upholding hope in the face of great uncertainty and 
struggling to hold on to a self-determined and diversified liveli-
hood resonates with a broader literature that views livelihood 
diversification strategies as expressions of resistance to adverse 
agrarian change (Schneider and Niederle  2010; Turner  2012). 
However, we argue that future making may involve different 
forms of resistance and needs to be analysed as a distinct phe-
nomenon. People's struggles to uphold diversified livelihoods 

are future-oriented actions that differ from state future-making 
projects in their goals and underlying values. They involve delib-
erate actions and decisions, imagining, negotiating and giving 
form to preferred futures by evaluating and addressing potential 
challenges and opportunities, and resistance strategies are just 
a part of this.

For the Dayak Benuaq, land ownership and a diversified eco-
nomic system form the basis of a self-determined life. These 
future-making practices strongly build on intergenerational 
thinking. As a society that cultivates trees, some of which can 
only be harvested by one's grandchildren, they are used to think-
ing in larger temporal frames. This contrasts with the short time 
frames of local policies and plantation licenses. At the same time, 
it fits well with the long-term thinking needed to overcome the 
short-term profit-seeking of capitalism and build post-capitalist 
agrarian futures. For the Dayak Benuaq, self-determination is a 
core value that makes up a good life. Their diversified economic 
portfolio provides stable and resilient incomes for independent 
farmers who own their land, avoiding the creation of more land-
less ‘surplus’ populations. It also reduces future costs arising 
from climate change and environmental degradation and sup-
ports food security, health and the local population's well-being. 
Similar to what Lounela  (2020) observes for the Dayak Ngaju 
in Central Kalimantan, where equality and autonomy constitute 
central values challenged by climate change mitigation projects, 
the Dayak Benuaq emphasis on self-determination likewise re-
flects a value orientation which is strongly grounded in indepen-
dence (see also Schreer 2021).

In sum, the Dayak Benuaq case shows that future-making from 
below is both political and ontological: it re-asserts particular 
relations between people and their environments while envi-
sioning more autonomous and dignified lives. East Kalimantan 
villagers' visions of the future do not reject development or prog-
ress. Yet, by building on the values outlined above, they stand in 
contrast to short timeframes and the idea of maximising profit 
as they are characteristic of neoliberal capitalism and to the 
current dominant narrative and understanding of development 
in Indonesia which is mainly understood in terms of economic 
growth and based on the domination and exploitation of na-
ture (Duile  2017, 145). This example shows how politics from 
below, manifested here in the persistent reclamation of a self-
determined smallholder life, is primarily driven by the future 
aspirations of the local people and their visions for the future, 
which hold transformative potential. The next section turns 
to the ontological dimension of our analytical framework in 
greater depth, examining how plural ways of knowing and being 
shape how communities interpret and respond to climate and 
agrarian change.

2.3   |   Ontological Pluralism

We use the concept of ontology here not simply to document 
epistemological differences, but to examine how diverse ways of 
conceptualising, being and relating to the environment shape a 
particular understanding of climate change and the politics sur-
rounding it. An ontological approach draws attention to the rela-
tional dimensions of human–non-human worlds and how these 
influence what is seen as a problem, what is valued, and what 
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responses are considered legitimate. This lens is especially rele-
vant in our cases, where rural actors often navigate, combine, or 
shift between different ontological framings such as animist cos-
mologies, scientific explanations and conservation discourses, 
producing hybrid forms that are politically consequential.

In upland Central Java, farmers describe increasingly erratic 
rainfall and unpredictable planting cycles as salah mangsa – a 
season gone wrong. Though contemporary in use, this phrase is 
rooted in a centuries-old agricultural calendar known as Pranata 
Mangsa, codified in the 19th century by Prince Mangkunegara 
IV of Surakarta. Blending cosmological observations with a 
moral vision of natural order, Pranata Mangsa wove together 
star constellations, the behaviour of flora and fauna and spir-
itual notions of good governance. Within this framework, en-
vironmental predictability was seen as tied to social harmony 
and moral order. The king – styled as a divine representative on 
earth – was believed to hold the power to maintain this equilib-
rium. For generations, farmers consulted this calendar to decide 
when to sow rice or anticipate pest outbreaks. The idea that nat-
ural systems were orderly and morally charged persisted well 
into the 20th century. However, as Java's landscape and climate 
underwent rapid transformations, this cosmology came under 
pressure. The colonial era's deforestation and plantation expan-
sion increased flooding along the north coast of Java. From the 
late 1800s to the 1920s, symptoms of salah mangsa were increas-
ingly documented, with farmers and engineers alike adapting 
through irrigation channels and flood canals.

The post-independence period ushered in a mechanical order of 
climate governance. Under the Ministry of Public Works, irriga-
tion became the central mode of managing climate variability 
and unpredictability. Infrastructure replaced cosmology as the 
state's preferred means of control. Yet this system faltered for 
many farmers; crop failures during this period coincided with a 
loss of faith – not only in irrigation systems but also in the cos-
mological scaffolding of feudal order. A Javanese popular saying 
from the 1960s captures this disillusionment: ‘Rain comes in the 
wrong season, the feudal lose their honor, the trader goes bank-
rupt; the workers receive meagre wages, the farmers suffer a bad 
harvest.’ Even as Pranata Mangsa faded from agricultural prac-
tice, its deeper logic – linking nature, morality and authority – 
endured in transformed ways. In the 1990s and 2000s, the rise 
of high-risk cash crops like potatoes in Dieng, upland Central 
Java, fuelled religious expressions of prosperity (Santoso 2015). 
Successful farmers competed by building grand prayer houses, 
believing their agricultural success was intertwined with divine 
favour. The bigger the prayer house, the greater the display of 
wealth and gratitude.

However, as climate and environmental changes disrupt farm-
ing, the sense of divine protection is shaken, leading to deeper 
anxieties. Farmers are on the agricultural treadmill, paying 
more for pest control that is increasingly less effective. Each 
year the dose of fertilisers also increases, and as production costs 
grow, farmers need to increase the scale or intensity of produc-
tion (Griffin  2020). They rely on bank loans, and crop failure 
becomes more frequent and severe. In Java, Islamic teachings 
focus on personal morality rather than structural and environ-
mental challenges like climate change. Instead of seeing crop 
failures as environmental crises, farmers turn to traditional 

Javanese beliefs of Pranata Mangsa, linking agricultural mis-
fortune to moral decay. Harvest failures can be blamed on so-
cial disruptions – such as rising premarital pregnancies – rather 
than erratic weather and precipitation patterns. Elders lament 
that youth migration to cities erodes social cohesion, reinforcing 
a view that rural decline stems from moral rather than economic 
or environmental shifts.

This case illustrates how ontological framings of climate – ways 
of knowing and relating to the non-human world – are neither 
fixed nor mutually exclusive. Rather, they evolve through lay-
ered histories and coexist in tension. Scientific, technocratic and 
cosmological systems of knowledge are adopted, displaced and 
repurposed over time. In upland Java, irrigation infrastructure 
did not erase the legacy of Pranata Mangsa, nor did the Green 
Revolution fully rationalise agrarian life. We therefore do not 
treat ontological pluralism as evidence of entirely separate, in-
commensurable worlds, but as the coexistence of multiple ways 
of knowing and being that continually interact. For politics, this 
means that climate governance is always an encounter between 
different ontological commitments, where negotiations, fric-
tions and translations shape outcomes. Such encounters often 
generate hybrid forms, in which elements from different ontolo-
gies are selectively combined, adapted and re-embedded in local 
moral and material worlds. In rural Indonesia, such encounters 
are not merely intellectual differences but shape material and 
political outcomes – who is authorised to act, whose knowledge 
counts and what responses are deemed legitimate. These onto-
logical negotiations shape everyday politics and future-making 
practices, as farmers and local leaders translate shifting climatic 
signs into moral and practical action.

Recent scholarship in political ontology provides tools to anal-
yse such dynamics. It calls for rethinking the dominant analyt-
ical categories that separate nature from culture, emphasising 
instead ‘relational ontologies’ that foreground entanglements 
between humans and non-humans (Blaser and Escobar 2016). 
In this view, knowledge about climate is not merely a matter of 
belief or perception but is shaped by power relations, histori-
cal transformations and (im)material infrastructures. Political 
ontology emerged from Indigenous movements and decolo-
nial scholarship in Latin America, where the imposition of ex-
tractive projects often clashed with locally grounded ways of 
being (Escobar 1999; Blaser 2009; de La Cadena 2010). Yet, as 
critics note, there is a risk of romanticising ontological differ-
ence, framing communities as internally coherent bearers of al-
ternative worldviews while neglecting internal divisions and the 
messiness of social change (Bessire and Bond  2014; Holbraad 
and Pedersen 2017). In contrast, we understand ontology as po-
rous, plural and processual (Cepek 2016; Bovensiepen 2021) – a 
terrain where multiple, sometimes conflicting, modes of relating 
to climate coexist within and across communities.

In many contexts, including Java, scientific and cosmological 
ontologies do not simply replace one another; they interweave. 
Dominant institutions – state agencies, donors, traditional insti-
tutions – often legitimise particular ecological narratives while 
sidelining others. This asymmetry shapes which forms of cli-
mate knowledge count in policy and which are ignored. In Java, 
the rise of technocratic irrigation regimes marginalised older 
cosmological practices but did not eliminate their influence. 
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Farmers continued to make sense of precipitation patterns 
through moral narratives even as they adjusted their fertiliser 
doses and irrigation schedules. The plural ecologies approach 
(Duile et  al.  2023) further expands this view by emphasising 
that these ontological configurations are shaped by ecological 
change and agrarian differentiation. This plural ecologies per-
spective is valuable for our argument because it situates climate 
politics from below within broader ecological and agrarian 
transformations, offering a relational lens that complements 
political ontology and responds to anthropological critiques of 
the nature–culture binary in Latin America (Blaser 2009; de La 
Cadena 2010).

In Java, climatic unpredictability has accelerated deagrarianisa-
tion, especially among younger generations. Smallholders face 
rising production costs and declining land productivity. Many 
shift to less risky crops or exit agriculture entirely. Village gov-
ernments, responding to broader economic and climate pres-
sures, divert funds towards trade, infrastructure and tourism. 
Agriculture – once a source of cultural and relational meaning 
– is increasingly seen as a site of risk and instability. In this 
context, ontological framings of climate are not just epistemo-
logical matters; they influence decisions about land use, invest-
ment and moral accountability. Linking harvest failure to moral 
decay, as some elders do, can empower local responses – such as 
promoting piety or social cohesion – but may also deflect atten-
tion from structural drivers like credit systems, ecological deg-
radation and policy neglect. At the same time, the persistence of 
cosmological ideas can offer dignity and meaning in the face of 
climate-related insecurity, even as agrarian futures grow more 
uncertain.

Understanding these rural dynamics requires attention to how 
climate governance intersects with the shifting ontological land-
scapes of rural life. Upland Java shows how people cope with 
climate change not only through scientific adaptation or mitiga-
tion, but also through ongoing reinterpretation of what nature 
is, how it behaves and what moral relationships humans must 
maintain with it (Griffin and Barney 2020). Taken together, 
these observations show that ontological pluralism is not an ab-
stract condition but a lived and contested field through which 
everyday politics and future-making unfold. It is within these 
entangled terrains that climate policies or programmes are re-
ceived, reinterpreted and sometimes resisted. The next section 
turns to the Mentawai to demonstrate how an ethnographic case 
can ground the paper's analytical triad.

3   |   Responses to Climate Change and Resource 
Extraction in the Mentawai Islands

Here, the three dimensions outlined earlier come together 
in lived practice, but each illuminates a different facet of the 
Mentawai responses: everyday politics through the subtle rep-
ertoires of asak baga; future-making through aspirations for 
autonomy and equality; and ontological pluralism through en-
during animist understandings of human–non-human relations. 
In Mentawai, climate change intersects with the compound-
ing impacts of resource extraction over recent decades. The 
Mentawai see the ecological transformation in coral bleaching, 
coastal abrasion, extreme weather events, extended drought, 

and excessive rainfall, but most of all, in the shifting fruiting 
seasons of their traditional crops, falling productivity and un-
predictable harvest seasons. This is linked to the decades-long 
political ecology of extraction (Persoon  2001; Darmanto and 
Setyowati 2012; Eindhoven 2019). Here, the extension of agri-
business and extensive forest enclosures led to the production 
of vulnerability in rural landscapes. This diminishes livelihood 
opportunities and provokes livelihood responses such as labour 
migration into the oil palm estates in mainland Sumatra.

In the Mentawai islands, climate change remains an elite nar-
rative that fails to penetrate far, leaving the Mentawai to their 
resources. The Mentawai have no word for climate change 
(Darmanto  2020; Persoon and Minter 2020; Schefold  1973). 
Ecological changes are not experienced as exceptional but are 
always a part of human transformation and relationship with 
the world of the spirits who are believed to be the guardians 
of undomesticated spaces and resources (forest, water and the 
sea). Rather than accepting modernist ontological binaries of 
nature-culture/religion, this older perspective sees environmen-
tal transformation as connected to humans' failure to maintain 
reciprocal relationships with the spirit world and to keep egali-
tarian values. The lack of sharing and the development of new 
hierarchical relations between humans and non-human entities, 
as well as between the Mentawai and non-Mentawai, indicate 
this (Darmanto 2025).

This alternative lifeworld is reflected in how the Mentawai 
frame ecological problems. When they see forest exploitation by 
a company, rather than viewing ecological destruction as arising 
due to overexploitation, the indigenous Mentawai conceive the 
ecological disaster associated with the transgression of social 
values sustained by an animist life-world. The value in question 
is the importance of equal sharing (otcai) from any resources 
(timber, rattan, soil, fish and coral reefs) taken from undomes-
ticated spaces (Darmanto 2025). Here, sharing (otcai) operates 
as both a moral compass and a political principle, grounded in 
the belief that resources from undomesticated spaces should be 
equally distributed. This value system is enacted upon the strong 
belief that the spirit of the water (sikoinan) would punish those 
who keep valuable resources for themselves (Singh et al. 2021; 
Darmanto 2025; Darmanto and Persoon Forthcoming), includ-
ing the outsiders who gain more benefit but share little. While 
this system might differ from a formalised ontological frame-
work, it connects to the politics of ontology by defining what 
constitutes rightful human–non-human relations and by posi-
tioning inequality as a form of ecological and spiritual disorder. 
Anthropological work on sharing and mutuality in Indonesia 
and beyond (e.g., Dove 1985; Vel and Makambombu 2010) helps 
illuminate how these moral economies shape community re-
sponses to environmental change.

Building on this ontological grounding, the political dimension 
becomes evident in how people mobilise asak baga to ques-
tion external authority while re-asserting egalitarian futures. 
Mentawians are not silent in the face of exploitation, resource 
degradation and marginalisation: they have always engaged 
with their marginality by accepting, rejecting, modifying, rein-
terpreting and embellishing their exclusion. They employ asak 
baga, a Mentawai cultural practice of responding to any exter-
nal plan, project or discourse that possibly reconfigures their 
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egalitarian ethos and generates a hierarchical social relation. 
Asak baga takes many forms but is manifested chiefly through 
a rhetorical statement, accusation, question and activities in-
tending to undermine the importance of an agrarian-related 
project or discourse imposed from the outside that potentially 
creates asymmetrical socio-political relations. External actors 
encounter questions that undermine their power or challenge 
the legitimacy of their proposed projects, plans and policies. 
Asak baga does not directly address the land issue or indige-
nous rights discourse. Instead, it is a practice that questions, or 
more precisely, puts down, all external actors and programmes. 
Even the indigenous movement proposing the protection of the 
indigenous rights and land claims is occasionally a subject of 
asak baga because they were asking people to establish an adat 
council (dewan adat) beyond the clans, which is a common fea-
ture in the political strategy of the indigenous movement but 
an idea foreign to the Mentawai's clan-based political organisa-
tion (Darmanto and Setyowati 2012). The Mentawai perceived 
dewan adat as creating a new hierarchy, just as the state had 
reconfigured village structures in the past. Therefore, asak 
baga is a form of ‘everyday politics’ focussed on defending au-
tonomy and political equality at the clan and individual levels 
(Tulius 2012; Darmanto 2020, 2022).

In the Mentawai context, it is almost impossible to discuss cli-
mate change programmes without paying attention to the narra-
tive of clan-based social and political organisation, land claims, 
autonomy and equality as the most critical values deployed 
through asak baga repertoire. These components shape what 
was imaginable and appealing for envisioning the future. The 
recent National Agency for Disaster Mitigation (BNPB) proposed 
programme resettling the Mentawai population from coastal 
zones illustrates how asak baga is deployed. BNPB designed 
Mentawai archipelago's coastal zones as Red Zone where none 
can reside due to dual threats of climate change and tsunami 
disaster (Simaepa and Rafliana 2023; Violetta et al. 2023). The 
Mentawai acknowledged the validity of long-term geoscience re-
search on earthquakes and the Mentawai megathrust, showing 
that the Mentawai islands' coastal zone is prone to earthquakes, 
regular flooding, frequent storms and hotter weather. Instead of 
following the programme, they employ asak baga, questioning 
why 40 years ago, the government resettled them in the coastal 
zone, labelled them isolated, took their land and gave it to the 
logging companies and national park and why now, when they 
experience development and are not isolated, the government 
asked them to return to the interior?

The Mentawais even contradict BNPB recommendations, pos-
ing a political question why surfers, tourists and luxury resort 
owners who occupied small islands and coastal zones, which are 
riskier, are not asked to return to their homes? Why are only 
the Mentawaians asked to do so? Further, they also ask why 
the investor and companies have been invited to establish an 
international tourism industry park in a place that is considered 
at risk of tsunami and climate change disasters? They saw that 
the BNPB programme has political agendas, allowing external 
agencies to grab the land and benefit from the place abandoned 
by the Mentawai. They also resisted being resettled, articulating 
that establishing a red zone in their land is for external projects, 
not for their future. While they would lose their ancestral land 
for the development, external agencies would benefit from the 

resettlement programme. The Mentawais believed that they had 
experienced climatic change but they insisted that the environ-
mental crisis has been part of their life in which external actors, 
from logging companies, fishing industries, state actors and 
agencies, as well as the emerging indigenous Mentawai elites 
and politicians (Eindhoven 2019) should bear the responsibility. 
Asak baga provides both an indigenous critique – while sustain-
ing subtle practices of resistance – and future-making. Together 
these responses embody a politics of climate change from below 
– situated and anticipatory.

Such accounts point to ‘the interdependence and mutual con-
stitution of nature-cultures’ (Goldman et  al.  2018) and the 
co-existence and (partial) intertwining of plural ecologies, in-
cluding science and local knowledge (Duile et al. 2023). Rural 
people have their repertoire of nuanced political and livelihood 
responses that may work at a distance from policy and aca-
demic narratives or may be influenced or coproduced by them. 
As other literature suggests (e.g., Hofmann  2017), local expe-
riences of climate change will only sometimes articulate with 
modernist ontologies and their attendant climate change miti-
gation and adaptation practices. However, indigenous societies 
are often able to embrace ontological plurality. Further, indige-
nous knowledge is dynamic and evolving. There are threshold 
moments when what people believe and do shift. Perceptions 
and practices are changing, especially among the younger gen-
eration, which has improved access to scientific-based climate 
change knowledge and resulting causalities. Increased formal 
school education and mobility and new information flows, par-
ticularly as youth travel for work, lead people to embrace climate 
change causalities. This supports the emergence of alternative 
climate politics from below, particularly as climate projects ex-
tend into rural areas, as discussed in the next section. We now 
discuss the often-overlooked, everyday rural politics that unfold 
behind the scenes, drawing out our conclusions about subtle yet 
significant ontological and future-making practices that shape 
the lives of communities.

4   |   Discussion: Envisioning Rural Climate Politics 
From Below

Climate change is not only experienced as an environmental 
disruption but as a reconfiguration of everyday life and its pol-
itics. Across the rural contexts discussed in this paper, climate 
change is lived as a struggle to sustain livelihoods, moral orders 
and futures under conditions of socio-ecological uncertainty. 
Rather than through organised movements or explicit protest, 
climate politics from below materialise in subtle, routine acts of 
negotiation and anticipation. Revisiting Kerkvliet's (2009) con-
ception of everyday politics in this light, we argue that everyday 
politics in the age of climate change must be understood as both 
anticipatory and ontologically grounded. People do not merely 
adapt or resist; they make sense of climate change through sit-
uated relations to land, labour and non-human others, drawing 
upon plural understandings of what constitutes a good life.

Everyday politics forms the terrain where climate interventions, 
agrarian transformations and moral economies intersect. In 
Bahanei, for example, REDD+ programmes designed to govern 
local conduct were reinterpreted through indigenous political 
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idioms, as villagers and activists translated mapping exercises 
and FPIC procedures into claims for tenure security and au-
tonomy. In Mentawai, the repertoire of asak baga – rhetorical 
questioning and moral critique – enabled the Mentawai to chal-
lenge state relocation schemes while reaffirming equality and 
reciprocity as guiding values. These cases reveal that climate 
projects, while articulated through state or donor rationalities, 
are continually reworked in the routines of village politics. 
Everyday politics therefore encompasses both compliance and 
subtle resistance, and its outcomes are contingent upon the so-
cial and ontological orders that underpin them.

Future making highlights the anticipatory orientation of these 
everyday practices. Among the Dayak Benuaq, intergenerational 
agroforestry and diversified livelihoods constitute deliberate 
acts of hope and autonomy. They represent a moral economy of 
self-determination that contrasts sharply with the short-term 
logics of plantation capitalism. Similarly, the Mentawai insis-
tence on remaining within ancestral lands, despite repeated 
state resettlement schemes, expresses a future-making project 
anchored in egalitarian reciprocity. In both contexts, people 
pursue their aspirations for continuity and dignity within the 
material and moral constraints of agrarian change. Future mak-
ing thus constitutes a quiet, enduring politics oriented towards 
sustaining valued relations in uncertain times – a politics that 
‘makes no headlines’ (Scott 1985) yet gradually reshapes local 
socio-ecologies.

Ontological pluralism provides the ground on which these 
practices gain meaning. In rural Java, cosmological notions of 
Pranata Mangsa coexist with technocratic irrigation regimes 
and Islamic moral frameworks, each shaping how farmers inter-
pret ‘seasons gone wrong.’ Across Kalimantan and Mentawai, 
animist understandings of human–non-human reciprocity 
shape land claims and everyday livelihood decisions. Such plu-
ral ontologies determine which knowledges and values are legit-
imised in climate policies and which are sidelined. Attending to 
these pluralities reveals that climate politics are also politics of 
knowledge and being – negotiations over how worlds are consti-
tuted and whose worlds count.

Taken together, these cases suggest that everyday politics, 
future-making and ontological pluralism are mutually consti-
tutive dimensions of rural climate politics. Everyday politics 
is the field of negotiation where interventions are translated 
and contested; future-making provides its anticipatory hori-
zon; and ontological pluralism forms its moral and epistemic 
ground. Through their interaction, villagers and local actors 
co-produce responses that exceed the binaries of compli-
ance and resistance. To capture these dynamics, we extend 
Kerkvliet's (2009) typology of everyday politics – support, com-
pliance, modification and resistance – by adding an anticipa-
tory (future-making) and ontological dimension. In contexts of 
climatic volatility, people's political acts are informed not only 
by immediate struggles but also by hopes and imaginaries of 
sustainable futures. These acts are guided by multiple ontol-
ogies that shape how people interpret environmental change 
and define legitimate action. In short, across Indonesia's di-
verse rural landscapes, climate politics from below arise where 
everyday negotiations, aspirations for the future and plural 
ontologies intersect. The subtle acts of mapping, planting, 

questioning and sharing observed in these cases collectively 
transform rural socio-ecologies and reconfigure relations 
of power. Future-making is political, and politics is future-
making. It is within these entangled terrains that new rural fu-
tures – and new understandings of climate politics – are being 
assembled from below.

5   |   Conclusion: Towards a Research Agenda for 
Rural Climate Politics

This paper applies and extends the concept of everyday pol-
itics for understanding climate politics from below in rural 
Indonesia by incorporating two additional dimensions: future-
making and ontological pluralism. The empirical cases demon-
strate how, as increasing climate variability disrupts and 
reconfigures everyday life, everyday politics forms the terrain 
where climate interventions and agrarian change processes 
intersect. While rural communities for the most part engage 
in subtle, routine acts of negotiation and anticipation, future-
making practices constitute anticipatory actions oriented to-
wards sustaining valued relations, while ontological pluralism 
provides the moral and epistemic ground legitimising knowl-
edge and practice. These three mutually constitutive dimen-
sions reveal that while politics from below can be reactive, it 
is grounded in distinct ways of knowing, being and aspiring. 
Such responses can resemble Polanyian countermovements 
that defend social and ecological relations against market and 
state disembedding pressures. Yet, they are distinctive in their 
decentralised, improvisational form which is grounded in di-
verse ontological assumptions about justice, values and life 
itself.

The relationship between everyday politics, future-making and 
ontological pluralism is complex, entangled and situational. 
Understanding such co-production processes will require fur-
ther research – beyond the scope of what we can do here. To 
better comprehend this dynamic, future research needs to clar-
ify how ontologies are coproduced alongside political strategies. 
Clarifying this interplay will enhance understanding of how 
everyday politics, future-making and ontological pluralism 
shape rural politics and of the effectiveness of policies and pro-
grammes to address climate precarity.

Rural future-making includes seeking diversified livelihoods, 
engaging in agroecological practices, adopting new reciprocity 
practices in alternative socio-economic and rural spaces or even 
returning to unsustainable mining of natural resource bases 
or to migration. Hence rural future-making may follow differ-
ent and sometimes overlapping logics identified by scholars of 
agrarian change, including repeasantisation (strengthening 
smallholder farming), diversification and pluriactivity (ex-
panding income sources beyond farming), or processes moving 
in the opposite direction such as depeasantiszation (exit from 
farming) or decommodification (reducing market dependence) 
(Douwe van der Ploeg 2010). These include what Wright (2010) 
calls ‘interstitial strategies’: efforts to create productive arrange-
ments and micro-alternatives to survive or even flourish, such 
as generating ‘alternative economic spaces’ to ‘escape’ the cru-
ellest prospects of socio-natural futures under climate change 
(Wright 2010).
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We need to keep in view the politics of land, resources and la-
bour that shape climate precarities. Climate change is entangled 
with structural forces and relational dynamics that are not yet 
well understood. Hence future research can help understand the 
structural and relational dynamics – how class and gender rela-
tions that shape responses from below intersect with the pro-
cesses we discuss in this paper. For social relations determine 
who accesses and benefits from resources, who participates in 
decision-making, whose knowledge is valued and who bears 
disproportionate burdens from climate variability. How do such 
relational processes intersect with future-making and ontologi-
cal politics?

We note a number of possible scenarios. For instance, in the 
Javanese rice lands, livelihoods have become less tied to land 
and rural actors have a broader repertoire of responses, includ-
ing migration. Here, the politics of labour become ever more sa-
lient, as the industrial sector insufficiently absorbs rural people 
or integrates them only on adverse terms. In Java, precarious 
integration into labour markets occurs alongside production and 
market vulnerabilities, exacerbating the new politics of distribu-
tion (Ferguson 2015; McCarthy et al. 2023).

We see less possibility for labour absorption in areas with estab-
lished plantation agriculture such as in outer island Indonesia. 
In areas attractive to agribusinesses, following waves of invest-
ment, financialisation and enclosure, expropriation processes 
have circumscribed people's ability to develop and maintain re-
silient and diverse livelihood strategies. This includes ‘pin prick’ 
land grabs, where elites pursue small-scale appropriations that 
cumulatively displace customary tenure systems and collective 
land uses and circumscribe possibilities for diverse agroecolog-
ical systems as monocultures take hold (Borras Jr. et al. 2025). 
Climate change can exacerbate uncertainty and amplify the 
risks of capitalist agriculture in such landscapes even as socio-
ecological changes and waves of enclosure swamp climate 
change impacts.

In both scenarios people aspire to things, leading to new future-
making projects as rural people attempt to revive subsistence, 
agroforestry and reciprocity practices within portfolios of ex-
tensive and diversified livelihoods. Climate-related crises may 
sometimes spur rural communities to assemble futures by build-
ing alternative socio-economic and agrarian spaces while resist-
ing current developmental imaginaries. Yet, as in previous crises, 
rural people may also turn to unsustainable mining of natural 
resources and migration. As land and labour politics become 
more acute, this may generate a sharper politics of distribution. 
As the state is ill-equipped to respond, livelihood crises may lead 
people to oppose prevalent developmental imaginaries as people 
pursue livelihoods in post-capitalist ruins (Tsing 2015). In these 
ways, novel and contradictory assemblages of climate-agrarian 
change may provoke new land, labour and distributional poli-
tics. But what role do ontological pluralism and future-making 
processes play in such scenarios?

Hence, we sketch out here areas for further research including: 
(1) the everyday politics that emerge from below as rural people 
experience agrarian-ecological change; (2) the future-making 
that occurs as people seek to carve out alternatives and (3) the 
ontological pluralism, the values, practices and enactments of 

rural people that shape how they perceive changes and how they 
respond. The future-making involves understanding the futures 
for which people are fighting and what local people aspire to 
rather than just focusing on what is rejected and fought against 
(important as that is). We suggest that a recursive, iterative con-
nection exists between how climate affects rural politics and 
how rural politics affects climate. In other words, in using this 
tripartite framing, we need to keep in focus both: (1) how the 
processes whereby increasing climate variability and climate 
policies affect agrarian politics and rural futures; and (2) how 
agrarian politics shape negotiations around and experiences 
with climate policies.

This agenda emphasises the interweaving of practices, institu-
tions and everyday politics grounded in specific ontological as-
sumptions. Put another way: politics are culturally and socially 
embedded, part of the daily experiences and practices that frame 
future making: future making is a pragmatic politics of the fu-
ture. Acknowledging ontological pluralism and its concrete 
consequences for local dynamics is crucial to understanding 
politics from below. How people create meaning and knowledge 
(individually or collectively) has political implications – it, in 
part, shapes how people respond – and hence is critical for the 
everyday politics of climate change. Development interventions 
and policies involve (mostly science based/naturalist) ontolog-
ical assumptions that frame development goals and priorities 
and shape development practices, including the distribution of 
resources and decision-making processes. When they fail to 
align with local communities' values and practices, they can 
lead to unintended consequences, conflicts and the margin-
alisation of local knowledge systems and practices. Moreover, 
such (mis)alignment affects negotiations over climate change 
policies, how they shift during implementation processes and 
how they work (or don't work). As they play a critical role in in-
digenous/local repertoires of resistance, adaptation and future-
making, they are crucial for developing a more nuanced and 
careful understanding of climate politics, not least because of 
their role in the politics and power dynamics provoked by cli-
mate change. The ontological turn suggests we develop more re-
flexive approaches, calling for greater sensitivity to the complex 
and interrelated political and ontological dimensions that influ-
ence development processes and affect interventions, thereby 
supporting more contextually appropriate, inclusive and trans-
formative interventions for rural people (Schnegg 2021).

We need to remember that individuals may act without a 
deliberate plan in mind: their responses and perceptions, al-
though not overtly political, may be guided by aspirations for 
specific ways of life that subtly yet profoundly shape actions 
and decisions with political implications. Future possibilities 
look very different to rural people from particular ethnic, 
class, gender or ecological positions. Rural people will make 
their futures quite differently as climate change unfolds, and 
these futures will be socially, politically and ecologically con-
strained. Depending on how structural processes interact 
with contextual factors and relational processes, the scenarios 
of rural change will vary (McCarthy et al. 2023): rural house-
holds may either shift out of agrarian vulnerability or try to 
adapt in quotidian terms while facing persistent vulnerability 
and food poverty. The economic growth that has underpinned 
poverty alleviation for some has reduced resource availability 
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for others, with ecological degradation intensifying the vul-
nerability of poor households, including seasonal stresses 
linked to climate change (ibid).

Future work will need to consider how (or whether) future-
making efforts revive or reshape livelihood practices within 
portfolios of extensive and diversified livelihoods. To what extent 
do they assemble post-capitalist futures by building alternative 
socio-economic and agrarian spaces? What form do emerging 
local future-making practices take? And how does this provide 
possibilities for re-imagining agrarian futures? To do this, we 
argue that it will be critical to consider how plural and hybrid 
ontologies and quotidian politics shape future-making practices, 
enabling people to build alternative socio-economic and rural 
spaces.
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