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Living in Between Resistance and Acceptance:
The Case of Kwajalein Atoll, Republic of the Marshall Islands
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Abstract

This paper examines the ways in which residents of Kwajalein Atoll, Republic of the Marshall
Islands, silence their critique towards the U.S. Military Base in the area. Kwajalein Atoll was
selected as a site for missile testing after the Pacific War. During the period of 1950s-1960s, the local
population was forced to relocate from Kwajalein Island, the main islet, and from the middle part of
the atoll, named the “Mid-Atoll Corridor.” Since then, the majority of the Kwajalein Atoll community
has been residing on Ebeye Island, an island within the atoll approximately 5 km away from the
military base on Kwajalein Island.

The construction of the U.S. military base and forced relocation sparked strong feelings of
alienation and anger among Kwajalein Atoll landowners. Shortly after the relocation, landowners
started organizing demonstrations to reassert their control over the affected land, which continued
into the late 1980s.

Numerous studies have examined the ways in which the landowners of Kwajalein Atoll protested
the military presence in the area and the forceful possession of their land. Contemporary studies on
Kwajalein Atoll examine the tactics and agency of Marshallese resistance, particularly within the
settings of political negotiation. These studies emphasize the perseverance of “the resistant spirit
of homecoming” among Kwajalein landowners, and narrate how battles over land and power are
embedded in the Marshallese cultural heritage [Dvorak 2018: 230-231].

However, on expanding the perspective to include the current residents of Ebeye Island, the
shared narrative does not always seem to be about resistance or activism. Although Ebeye residents,
including both Kwajalein Atoll landowners and non-landowners, possess sentiments of resentment

and discomfort toward the area’s legacy of missile testing, they do not attempt to take any type of
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political action. This does not imply that Ebeye residents are passive subjects; rather, it emphasizes
that the dichotomy of “resistance (agency) or acceptance (passivity)” is inadequate to clarify the
reality experienced by Ebeye residents today.

1 follow the work by Li [2019], which asserts that although unequal power structures prevail
across different communities, collective mobilization rarely occurs and, hence, ethnographers can
benefit from “exploring the practices through which a ‘gut feeling’ does, or does not, morph into a
campaign” [Li 2019: 37]. Rather than reducing everyday complaints regarding the base into acts
of resistance, this paper aims to provide a partial explanation of the mechanisms that prevent the

evolution of Ebeye residents’ complaints into social movements or activism.
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