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Introduction

Kiribati, a beautiful yet often overlooked island nation in the middle of the Pacific
Ocean, is a tapestry of unique traditions, deep-rooted values, and remarkable
resilience. Made up of 33 scattered atolls and reef islands, with the capital city South
Tarawa at its heart, Kiribati is geographically vast and culturally rich. While the islands
themselves may be small and isolated by ocean expanses, the people of
Kiribati—known as I-Kiribati—possess a vibrant cultural heritage sustained across
centuries.

The culture of Kiribati is fundamentally shaped by the ocean that surrounds the
islands. For generations, the sea has not only provided sustenance but also informed
every facet of daily life, from social organization to beliefs and artistic expression.
Navigating the ocean’s vast distances fostered a strong sense of interdependence
among the island communities. These deep communal bonds continue to guide
decisions, celebrations, and problem-solving through traditional systems like the
maneaba, the central meeting house and gathering place for each village.

At the core of I-Kiribati society lies the extended family and the values of respect,
hospitality, and collective well-being. Traditions and customs dictate both the flow of
everyday life and the observance of major events. Family ties, the importance of one’s
ancestral land—kainga—and the intricate social etiquette of hospitality and ceremony
are woven throughout the fabric of Kiribati life. While modern influences and global
forces have introduced change, many traditional practices endure, balancing past
wisdom with the needs of today.

Art forms such as weaving, dance, and music play a significant role in preserving both
history and identity. The skills handed down through generations—including fishing,
canoe-building, and storytelling—are treasured not only for their practicality, but also
for their ability to affirm belonging and pride in one’s heritage. Spiritual life in Kiribati,
once rooted in ancestral and animistic beliefs, has intertwined with Christianity,
creating a religious and moral framework that shapes contemporary society.

Yet, the culture of Kiribati is not without its challenges. Environmental
threats—especially climate change and rising sea levels—pose existential risks to the
islands and their people. At the same time, globalization and modern influences press
upon tradition and language. Despite these pressures, I-Kiribati demonstrate
remarkable adaptability and resolve, working tirelessly to preserve their cultural
identity for future generations.

This book aims to introduce readers to the foundational elements of I-Kiribati culture,
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offering an accessible guide to key customs, beliefs, social structures, and present-day
realities. Whether you are a traveler, student, or simply curious about the Pacific’s
diverse cultural landscape, this introduction will help you appreciate the enduring
richness and spirit of Kiribati.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: The Islands of Kiribati: Geography
and Environment

Imagine a nation where land is a precious commodity, scattered like emerald dust
across an expanse of blue so vast it dwarfs continents. This is Kiribati, a country
uniquely defined by its geography and its intimate relationship with the ocean.
Comprising 33 atolls and reef islands, the Republic of Kiribati stretches across an
immense area of the central Pacific Ocean, straddling the equator and even crossing
the International Date Line. Its sheer geographical dispersion is a defining
characteristic, shaping everything from its climate to its culture and the daily lives of
its people.

The landmass of Kiribati is deceptively small, amounting to only about 811 square
kilometers (313 square miles) of dry land. To put that into perspective, it’s roughly the
size of New York City, yet this tiny land is spread over 3.5 million square kilometers
(1.35 million square miles) of ocean. This extraordinary ratio of ocean to land means
that the sea is not merely a border, but an intrinsic part of the national identity, a
highway, a larder, and a constant, powerful presence in the lives of the I-Kiribati
people. The vastness of its maritime territory makes Kiribati one of the world's largest
countries by exclusive economic zone.

The islands themselves are predominantly low-lying atolls, coral formations that
typically encircle a central lagoon. These atolls are rarely more than a few meters
above sea level, making them exquisitely beautiful but also incredibly vulnerable to
the whims of the ocean. The highest point in Kiribati is on Banaba (Ocean Island), an
uplifted coral island, reaching a modest 81 meters (266 feet) above sea level. This low
elevation is a constant reminder of the fragile balance between land and sea that
defines the Kiribati environment.

The formation of these atolls is a testament to geological time and the power of
marine life. They begin as coral reefs growing around volcanic islands. As the
volcanoes slowly subside or erode, the coral continues to grow upwards, eventually
forming a ring with a lagoon in the center, where the original island once stood. This
process, spanning millions of years, has sculpted the unique landscapes of Kiribati,
providing limited freshwater lenses, thin soil layers, and a bounty of marine resources.
The porous nature of the coral rock means that fresh water is a scarce and vital
resource, often found in underground lenses that float on saltwater.

The climate of Kiribati is tropical maritime, characterized by high temperatures and
humidity throughout the year. The average temperature hovers around 27°C (81°F),
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with little seasonal variation. The islands experience two main seasons: a wet season
from November to April and a drier season from May to October. Rainfall can be
variable, often influenced by the El Nifio-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) phenomenon,
which can bring periods of drought or unusually heavy rains. These climatic patterns
significantly impact freshwater availability and agricultural productivity, crucial factors
for island life.

Positioned in the central Pacific, Kiribati is also situated within the Pacific typhoon belt,
though severe cyclones are less frequent in the Gilbert Islands than in some other
Pacific nations. However, when they do occur, the low-lying nature of the atolls makes
them particularly susceptible to storm surges, coastal erosion, and saltwater
inundation, which can devastate infrastructure and contaminate precious freshwater
lenses. The constant threat of these natural phenomena underscores the resilience
required to thrive in this environment.

The soils on the atolls are typically sandy, alkaline, and poor in nutrients, derived
primarily from coral limestone. This limits the types of plants that can be cultivated
and traditionally grown. Despite these challenges, the I-Kiribati have developed
ingenious agricultural practices over centuries, making the most of what the land
provides. Staple crops include breadfruit, pandanus, taro (grown in pits dug down to
the freshwater lens), and coconut palms. The coconut tree, in particular, is often
referred to as the "tree of life" due to its myriad uses, providing food, drink, building
materials, and fiber.

The terrestrial biodiversity of Kiribati, while not as rich as continental landmasses, is
uniquely adapted to its atoll environment. Native flora includes various species of
pandanus, coconut, and salt-tolerant shrubs and trees like the Scaevola and
Tournefortia. The limited land area means that large terrestrial animals are absent,
with birds, insects, and reptiles being the primary native fauna. Seabirds, in particular,
are abundant, with many atolls serving as crucial nesting sites for species like
frigatebirds, boobies, and terns, contributing to the rich marine ecosystem.

However, the true richness of Kiribati's environment lies beneath the waves. The coral
reefs surrounding the atolls are vibrant ecosystems, teeming with an astonishing
diversity of marine life. These reefs are vital for the health of the ocean, providing
habitat for countless species of fish, crustaceans, mollusks, and other invertebrates.
They also act as natural breakwaters, protecting the fragile coastlines from erosion
and storm surges. The health of these reefs is intrinsically linked to the well-being of
the I-Kiribati people, who rely heavily on them for food and cultural sustenance.

The waters of Kiribati are home to a spectacular array of marine species, including
tuna, wahoo, mahi-mahi, and various reef fish, which form the cornerstone of the local
diet and economy. Sharks, rays, and sea turtles are also common inhabitants of these
pristine waters. The vast Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is a global hotspot for tuna
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fishing, attracting international fleets and making fishing licenses a significant source
of national revenue. This economic reliance on marine resources further emphasizes
the deep connection between the I-Kiribati people and their oceanic environment.

The sheer remoteness of many of Kiribati's islands has, in some ways, helped to
preserve their unique ecosystems. The Phoenix Islands Protected Area (PIPA), a
UNESCO World Heritage site, is one of the largest marine protected areas in the world.
This vast sanctuary encompasses eight atolls and two submerged reef systems,
providing a critical haven for numerous marine species, including migratory birds and
endangered marine life. PIPA stands as a global example of marine conservation and
highlights Kiribati's commitment to protecting its natural heritage.

The geographical isolation of Kiribati has also played a significant role in shaping its
cultural identity. The vast distances between islands and between Kiribati and other
nations fostered self-reliance and the development of unique seafaring skills and
knowledge. For centuries, the ocean was both a barrier and a bridge, connecting
communities through traditional voyaging and trade, while also preserving distinct
island traditions. This legacy of navigation and deep understanding of the sea remains
a source of pride and a vital part of I-Kiribati identity.

The environment of Kiribati, while breathtakingly beautiful, presents a constant
challenge. Limited land, scarce freshwater, and exposure to natural hazards demand a
deep respect for nature and a communal approach to resource management. These
environmental realities have forged a resilient people, whose culture is intricately
woven with the ebb and flow of the tides, the bounty of the reefs, and the enduring
power of the Pacific Ocean. Understanding this unique geography is the first step in
appreciating the rich and vibrant culture of Kiribati, where life is lived in harmony with
a powerful and ever-present sea.
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