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Collective Memory with Resentment:

'The Tragic History and Self-recognition of Banabans in Fiji

Kazuhiro KAZAMA

Keywords: memory, emotion, ethnicity, diaspora, Pacific Islands

The aim of this paper is to discuss Banaban self-recognition, namely how distinguish
themselves from I-Kiribati (Kiribati people). The boundary between the Banaban and I-Kiribati
categories is, in the cultural and physical senses, quite ambiguous. The critical points on the
distinction are not external differences, but their recognition of ‘blood’ substance from the ancestors
and of collective memory concerning their historical experiences.

Banabans were forced to evacuate from their homeland by Japanese Troops during World War
II. In 1945, the British deceived Banabans into going to Rabi Island in the Fiji group, instead of
returning to their home island, Banaba, where the land had been seriously ruined by phosphate
mining carried out under the British colonial policy, since 1900.

Upon the independence of both Fiji and Kiribati in the 1970’s, their resettled community in
Rabi became completely separated from their homeland by national borders. Living on the Rabi
Island, Banabans have aspired to go back to their home island until now. Also, they insist on their
own property rights to the home island. Contrary to their assertion, the Kiribati national perspective
is that the I-Kiribati category deservedly includes Banaban, and Banaba Island should be dealt with
on the same basis as one of the Kiribati islands.

Actually, Banabans and I-Kiribati cannot be readily distinguished from one another by
appearance, language and culture. Furthermore, all Banabans have I-Kiribati relatives in the Kiribati

Islands through intermarriage and adoptions during the era of phosphate mining, and also they can
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claim their inheritance rights on the land in the Kiribati group.

Notwithstanding the ambiguity, Banabans draw a sharp boundary between I-Kiribati and
themselves, insisting that they belong to their own ethnicity. Additionally, another significant
matter is that Banabans have a collective memory of their historical tragedy the ruination of their
homeland and their forced migration to Fiji. It is possible to assume that they associate past tragedy
with their presently impoverished lives on the resettled island. When a contingent event, which
recalls their tragic history, occurs, Banabans are filled with bitter resentment.

For distinguishing Banaban from I-Kiribati, ‘blood’ recognition is nothing but a necessary
requirement. Moreover, it is indispensable to ‘being Banaban’ that they retain the collective

memory of a tragic history accompanied by resentment.
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