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Introduction

Nauru, a small, solitary island in the midst of the vast Pacific Ocean, is home to a
culture as resilient and distinctive as the land itself. Despite its diminutive
size—making it one of the world’s smallest independent republics—Nauru boasts a
history and heritage marked by rich traditions, strong communal ties, and an enduring
ability to adapt to changing circumstances. Its culture is shaped by ancient origins,
colonial experiences, and the profound transformations brought by the phosphate
mining industry.

The evolution of Nauru’s culture cannot be understood without considering its
geography and history. Isolated yet interconnected with the currents and cultures of
Micronesia and Polynesia, Nauru’s people developed unique social structures rooted in
clan affiliation, kinship, and a keen stewardship of the island’s limited resources.
European contact introduced not only new goods and ideas but also significant
disruptions, including colonial rule by Germany, Australia, New Zealand, and Britain,
which brought fundamental changes to Nauruan society.

An essential aspect of Nauruan life has always been the importance of family, or
anumwe. The extended family remains the cornerstone of social organization,
providing support, continuity, and a sense of belonging for all members. Traditions,
customs, and everyday practices are passed through generations by elders, whose
wisdom and guidance command respect and help preserve the fabric of communal
life. Even as Western influences and modernity reshape the island, the deep-rooted
bonds of kin and community remain central to Nauruan identity.

Language, oral storytelling, music, and dance serve as vital vessels for the collective
memory and values of Nauru. Artistic expressions—whether through intricate weaving,
rhythmic performance, or storied tattoos—offer insights into how Nauruans articulate
their experiences, hopes, and histories. Food, too, tells a story: from the days of
sustenance fishing and coconut gathering to the introduction of imported foods during
the phosphate boom, changes in cuisine mirror broader shifts in society.

Nauru’s journey through the phosphate era dramatically transformed its economy,
environment, and way of life. Once among the wealthiest nations per capita, the
eventual depletion of phosphate brought new challenges and spurred efforts to
rediscover and protect the nation’s cultural treasures. Religion, education, sports, and
popular media also play important parts in the modern narrative, each weaving old
and new threads into the evolving design of Nauruan identity.

This book invites readers to discover the depth and diversity of Nauruan culture.
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Through exploring its origins, customs, arts, beliefs, and contemporary life, we gain
not only a clearer understanding of this remarkable island nation but also an
appreciation for the perseverance and pride of its people. Whether you are a student,
traveler, or simply curious, may this introduction serve as a gateway to the traditions,
aspirations, and enduring spirit that define the culture of Nauru.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Island of Nauru: Geography and
Environment

Nauru, a tiny emerald speck in the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean, often surprises
those who encounter it for the first time. Its sheer isolation and diminutive size are
defining characteristics, profoundly shaping its history, its people, and its unique
culture. Imagine an island so small you could drive around its entire perimeter in less
than an hour, yet one that has played an outsized role on the global stage due to a
geological quirk. This is Nauru, a raised coral atoll, an ancient seabed lifted skyward,
sitting just south of the Equator and boasting a climate that is, predictably,
consistently warm and humid.

Geographically, Nauru is classified as a microstate, a term that feels almost
inadequate to describe its scale. With a total land area of just 21 square kilometers
(approximately 8.1 square miles), it is smaller than many major international airports.
To put it in perspective, it's about one-eighth the size of Washington D.C. or a third the
size of Manhattan. This limited land area has always dictated a close relationship
between the Nauruan people and their environment, fostering a culture of
resourcefulness and communal interdependence.

The island’s formation as a raised coral atoll is key to understanding its past prosperity
and present challenges. Millennia ago, Nauru was a submarine volcanic seamount,
upon which coral reefs began to grow. Over eons, the seamount subsided, and the
coral continued to build, forming a typical atoll with a central lagoon. However, unlike
most atolls, Nauru experienced significant geological uplift, raising the entire structure
above sea level. This uplift exposed ancient coral limestone, which, combined with the
droppings of countless seabirds over millions of years, created the massive phosphate
deposits that would eventually define Nauru's modern history.

This unique geological past means Nauru’s terrain is quite distinct. The island is
essentially a plateau, often referred to as "Topside," which is surrounded by a narrow
coastal strip. This coastal belt, averaging about 150 to 300 meters (roughly 500 to
1,000 feet) wide, is where the majority of Nauruans reside. It's fertile enough to
support coconut palms, pandanus trees, and some limited agriculture, sustained by
the rainfall that is the island's only natural source of fresh water.

Moving inland from the coast, the landscape changes dramatically. The central
plateau, or "Topside," was historically covered with a thick layer of high-grade
phosphate rock. Before mining, this area would have been a dense, uneven terrain of
jagged coral pinnacles, often reaching several meters in height, interspersed with
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pockets of soil where vegetation could take root. This rugged interior, though rich in
mineral wealth, was less hospitable for human settlement compared to the fertile
coastal strip.

Nauru’s position in Micronesia places it firmly within the tropical zone, meaning it
experiences consistently high temperatures year-round, typically hovering between 25
and 35 degrees Celsius (77 to 95 degrees Fahrenheit). The humidity is also perpetually
high, making for a perpetually warm and often sticky climate. While there are no
distinct seasons in the temperate sense, Nauru does experience a wet and a dry
period, influenced by the shifting intertropical convergence zone. The wet season,
generally from November to February, brings heavier rainfall, which is crucial for
replenishing the island’s limited freshwater supply.

Despite its small landmass, Nauru is surrounded by an immense ocean, and its marine
environment is a critical component of its geography and culture. The island is
encircled by a coral reef, which at low tide is often exposed, providing both protection
from the open sea and a rich fishing ground. Beyond the reef, the ocean plunges to
great depths, home to a diverse array of marine life, including tuna, flying fish, and
various reef fish that have historically formed the staple of the Nauruan diet. The
relationship with the ocean is profound; it is a source of sustenance, a highway for
travel, and an integral part of Nauruan identity.

The limited land resources and the bounty of the ocean instilled in early Nauruans a
strong sense of sustainable resource management. Every coconut palm, every
pandanus tree, and every patch of arable land was valued. Traditional land ownership
systems, often tied to matrilineal clans, reflected this deep connection to the physical
environment. Even before the dramatic changes brought by modern industry, the
island's small size meant that every decision about land use had significant
implications for the community as a whole.

Nauru’s geographical isolation, being thousands of kilometers from major landmasses,
was historically a double-edged sword. On one hand, it fostered the development of
unique cultural practices and language, relatively undisturbed by external influences
for centuries. On the other hand, it made contact with the outside world sporadic and
often challenging, limiting trade and interaction with other island groups. This isolation
also made the Nauruan people particularly vulnerable to the introduction of diseases
and foreign powers once regular contact began.

The island also contains a brackish, landlocked lagoon known as Buada Lagoon,
located in the southwest-central part of the island. This freshwater lens, fed by
rainwater, is a significant geographical feature, providing a rare inland water source.
Historically, the area around Buada Lagoon was more fertile than much of the interior
plateau and supported some agricultural activity, adding a small but important
dimension to the island's limited terrestrial ecosystems. The presence of this lagoon
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further underscores the preciousness of water resources on Nauru.

The coastal strip, where the majority of the population resides, is characterized by
sandy beaches and lush vegetation, primarily coconut palms. This area is relatively
flat, making it suitable for infrastructure development, including the island’s single
main road that encircles the entire island. Settlements are often strung along this
coastal road, giving visitors a continuous panorama of homes interspersed with
glimpses of the Pacific.

The impact of the phosphate industry on Nauru’s geography is impossible to ignore
when discussing its environment. The extensive mining operations, which stripped
away the phosphate rock from the central plateau, left behind a moonscape of jagged
coral pinnacles. This area, once a unique terrestrial ecosystem, became largely
uninhabitable and unusable for traditional purposes. This dramatic transformation of
the island's interior has had lasting environmental and cultural consequences, altering
the relationship between the Nauruan people and their land.

Despite the environmental impact of mining, the Nauruan spirit remains deeply
connected to their island home. The ocean continues to be a vital part of daily life,
offering sustenance and recreation. The coastal areas, with their swaying palms and
sandy shores, remain places of beauty and community. The challenge now is to
balance the legacy of the past with the need for sustainable development and
environmental rehabilitation, ensuring that this small, remarkable island continues to
thrive for future generations.

The very air one breathes on Nauru carries the scent of the ocean—a constant
reminder of its maritime identity. The trade winds, particularly during the dry season,
provide a welcome breeze that tempers the tropical heat. These consistent winds were
also historically crucial for sailing and fishing, influencing traditional navigation
techniques and the design of Nauruan canoes. The interplay between land, sea, and
sky has always been a central theme in the Nauruan understanding of their world.

While Nauru does not boast towering mountains or vast rivers, its subtle geographical
features—the raised plateau, the narrow coastal fringe, the surrounding reef, and the
solitary lagoon—each play a significant role in defining the island’s character. These
elements have shaped settlement patterns, economic activities, and ultimately, the
unique cultural expressions of its people. Understanding this foundational geography
is the first step in appreciating the intricate tapestry of Nauruan culture.
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