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Introduction
The Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) stands as a compelling example of a nation
where tradition and modernity intersect, producing a unique political landscape
shaped by historical experience and contemporary challenge. Located in the vast
North Pacific, this small island nation has navigated the currents of colonialism, Cold
War geopolitics, and the tides of independence to develop a political system that both
honors its storied past and looks toward an uncertain but resolute future.

In the Marshall Islands, politics is not merely the purview of the state; it is embedded
in the very fabric of daily life, heavily influenced by deep-rooted customs and the
social authority of traditional leaders. The modern governmental structure—a
constitutional republic featuring an elected president, a distinctive unicameral
legislature known as the Nitijela, and a judiciary drawing on both Western and
customary traditions—reflects a careful balance between democratic aspirations and
enduring indigenous values. The role of the Iroij, or hereditary chiefs, is formally
recognized in the Council of Iroij, whose advisory powers over legislative decisions
underscore the persistent authority of lineage and land-based leadership.

The legacy of foreign rule has left an indelible mark on the RMI’s political institutions.
From German and Japanese administration to the pivotal American influence
culminating in the Compact of Free Association, each era brought its own systems of
governance, external priorities, and complex challenges. The Compact, which grants
the United States significant defense rights in exchange for financial assistance and
migration privileges, remains crucial to the islands’ political economy and international
standing, while also fueling ongoing debate within Marshallese society about
sovereignty, dependency, and self-determination.

Today, the Republic faces an array of pressing challenges that test the effectiveness,
resilience, and adaptability of its political system. Climate change poses an existential
threat, as rising sea levels and extreme weather events jeopardize the very
foundations of the nation. Economic dependence on external aid, persistent issues of
corruption, and the difficulties inherent in harmonizing traditional leadership with
representative government create constant pressure for reform and innovation.
Meanwhile, social concerns—from gender inequality to human trafficking—demand
renewed political will and action.

This book aims to provide a comprehensive guide to the politics and political system of
the Marshall Islands. Each chapter delves into a key theme—historical evolution,
governmental architecture, electoral practices, foreign relations, traditional leadership,
and the spectrum of contemporary policy challenges. By weaving together analysis of
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formal institutions with attention to custom, culture, and community, this work seeks
to present a holistic understanding of how power, authority, and change manifest in
this unique Pacific nation.

For students, practitioners, and anyone interested in Pacific studies or comparative
politics, "The Politics of Marshall Islands" offers both foundational knowledge and
critical perspectives. As the Marshallese people confront the future, their experience
raises profound questions about adaptation, resilience, and the meaning of democracy
in a changing world. Through this guide, readers are invited to explore not only the
mechanics of the RMI’s political system, but also the deeper currents shaping its
journey on the global stage.
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CHAPTER ONE: Islands in the Stream of Time: A
Historical Overview
The story of the Marshall Islands is etched in the coral and shaped by the ocean
currents, a narrative that stretches back millennia before any outside sail appeared on
the horizon. The earliest inhabitants, believed to be Austronesian settlers, arrived in
these scattered atolls as far back as the second millennium BCE. They were not simply
castaways but skilled navigators who understood the complex language of the sea,
mastering long-distance canoe voyages using intricate stick charts that mapped wave
patterns and island locations. These were people deeply connected to their
environment, developing a complex society and system of traditional leadership long
before the arrival of Europeans.

Life on the atolls demanded ingenuity and a profound understanding of the delicate
ecosystem. The early Marshallese cultivated crops like breadfruit, taro, and coconuts,
and relied heavily on fishing. Society was organized into hierarchical structures with
paramount chiefs, or Iroij, holding significant authority, particularly over land tenure –
a system that remains influential today. This established social order and deep
connection to the land formed the bedrock of Marshallese identity and governance.

The first recorded European sighting of the islands occurred in the 16th century with
Spanish explorers. Alonso de Salazar is credited with the initial sighting in 1526, and
Álvaro de Saavedra Cerón landed on an uninhabited island in 1528. However, the
Spanish, primarily focused on routes to the Philippines, showed little sustained interest
in the Marshalls, deeming them to lack the resources that had spurred exploitation
elsewhere. For centuries, the islands remained largely undisturbed by European
powers, their existence a footnote in the grander narratives of global exploration.

It wasn't until the late 18th century that the islands began to appear more consistently
on European charts. British captains John Marshall and Thomas Gilbert explored the
area in 1788, lending their names to the archipelago. This period marked the
beginning of increased, albeit still intermittent, contact with the outside world,
primarily through whaling ships and traders. The arrival of American Protestant
missionaries in the mid-19th century brought a new wave of external influence,
introducing Western education and religion, which began to interact with and
sometimes challenge traditional customs.

By the late 19th century, European commercial interests, particularly German copra
traders, became increasingly dominant in the Marshall Islands. Copra, the dried
coconut meat used for oil, became a valuable commodity, and German firms sought to
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control this lucrative trade. This economic interest soon translated into political
ambitions. Despite Spain's earlier claim, Germany, with Britain's agreement,
established a protectorate over the Marshall Islands in 1885.

The German administration, though present, often relied on a system of indirect rule,
utilizing the existing authority of the Iroij to manage affairs. A German trading
company, the Jaluit Gesellschaft, was even granted significant administrative
responsibilities, highlighting the economic motivations behind the colonial endeavor.
While the German period saw the introduction of some Western infrastructure and
limited education through missionaries, it also brought challenges, including the
introduction of diseases that led to a significant decline in the Marshallese population.

The outbreak of World War I in 1914 brought an abrupt end to German rule. Japan,
allied with Britain, quickly occupied the Marshall Islands, taking control from the
Germans. After the war, the islands were formally placed under Japanese
administration as a League of Nations mandate. The Japanese period saw increased
development, with infrastructure projects and a greater presence of Japanese settlers,
though the Marshallese remained the majority. The Japanese viewed the islands as
strategically important and began to build military fortifications, a move that would
have significant consequences in the coming decades.
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