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Introduction

The Marshall Islands, a constellation of 29 coral atolls and five idyllic islands spread
across the central Pacific, evoke visions of turquoise lagoons, palm-fringed beaches,
and vibrant marine life. Yet beyond their natural beauty lies a lesser-known story of
bustling urban centers shaped by geography, history, and the unrelenting forces of
modernity. ‘Cities of the Marshall Islands’ seeks to guide readers through the past,
present, and future of the nation’s great cities, recounting their journeys from
scattered settlements to thriving—if vulnerable—urban communities.

Urbanization in the Marshall Islands stands in sharp contrast to the country’s modest
landmass: Majuro and Ebeye, the two primary cities, are among the most densely
populated localities in the Pacific. The majority of Marshallese now call these urban
areas home, drawn by economic opportunity, educational prospects, and the
conveniences of city life. Yet, their rapid growth has also created significant
strains—on housing, infrastructure, the environment, and on the delicate fabric of
Marshallese culture. This book chronicles not just the rise of the cities themselves, but
the lived realities and daily rhythms of the people who inhabit them.

We begin by exploring the unique geography and dual island chains that define the
Marshall Islands, setting the stage for understanding the challenges and triumphs of
its cities. Each chapter dives into the individual histories of Majuro, Ebeye, Jaluit,
Kwajalein, and a range of other significant centers and communities. From the colonial
exploits that redrew boundaries and brought new technologies, to the scars left by war
and nuclear testing, the cities of the Marshall Islands have been shaped by external
forces and Marshallese agency alike.

No account of these urban centers can ignore the existential threat posed by climate
change. Rising seas, intensified storms, shrinking land, and unpredictable droughts are
not distant concerns but daily realities for city residents. From sea walls and
embankments to international advocacy and innovative adaptation strategies, cities
like Majuro and Ebeye are on the frontlines of the global climate struggle. This book
details these efforts, highlighting both local ingenuity and the international alliances
critical to the nation’s survival.

Yet, despite the magnitude of these challenges, the Marshallese people demonstrate
resilience, adaptation, and a profound sense of community. Their cities are more than
demographic centers or administrative hubs; they are living symbols of heritage,
modernity, and hope. Culture, language, and stories persist, whether in bustling
markets, church gatherings, schools, or family compounds, even as new opportunities
and hardships continuously remake the urban landscape.
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‘Cities of the Marshall Islands’ stands as a guide for visitors and a resource for those
seeking to understand these remarkable places. It is an invitation to appreciate the
dynamism, complexity, and fragile beauty of urban life in the heart of Micronesia, and
to welcome a future shaped by both caution and aspiration.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Republic of the Marshall Islands:
An Overview

The Republic of the Marshall Islands, a sovereign nation nestled in the vast expanse of
the Pacific Ocean, is a geographical marvel and a testament to the enduring spirit of
its people. Far from being a monolithic landmass, this island country is an intricate
tapestry woven from 29 coral atolls and five individual islands. These fragments of
land are not clustered together but are instead scattered across a staggering 750,000
square miles of the Pacific, creating a maritime nation of immense scale. Despite its
vast oceanic footprint, the total land area of the Marshall Islands is remarkably small,
approximately 70 square miles (181 square kilometers), making it one of the world's
most geographically dispersed and low-lying nations.

Imagine flying over this part of the Pacific; below, you wouldn't see vast continents,
but rather emerald rings encircling brilliant turquoise lagoons, interspersed with
solitary emerald jewels rising from the depths. This unique geography has profoundly
shaped every aspect of Marshallese life, from traditional navigation and resource
management to modern-day urbanization and climate change resilience. The very
existence of these islands, formed by the slow accretion of coral over millennia atop
submerged volcanic peaks, speaks to a geological history as dynamic as the ocean
that surrounds them.

The archipelago is neatly bisected into two parallel chains, a natural division that has
historically influenced cultural and linguistic variations, as well as political and
administrative structures. To the east lies the Ratak Chain, meaning "Sunrise" in
Marshallese, a poetic nod to its eastern orientation where the sun first graces the
islands each day. To the west, the Ralik Chain, or "Sunset" chain, captures the fading
light as the day concludes. These two chains, each a collection of atolls and islands,
tell a story of interconnectedness and distinct regional identities within the broader
national framework.

Understanding this dualistic geography is fundamental to comprehending the
distribution of the population, the development of urban centers, and the challenges
faced by communities across the nation. Each chain has its own unique
characteristics, some islands boasting larger land areas, others renowned for their
pristine lagoons or historical significance. The ocean, far from being a barrier, has
traditionally served as a highway, connecting these scattered landfalls through
sophisticated navigation techniques passed down through generations.

In 2021, the population of the Marshall Islands was estimated at 42,418. This figure,
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while modest by global standards, tells an important story of human concentration. A
significant majority of the population, approximately 77.7%, resides in urban centers,
primarily Majuro and Ebeye. This makes these urban areas among the most densely
populated places in the entire Pacific region, a startling fact given the country's small
overall land area. This demographic reality creates a fascinating paradox: a nation of
widespread islands with highly concentrated urban populations.

The movement of people from the outer islands to these urban hubs has been a
defining demographic trend over the past three decades. Driven by the search for
better educational opportunities, employment, and access to services, this internal
migration has fueled the rapid growth of Majuro and Ebeye. However, this growth has
also brought with it a unique set of challenges, placing immense pressure on limited
resources, infrastructure, and housing in these burgeoning cities. The vibrant energy
of these urban centers is palpable, a testament to the aspirations of the Marshallese
people.

Despite the relatively small total population, the Marshall Islands plays a
disproportionately significant role on the global stage, particularly in the realm of
climate change advocacy. As one of the most vulnerable nations to rising sea levels
and extreme weather events, its leaders have become powerful voices, bringing the
stark realities of climate change to international forums. This modern diplomatic
engagement stands in contrast to a history shaped by colonial powers, strategic
military interests, and nuclear testing—events that profoundly impacted the islands
and their people.

The culture of the Marshall Islands is deeply intertwined with its maritime
environment. For centuries, the Marshallese have been master navigators, renowned
for their intricate stick charts used to map ocean swells and currents. This deep
understanding of the sea continues to inform their way of life, from traditional fishing
practices to the design of their outrigger canoes. While modern life has introduced
new technologies and influences, the echoes of this rich cultural heritage resonate
throughout the urban centers and outer islands alike.

The economy of the Marshall Islands is a blend of traditional subsistence practices,
particularly in the outer islands, and a more modern, service-oriented cash economy in
the urban centers. Government expenditures and the presence of the U.S. Army
installation at Kwajalein Atoll are significant drivers of the economy. This economic
duality further highlights the contrasts between the urban and rural landscapes of the
nation, with Majuro and Ebeye serving as the primary engines of commercial activity
and employment.

Understanding the Republic of the Marshall Islands requires appreciating its inherent

complexities: a nation of scattered islands yet concentrated urban populations, a rich
cultural heritage facing modern environmental challenges, and a proud people
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navigating a rapidly changing world. It is a place where ancient traditions coexist with
contemporary aspirations, all set against the breathtaking backdrop of the vast Pacific
Ocean. This overview merely scratches the surface of a nation as intriguing as it is
vital.
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