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This design dialogue offers a 
glimpse into a collaborative 
environmental design project: Sister 
Cities for the Anthropocene (SCA).  
The core idea of SCA is to reactivate 
and reimagine the Sister Cities 
International program of the mid-20th 
century for the existential crises of  
the 21st century. In the introductory 
section of this dialogue, the envi
ronmental anthropologists  
who conceived Sister Cities for the 
Anthropocene detail the key 
principles of the concept as well  
as its scientific basis. The conver
sation then turns toward engagement 
with colleagues in Cape Town and 
Reykjavík, with expertise in issues of 
climate adaptation, environmental 
justice, and ecological systems in 
their respective cities. This dialogue 
exemplifies the first phase of the SCA 
design process: a series of brain
storming sessions among experts on 
what the optimal goals and forms that 
a Sister Cities for the Anthropocene 
relationship might take. 

Keywords
Anthropocene
climate
adaptation
urbanism
connectivity

Cymene Howe  ¶  Anthropology Professor at Rice University. Former 
Postdoctoral Fellow at the Department of Anthropology at Cornell University. She 
holds a PhD in Cultural Anthropology from the University of New Mexico, and a BA in 
Women’s Studies from the University of California, Berkeley. Her research focuses  
on the Anthropocene, the environment, more-than-humans, elemental ethnography, 
feminist theory, and collaborative and creative practices. She is a co-editor of 
Solarities: Elemental Encounters and Refractions (along with J. Diamanti and A. 
Moore; Punctum Books, 2023) and Anthropocene Unseen: A Lexicon (with  
A. Pandian; Punctum Books, 2020), and the author of “Melt/Rise” (The Berlin  
Journal, Issue 36).

Dominic Boyer   ¶  Anthropology Professor at Rice University. He is the 
director of the Social Design Lab and co-director of the Center for Coastal Futures and 
Adaptive Resilience, both at Rice University. He holds a PhD in Anthropology from 
the University of Chicago, an MA in Anthropology from the University of Chicago, 
and BAs in Anthropology and Literature and Society from Brown University.  
A co-founder of the field of Energy Humanities, his research centers on energy and 
political power; environment and climate change; design anthropology and social 
design; electric futures; flooding and coastal urban futures; experts, professionalism, 
and cultures of expertise; and infrastructure and power. He is a co-editor of Energy 
Humanities: An Anthology (with I. Szeman; Johns Hopkins University Press, 2017). 
Recent publications include No More Fossils (University of Minnesota Press, 2023); 
“Infrastructural Citizenship and Geosolidarity: Making Green Infrastructure  
in Petroliberal Houston” (American Ethnologist, Vol. 51, Issue 3); and “Designs on 
Glaciers” (Log, Issue 60).

Sólveig Ásta Sigurðardóttir   ¶  Postdoctoral Fellow at the University of 
Iceland. She holds a PhD in English from Rice University, and an MA in Comparative 
Literature from the University of Iceland. Her research revolves around literature, 
Nordic colonialism, legal studies, and American literature.  Recent publications 
include “Decolonial Practices in Higher Education: Student Perspectives in Iceland” 
(Kvinder Køn og Forskning, online advance publication); and “‘What You Miss While 
Looking at Miss Daisy’: Langston Hughes and Nordic Colonial Imaginaries,” (in 
Transatlantic Slavery and Abolition in the Nordic Region, Södertörn University Press, 
2026).

Magnus Agnesar-Sigurdsson   ¶  Lecturer at the University of  
Iceland. Head of Division, Department of Climate Action, Icelandic Ministry of  
the Environment, Energy and Climate. He holds a PhD in Social and Cultural Anthro-
pology from Rice University. His research focuses on climate policy, internationalism, 
the United Nations, statecraft, and bureaucracy.  Among his recently published 
works are “Climate Politics and its Magic Mirrors: Service-Power, Political 
Imagination, and the United Nations Climate Convention” (PhD Dissertation, Rice 
University); “Stronger Together for a Climate Resilient North: Mainstreaming 
Adaptation to Climate Change at the Local Level in the Nordic Countries” (Policy 
brief, Nordic Council of Ministers, 2023); and “The Felt Irony of Negotiation 
Support” (Cultural Anthropology Hot Spots, Fieldsights, 2022).

Nikiwe Solomon  ¶  Senior Lecturer in the Social Anthropology 
Department at the University of Cape Town. Co-director of Environmental 
Humanities South, University of Cape Town. She holds a PhD in Environmental 
Humanities and a MSSc, both from the University of Cape Town. Her research 
centers on hydro-social sciences, water politics, science and technology studies, 
urban river governance, African Anthropocene studies, and OneHealth.  
Recent publications include Reclaiming African Environmentalism: Ecological 
Struggles for Well-being and Habitability (co-edited with L. Green, F. Matose, and A. 
Matusse; HSRC Press, 2025); “Contaminant Denialism in Water Governance” 
(co-authored with L. Green, C. Ojemaye, L. Petrik, J. Barnes, A. Beukes, V. Farr, M. 
Zackon; Water Resources Research, Vol. 61, Issue 7); and  “Material Flows in 
Landscapes of Injustice” (in Race and Environmental Justice in the Era of Climate 
Change and Covid-19; Michigan State University Press, 2025).

A
b

s
tr

a
c

t

a
u

th
o

r
s



3

Rethinking Sister Cities for 
the Anthropocene: Cape Town 
and Reykjavík — A Reflective 
Dialogue 

Cymene Howe
Department of Anthropology, Rice University
Houston, USA
[X] cymene@rice.edu
{id} https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9361-3812

Dominic Boyer
Department of Anthropology, Rice University
Houston, USA
[X] Dominic.C.Boyer@rice.edu
{id} https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8944-406X

Sólveig Ásta Sigurðardóttir
School of Humanities, University of Iceland
Reykjavík, Iceland
[X] Sólveigasta@hi.is 
{id} https://orcid.org/0009-0004-3416-8626

Magnús Örn Agnesar-Sigurðsson 
School of Engineering and Natural Sciences, University of Iceland
Reykjavík, Iceland
[X] mos@hi.is
{id} https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1543-2212

Nikiwe Solomon
Social Anthropology Department, University of Cape Town
Cape Town, South Africa
[X] nikiwe.solomon@uct.ac.za
{id} https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6305-0772

Responding to this special issue’s prompt to engage design more 
directly in the struggle for planetary habitability and coexistence, we offer 
a glimpse into a collaborative environmental design project in-the-making: 
Sister Cities for the Anthropocene (Howe & Boyer, 2024). The core idea of Sister 
Cities for the Anthropocene is to reactivate and reimagine the Sister Cities 
International program of the mid-20th century for the existential crises of the 
21st century. In the introductory section of this dialogue, the environmental 
anthropologists who conceived Sister Cities for the Anthropocene—Cymene 
Howe and Dominic Boyer—detail the key principles of the concept as well as 
its scientific basis. We then turn to a conversation with colleagues in Cape 
Town and Reykjavík with expertise in issues of climate adaptation, environ-
mental justice, and ecological systems in their respective cities. This exempli-
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fies the first phase of the design process: a series of brainstorming sessions 
among experts on what the optimal goals and forms that a Sister Cities for the 
Anthropocene relationship might take.

As two researchers based in Houston, Texas, we are keenly aware 
that we live and work in a petropolitical metropolis that is driving global 
warming: the oil and gas industry situated in the greater Houston region 
is responsible for melting Icelandic ice and worsening the conditions of 
sea-level rise in cities like Cape Town. In this design exercise, we are drawn 
toward these kinds of paradoxes, since surfacing the often-unseen connectivi-
ties of climatological disruption is the key goal of Sister Cities for the Anthropo-
cene. In that spirit, we are looking for a way to make the shared connections of 
the Anthropocene—climate change, species extinction, extractivism, toxicity 
and pollution, resource crises, and environmental inequality—more visible 
to people so that its causes and consequences can be identified, mobilized 
around, and eventually reversed (Wood, 2022).

The original design of Sister Cities International (“People to People” 
as it was first known) was a Cold War initiative to foment citizen diplomacy and 
international cultural understanding and cooperation. In U.S. President Eisen-
hower’s words, it was meant to “help build the road to an enduring peace” (Sister 
Cities International, 2006, p. 98). In practice, Sister Cities was mostly focused 
on economic cooperation, educational experiences, and travel. Sister Cities 
for the Anthropocene would align with the peace and cooperation goals of its 
namesake. But it would also refocus on how the impact of the Anthropocene 
stress is destabilizing political and social order across the world. Like the mili-
tary threats of the Cold War, the Anthropocene era demands urgent and collec-
tive action, not just by governments, but by communities across the world.

There are different ways of imagining a Sister Cities for the Anthro-
pocene relationship. Many cities are experiencing, for example, similar forms 
of catastrophic drought, storms, and flooding, and their resilience activities 
could serve as plausible basis for collaboration. But we have decided here to 
explore a less obvious kind of Anthropocene entanglement between Reyk-
javík, Iceland, and Cape Town, South Africa.

Because of anthropogenic warming, Iceland nowadays loses 11 
billion tons of glacial ice each year to the world ocean. NASA-JPL’s Gradient 
Fingerprint Map—a modeling tool that determines where melted ice contrib-
utes to sea-level rise—reveals that, of all the coastal cities in the world, no city 
is more impacted by the melt of Iceland’s glaciers than Cape Town (Howe & 
Boyer, 2024). Cape Town, meanwhile, faces its own Anthropocene challenges 
in the form of drought and rising sea levels, which intensify historical lega-
cies of exclusion and inequality. Iceland’s capital and only large city, Reyk-
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javík, is no stranger to climate change, but Cape Town and Reykjavík otherwise 
seem to be an odd Sister Cities pairing: they are culturally and geographically 
distinct in many respects. There is no substantial shared colonial, linguistic, or 
economic history that ties them together. But they are now connected, invis-
ibly, by the deterioration of the cryosphere and the warming expanse of the 
world ocean.

What we are aspiring toward is not, at least initially, a policy 
framework. Sister Cities, historically, emphasized building person-to-person 
connections between faraway places as a means of fostering cooperation 
and peace. This idea intersects with the terrestrial turn in design (e.g., Tironi, 
2023). As Arturo Escobar argues, a pluriversal and ontological approach to 
design can help address the “deeper civilizational crisis” manifesting in the 
Anthropocene trajectory (2018, p. 5). He further suggests that “the rethinking 
of community or, perhaps more appropriately, the communal” (2018, p. 5) is a 
critical feature of this approach. Sister Cities for the Anthropocene, we hope, 
is a contribution to this cause.

Our guiding design problem is: How can the largely invisible 
Anthropocene connections between Cape Town and Reykjavík be made 
more public and catalytic? In our best-case scenario for this design exercise, 
Sister Cities for the Anthropocene could provide a platform for future forms 
of partnership and alliance between the two cities, and Iceland and South 
Africa more generally. At the outset, we are deliberating design strategies to 
generate compelling sparks.

*  *  *

How are Cape Town and Reykjavík responding to the Anthro-
pocene thus far? Are there new Anthropocene-related  
initiatives―cultural, political, or otherwise―taking place at 
a city level? Are Anthropocene vectors like climate change 
matters of significant public concern?

Nikiwe:	 In Cape Town, we have climate change-related initiatives in the 
political arena, civil society, and grassroots communities, as well as in busi-
ness and academia, and all have different priorities and concerns. Sometimes 
they are at loggerheads, even when well-intentioned. Cape Town’s Climate 
Change Action Plan1 has ten focus areas, ranging from water, fire, air pollution, 
landscape management, biodiversity, and infrastructure projects, each with its 
own action plan. I am most familiar with the strategies around water, many of 
which were an outcome of the 2017‒2018 drought, which almost led to Cape 
Town’s water supply being completely shut off. Along with other academics 

 1	  See https://resource.
capetown.gov.za/documentcentre/
Documents/City%20
strategies%2C%20plans%20
and%20frameworks/CCT_
Climate_Change_Action_Plan.pdf
﻿
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and government officials, I was part of an initial critique of the strategies that 
prioritized a neoliberal focus on economic growth. 

We were able to mount challenges and ask: What does that mean 
for people who have experienced South Africa’s history of apartheid? What 
does that mean for ecologies if we think only in terms of economic advan-
tages or GDP outputs? When the water strategy was released, it was a bit more 
inclusive in its approach to justice because academics and government were 
involved, and in direct conversation with grassroots communities and civil 
society. 

Cape Town faces different Anthropocene challenges depending 
on the season. From January to March, we have significant wind, and it is our 
driest season. This leads to major fires, especially in the township areas. They 
are essentially a tinderbox because of the materials used to build informal 
structures. This is exacerbated by the heating effect of the city. One study 
portrays the unequal distribution of heat in Cape Town: high-income areas or 
air-conditioned spaces experience maximum temperatures between 20 and 
25 degrees Celsius. In lower-income communities and informal settlements, 
residents sometimes experience temperatures of 40 degrees Celsius within 
their spaces. This heat variation, just within one city, means different lived 
experiences, different health outcomes, requiring policies to be informed by 
how heat operates unequally in the city.

And then most of the rain that we get in Cape Town comes during 
our winter season, from May to September, when we also get flooding. Again, 
poor infrastructure in informal settlements exacerbates the problem. The 
construction rate in Cape Town is also an issue because more surfaces are 
being covered with impermeable materials, reducing water absorption into 
the aquifer. And again, these phenomena affect different communities in very 
unequal ways. 

So, in sum, we are dealing with multiple urban metabolisms that 
are being disrupted. But people have also come together to try to address 
these issues: from creating co-ops to working with researchers. A group of 
students even designed a fire-retardant paint, and we have seen the imple-
mentation of innovative alarm systems for fires, for example.
Cymene:	 I appreciate how you took us through the cycle of the year. This is 
one way in which design also comes into play: the seasons are different, and 
their impacts are quite distinct. We have flooding versus fire. If we approach 
responses in terms of a design project, we are encouraged to calibrate initia-
tives over time, and in a cyclical manner. Anthropocene responses, even in one 
single city, must be heterogeneous, agile, and, importantly, able to account 
for variation over the short and long term—the annual cycle is one temporal 
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bracket, but the longer spans of 20, 50, 100 -year horizons also push us to 
take time seriously.
Magnús:	 For Reykjavík, we cannot paint as holistic a picture, but it would be 
interesting to think in terms of the annual weather cycle. Iceland has typically 
seen itself as an environmental exemplar with its abundant renewable energy 
production since the 1960s-1970s. That goes for Reykjavík as well, and we 
definitely fit the narrative of cities being at the forefront of climate response. 
From a policy perspective, Reykjavík is about 10 years ahead of the country 
as a whole.

In 2012, Reykjavík approved its first climate action plan, which 
included both adaptation and mitigation measures. It was quite ambitious 
at the time, and the national government has always looked to Reykjavík for 
climate policy. In terms of responding to the Anthropocene, the City of Reyk-
javík is probably the most visible government entity in the country. 

Sea-level rise is an issue most citizens are aware of in relation to 
climate change, regarding Iceland specifically and on a global scale. Sustain-
able water management is increasingly a topic in Iceland, with intensified 
precipitation being one of the major concerns associated with global warming.

Sea-level rise has a class dynamic here, too. In many places, the 
most expensive properties are by the seaside. Any decisions to either protect 
that property or to have the state buy out properties require assessments of 
costly real estate. There are indications that these kinds of properties may 
become prioritized in adaptation policy, effectively creating adaptation 
privilege and furthering the inequalities already present in climate change 
impacts (Marino, 2018). 

Biodiversity in the wetlands connected to our small central lake is 
likely the most visible ecological adaptation measure in the city. This initiative 
is incorporated into educational projects for the public, specifically for kids 
and bird enthusiasts. 
Sólveig:	 As Nikiwe was saying, there is often a discrepancy between what 
policies are in place and being enacted and the public’s awareness of them, 
which leads to frustration. But we are trying not to be too pessimistic. In terms 
of the visibility of the Anthropocene in Reykjavík’s public spaces, we have, for 
example, a beloved outdoor sculpture, the now-extinct Geirfugl (great auk) 
(Pálsson, 2024) by artist Ólöf Nordal, that sits in the ocean close to the shore 
and is covered by the tides coming in, illustrating this anthropogenically-in-
duced reality.

In Reykjavík art spaces, it is very common to find Anthropocene 
commentary or language regarding climate change, and in the educational 
sector, it is at least visible, if not always a top priority. 
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If you were to imagine a Sister Cities for the Anthropocene 
(SCA) program or series of initiatives for Cape Town and  
Reykjavík, what could those look like, and who would we want 
to bring together? Which local Anthropocene concerns could 
and should be effectively addressed through an SCA program? 
Let us consider this as a blue-sky exercise for the moment, 
and not worry so much about logistics, finances, and so on.

 Cymene:	 Cape Town and Reykjavík, as we know from the physical modeling 
tool (the  Gradient Fingerprint Map), are having their watery connection through 
the world ocean deepened: as Iceland melts, Cape Town’s coast receives that 
water. On the one hand, we have this traceable, physical connectivity—what 
the science shows us. But just as importantly, I think, is the relative overall lack 
of social, linguistic, and historical ties between these two places. That is not 
to say there is none, of course, but in general, we do not have significant histo-
ries of extraction or colonial abuse between these cities, or between these 
two countries. I wonder if that creates an opportunity. The relative absence 
of long historic ties—especially troubled ones—may help us design more 
innovative Anthropocene interconnections that are not freighted with past 
deeds or economic dependencies. Colloquially, these two places are relati-
vely “baggage-free” with each other, meaning that this could be a good time 
for great first impressions. 
Nikiwe:	 Looking at how materialities are moving between these spaces is 
key. But I would like to ask: What are we trying to do here in a broader sense? 
What can we do that is not already being done by an organization like C40 
Cities? And, what is unique about this pairing between Iceland and South 
Africa that foments a different language or set of tools? Off the top of my head, 
I work with water. Thinking about the currency of the current, how does the 
current move, and what are the currencies in play that connect these different 
spaces?

In Cape Town, sea-level rise adaptation strategies center on 
building more infrastructure: building walls. While they are constructing sea 
walls, they are also mining our sand dunes and depleting our natural barriers 
to sea-level rise.

The city has two major bays. Table Bay has the more expensive 
properties, and insurance comes into play quite a bit. For insurers, sea-level 
rise is considered a value risk and increased risk exposure, which means 
customers pay higher premiums. On the False Bay side, we have extensive 
sand dune mining. This is also where the largest informal settlement in Cape 
Town, Khayelitsha, is located. Residents such as those in Khayelitsha will be 
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the most vulnerable to sea-level rise. There is no proper infrastructure, and 
wastewater treatment plants are also sited there. It is a disaster waiting to 
happen (see, e.g., Green et al., 2025). With sea-level rise, there will be contam-
ination of local rivers and the aquifer, which is just underneath Khayelitsha. 
These multiple, overlapping dynamics require a full suite of tools and people 
who can account for the bigger picture.
Dominic:	 Picking up on Nikiwe’s question, part of the reason we selected 
Sister Cities was as an alternative to the C40 model. C40 has done great 
things, but it is thinking and operating at a global scale. Something that we 
find valuable in the Sister Cities concept is how it seeks to cultivate dyadic 
and distinct relationships between individual cities. Perhaps the Sister Cities 
paradigm allows for more bespoke city-to-city relations than a global network 
design such as C40’s.
Nikiwe:	 Wetlands could be a key connection point between us because 
we are categorized as a wetland city. Many of our wetlands are Ramsar sites,2 
including bird protection zones.
Magnús:	 This emphasis on excavating Anthropocene connections is an inte-
resting metaphor, and the model Cymene and Dominic are offering us—the 
Anthropocene connection through the world ocean―is inherently interesting. 
The focus on material, physical connections is distinct from the Sister Cities 
International program, which creates “twin” or “friend” cities. 
Sólveig:	 As we have been discussing, the wetlands and birds, such as the 
Arctic tern, could be key points of connection. People in Reykjavík know about 
these ecological issues, and they matter to them, which might make them 
more interested in building a Sister Cities for the Anthropocene relationship.
Magnús:	 I also appreciate that you mention insurance companies, Nikiwe, 
because when it comes to adaptation, insurance companies are at the fore-
front due to their risk assessments and attention to profit. They are also very 
globalized. Looking at supply chain connections between Cape Town and Reyk-
javík could be interesting too, especially as adaptation policy today considers 
global and transboundary risks.

And, as Sólveig mentioned, we do have the Arctic tern, which 
migrates to Antarctica annually and flies through South Africa. So, these cities 
already exchange birds every year!
Nikiwe:	 I love the connection of the birds because we have a large birding 
community here in Cape Town, and many of our preserved wetland sites are 
in some of the most polluted areas of the city. One direction might be to trace 
contaminant flows from water carried by different vectors. What does ice or 
melted water carry from Iceland to Cape Town, and how do currents from Cape 
Town affect Reykjavík? 

﻿2	  A Ramsar site is a wetland of 
international importance under 
the Ramsar Convention, known as 
the International Convention on 
Wetlands.

Re
th

in
ki

n
g

 S
is

te
r 

Ci
ti

es
 f

o
r 

th
e 

An
th

ro
po

ce
n

e:
 C

ap
e 

To
w

n
 a

n
d

 R
ey

kj
av

ík
 —

 A
 R

ef
le

ct
iv

e 
D

ia
lo

g
ue

Diseña 28 
Jan 2026    
dialogue

N
ik

iw
e 

So
lo

m
o

n
C

ym
en

e 
H

o
w

e
D

o
m

in
ic

 B
o

ye
r

Só
lv

ei
g

 Á
st

a 
Si

g
u

rð
ar

d
ó

tt
ir

M
ag

n
ú

s 
Ö

rn
 A

g
n

es
ar

-S
ig

u
rð

ss
o

n



1 0

Cymene:	 Another potential approach could focus on youth, maybe in the 
form of an educational exchange program. Getting the next generation involved 
in the conversation will be fundamental, not just for reviving Sister Cities as 
a concept, but for making it more impactful moving forward. 

It strikes me, too, that both of these cities have really strong art 
scenes, with a real emphasis on the arts and the imaginative work that people 
are doing. I can see that becoming a lively, creative way of visualizing these 
connections, or making them audible, or experiential, to create awareness 
and collaboration across continents and across the ocean through the arts 
that are already vibrant in both cities.
Nikiwe:	 From the Cape Town side, definitely. One of my projects, after 
completing my PhD, was to look at a specific river here in Cape Town and 
connect it from the source to the sea, making associations between commu-
nities along the way. Art pieces that could elicit those connections would be 
brilliant. And youth are integral here because we are thinking about futures. 
What futures do they imagine, and how do they express them artistically? 
Cymene:	 It would be amazing to bring a group of street artists from Reykjavík 
to Cape Town and a group of artists from Cape Town to Reykjavík to create dual 
mural projects that center on the connections to the sea. This could foment 
more awareness of these changing hydrospheric conditions and, ideally, moti-
vate people. It would also be a learning experience for the artists who would 
travel, engage with an international group of artists, and meet with commu-
nities in both places.
Sólveig:	 It goes without saying that these ideas would offer wonderful 
opportunities for scholars and artists on our end. We have recently seen an 
increased appreciation for South Africa over the last year, especially following 
the genocide case brought before the International Court of Justice. Our gover-
nment has not supported it (yet), but people have been looking to South Africa 
for guidance in these times. 
Dominic:	 I also like the idea of engaging birding communities, in that it is an 
associative activity people are already quite passionate about. Birders might 
be people already primed to appreciate the importance of global intercon-
nectedness in the form of migratory birds. In their disregard for nation-state 
boundaries, birds truly are global citizens of a certain type. This opens up a 
more-than-human way of thinking about what kinds of exchanges a Sister 
Cities relationship might recognize and foster. And birding could also serve 
as a vehicle for talking about other Anthropocene ecological impacts and 
challenges, such as the salination and pollution of wetlands. 
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What challenges could you foresee in developing an SCA 
program between Cape Town and Reykjavík? If anticipated  
in advance, are there ways these challenges could be  
minimized?

Nikiwe:	 I think one of the obvious concerns would be how the contexts and 
histories differ. And the North/South relationships would have to be navigated 
quite carefully. For a long time, a lot of knowledge and resources have been 
extracted from the Global South, and people have become wary of who they 
work with and how they work. If we are building the framework, it needs to be 
inclusive from the start. This means not inviting partners late in the process 
as add-ons because we didn’t think about them at the beginning. We need to 
be careful about the politics of the knowledge economy and who is involved 
from the beginning of these conversations. 
Sólveig:	 It requires some really hard thinking about who you are assem-
bling, and on what grounds. 
Magnús:	 It would be wise to learn, too, from the academic critique of the 
Anthropocene as an unnecessarily homogenizing term (Davis & Todd, 2017). 
The word itself can lead people to see climate harm as being equally the fault 
of all humans (the “anthro” of the Anthropocene), when in fact it is northern 
industrialized countries and particular corporate actors that have produced 
the crisis we all now collectively face. By the same logic, we would want to be 
careful to note that the experience of the Anthropocene has distinct quali-
ties in Cape Town and Reykjavík. There may be connections, but each city is 
facing unique challenges. These two cities and countries have very different 
histories that have made them very distinct places. 

It is very important to keep inclusivity at the core. This ties back to 
the youth program idea mentioned earlier because it underscores the inter-
generational justice aspect within the time horizon of the Anthropocene. The 
younger generation is also an expert in inclusivity. 
Nikiwe:	 The term Anthropocene is still very much restricted to academic 
spaces in South Africa. It is now being used within government, too, but without 
the nuance found in academia. And if I were to go to a township like Khayelitsha, 
they would have no idea what I was talking about with the Anthropocene. We 
need to think about alternative terms for talking about these issues. That is 
an obstacle to consider in later stages. 
Sólveig:	 There have been concerns raised here in Iceland that we are in a 
sort of backlash moment with regard to ecological commitments and nature 
preservation. I know we appreciate nature, but it is also really important for us 
to support projects that concern the appreciation of worlds beyond nation-
states.
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Dominic:	 Indeed, you have retrenchment against ecology, and also retren-
chment against globalism, by which critics usually mean neoliberal globaliza-
tion. There are plenty of valid reasons to want to resist further neoliberalization. 
But that doesn’t mean we don’t also need alternative ways of thinking about 
transnational connection and cooperation. Those will be vital for managing 
the environmental crises that we are all sharing in different ways. 
Nikiwe:	 I think the idea of Sister Cities does something else as well, 
because within an African ethos, there is Ubuntu and the idea of accountabi-
lity to others through kinship. So, I stand strongly for the Sister Cities concept 
because it suggests relationships that cannot be broken so easily. 
Cymene:	 Thank you for making that point, Nikiwe; it is really important. I 
also like the kinship aspect of the Sister Cities concept because kinship, for 
better or for worse, creates lifelong bonds of responsibility. The other aspect 
I like about Sister Cities, to follow the family metaphor, is that those relations 
also change over time. We behave differently with our siblings when we are 
six years old versus when we are 60 years old. And that temporal aspect of 
relationality could be interesting to explore in a Sister Cities context.
Dominic:	 Wonderful! Thank you all for a fascinating conversation. Just to 
summarize the main ideas, after contextualizing Anthropocene initiatives in 
Cape Town and Reykjavík, we talked about collaborative art projects, youth 
exchanges, and possibly even activating birdwatching communities on both 
sides of multi-species migration. We considered engaging global actors like 
the insurance industry. A lot emerged from this design brainstorming session, 
with really stimulating ideas to think with and iterate further. 

*  *  *

Looking ahead, we (Cymene Howe and Dominic Boyer) will 
continue to organize a series of small group brainstorming sessions with 
different partners (see Gatt, 2017)—thinkers, artists, and activists from Cape 
Town and Reykjavík. We intend to expand the conversation and palette of 
ideas and initiatives that could become elements of an SCA program. As 
discussed, we prioritize creating a design environment that does not repro-
duce extractive practices in terms of knowledge, time, effort, and resources. 
Potential project partners and stakeholders need to be identified early on, and 
responsibilities must be clearly defined. 

That said, many creative ideas are already emerging: from 
migrating birds to artistic collaborations. Once more ideas are on the table, 
we will convene a larger stakeholder gathering, likely a conference, to talk 
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through different elements and pathways toward an SCA program, as well as 
how that program might be funded. From there, we will work toward a collab-
orative prototype or trial program to see what kind of response and impact an 
SCA relationship could generate. Although many programmatic options exist, 
all would emphasize the watery materiality that connects these two global 
cities, even as other aspects of their respective histories might separate them. 

Pivotal to any design for the Sister Cities for the Anthropocene 
program is the recognition that we are living in an era in which modernist prom-
ises of human command and control over environments are fracturing under 
the weight of the sprawl of instruments, infrastructures, and lateral effects 
characteristic of northern modernity (Thomas, 2022; Tsing et al., 2017). SCA 
recognizes this fracturing as both an existential challenge and a compelling 
opportunity, which― if approached with creative optimism―could generate 
novel collaborations across continents that might yield better, more equitable, 
global futures.   -d
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