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T

he main thoroughfares of Springdale, Arkansas, in the northwest
corner of the state, are dotted with fast-food and chain restaurants,
gas stations, motels, and supermarkets. Familiar establishments such
as McDonalds, Sonic, and Walmart occlude the cultural diversity that drives
the municipal infrastructure. While the city is under two-thirds white, Latinos
make up slightly over a third of the population and, Pacific Islanders—Marshallese in particular—make up just under 10 percent. About seven thousand
Marshallese reside in Springdale, making it the largest concentration of Marshallese in the continental United States. The Republic of the Marshall Islands
(RMI) established a consulate in Springdale in 2009, and Consul-General
Carmen Chong-Gum has made strides in what she calls “cultural diplomacy,”
or outreach efforts to the resident communities through Marshallese cultural
productions. Chong-Gum uses the term cultural diplomacy with a specific
definition in mind: when the consulate is involved in cultural programming,
it is “cultural diplomacy.”1 Church events, even if outsiders are invited to
participate, are not organized by the consulate and are therefore not cultural
diplomacy. Chong-Gum’s diplomatic efforts by way of Marshallese culture
are novel and speak to the unique demands of living in Middle America (as
opposed to an area with more Pacific Islander groups, for example).
In this essay, I detail the role of expressive culture in two recent instances
of Marshallese cultural diplomacy in northwest Arkansas to share how this
Marshallese diasporic community has created a unique politics of representation in Middle America. Outlining historical contingencies that make possible
the imagination of cultural diplomacy between Marshallese and Americans, I
extend and expand Chong-Gum’s definition of cultural diplomacy to show its
roots in US Cold War cultural diplomatic efforts in the Pacific often discounted
from historical records and its connections with the Marshallese community
to transfigure their space and place of residence as theirs, where they welcome
others into their culture yet maintain a palpable sense of distance. Heeding
Teresia Teaiwa’s call to bring the Pacific “to the table as an equal partner” in
2015 The American Studies Association
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the “conversation about the nature of humanity or society,” I situate cultural
diplomacy where Marshallese–American dialogue comes from the perspective
of the Marshallese, and thus create a new framework of knowing.2 Marshallese
cultural diplomacy shares the ways in which Marshallese reinvent traditions
and inheritances while perpetuating their collective culture and identity, often
devalued in individualistic American society, in radically new contexts.
While there are a number of Marshallese diasporic communities, Springdale
is, to many, the most surprising. Unlike Hawai‘i or the West Coast, other Oceanic diasporic populations do not make up a significant portion of the area’s
social demography. Following Epeli Hou‘ofa, who describes Pacific Islanders
traditionally as a people who “moved and mingled unhindered by boundaries”
and who today are “doing what their ancestors had done before them: enlarging their world as they go,” I argue that as representatives of their country and
region, Marshallese movements—musical, bodily, social, and political—in
Springdale become extensions and negotiations of their home(s).3 Through
diplomatic, especially musical, endeavors aimed to provide the space for educational attainment or dissemination, Marshallese emphasize their oral tradition,
the educational value of jitdam kapeel, a Marshallese proverb that translates
roughly to “seeking knowledge˙ guarantees wisdom,” by learning about one’s
family or lineage and one’s connections and relationships, and through their
performance practices that uphold communality as an expression of Marshallese notions of freedom, which puts pressure on notions of a “free” association.
Working with the themes of connections, currents, and movements, this
essay is structured into four main sections. I begin by outlining foundational
connections between the United States and the RMI chronologically, with
an emphasis on US Cold War expansionist policies that depended on “private resources for the implementation of cultural diplomacy via educational
exchange.”4 Such educational models were more a one-sided exportation of
American ideals and values than “exchange.” I then zoom in on Springdale to
provide a portrait of the city’s geocultural milieu. The final two sections detail
Marshallese efforts of cultural diplomacy, which are interrelated components
of critical aims to productive transcultural communication and negotiation.
The first case study is of Nuclear Remembrance Day 2013, which was held
at NorthWest Community College in Bentonville, Arkansas. Here I explore
the affective parameters of cultural diplomacy presented through the music
and tears of Bikinians, a community fractured by violence and displacement,
and how their performance was the impetus for collaborative outreach efforts
between Marshallese and Americans. I then turn to the “Battle of the Jeptas”
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event held at the Springdale High School auxiliary gym during Marshallese
Constitution Day, which shows the efforts of Marshallese, acting on behalf of
a nation and culture, to celebrate a value system based on coordinated efforts.
Connections
The geocultural and geopolitical connections between Americans and Marshallese are founded in the missionization of the atoll populations, which began
in the nineteenth century. In 1857 Protestant missionaries from Boston, in
cooperation with the American Board of Commissioners on Foreign Missions
(ABCFM), extended their successful campaign of religious conversion in the
Pacific (Hawai‘i) to the Marshall Islands. Christianized native Hawaiians were
trained by the ABCFM and sent to set up churches and the accompanying
schoolhouses in these Pacific Islands. While only a handful of Americans were
involved directly with the work of conversion, American Christian culture became the moral glue that bound these populations in the Pacific region, and as
the diaspora brought Marshallese into Middle America, with large Protestant
populations. The educational model of the church and schoolhouse and the
emphasis on oral expressivity as a way to appeal to higher powers also shaped
the relationship between the Americans and Marshallese. The moral and
aesthetic education of the Marshallese was even more so geared to American
individualism and socialization during the Cold War, which proves significant
in Marshallese cultural outreach in Springdale.
During the Cold War, it was US policy and practice to use music and education, and music as education, as cultural diplomacy to promote a “shared”
vision of humanity, democracy, and freedom, terms that are of course contested
when we consider the varied communal organization and ways of being of
populations that were devalued or ignored by the United States. Accounts of
US Cold War cultural diplomacy often dismiss its role or impact on the Pacific region, but the Marshall Islands figure prominently in the use of cultural
diplomacy by the United States to spread its ideology inside and outside the
islands. This was afforded by historical contingencies, such as the 1944 defeat
and expulsion of the Japanese by US troops and the coterminous promises
of freedom and protection. Drawing from previous cultural connections
established by American Protestant missionaries in the nineteenth century
and in efforts to maintain distinctions from the Japanese, who prohibited
Marshallese from Christian worship, President Harry S. Truman encouraged
Americans who occupied the islands to emphasize Christian practices and
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impart educational values and patriotic ideals by playing country and western
songs, which now are a genre called al in kaubowe (cowboy songs), on the US
military–operated radio.5
The Marshall Islands, in 1946, became part of an insidious component of
US cultural diplomacy rooted in the mass mediation of atomic testing. Over
“half the world’s supply of motion picture film” was sent to Bikini Atoll to
capture the mushroom clouds that plumed over the Pacific.6 The verbal transaction between the US representative, Commodore Ben H. Wyatt, and the
Bikinian representative Juda (coined “King Juda” by Wyatt) was a highly choreographed performance of international diplomacy, which was filmed, edited,
and circulated to promote US nuclear dominance disguised as collaboration
and friendship. Media dissemination of the event circulated worldwide and
connected the Marshall Islands to a Cold War imaginary of widespread freedom
and prosperity through mass destruction. Over twelve years (1946–58), the
United States detonated sixty-seven nuclear weapons, sending lethal radioactive
debris throughout the country and, in fact, the world. The powerful narrative of nuclear democracy and the media’s attention to visual representations
of the US nuclear arsenal, however, relegated the Bikinian people and other
Marshallese populations to a “silent past.”7
From 1947 through 1986, the United States administered the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands (TTPI), which included the atolls and islands of
Micronesia. The United States insisted that the area be designated a “strategic
trust” by the United Nations, which gave the United States the authority
to prohibit access to and deny movement out of areas of the territory for
security reasons.8 As trustee, the United States was obligated to protect the
rights, safety, and health of the island populations without discrimination
and advance educational attainment through infrastructural development.
US cultural hegemony shaped Marshallese practices and material conditions.
Government programs brought in teachers and Peace Corps volunteers to the
islands to provide a standard American-based educational experience, which
entailed reading, writing, and respect for US patriotism. Along those lines,
Christianity—vehemently discouraged during Japanese administration—was
reinforced for strategic purposes as the Truman administration encouraged
missionaries to revive the religion that connected Americans and Marshallese.
Modern technologies, like the motorboat that replaced the outrigger canoe,
displaced and devalued traditional Marshallese ways of doing and being. The
US military presence became an undeniable fact of life, most immediately
perhaps on Kwajalein, an atoll with the world’s largest lagoon, which the
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US military occupied after its World War II defeat of the Japanese and later
became central to the US antiballistic missile testing program in the 1960s as
well as the “Star Wars” missile defense system under President Ronald Reagan.
By the late 1970s there was a push toward decolonization throughout the
Pacific region, and the majority of the atolls supported the forging of a sovereign nation. Some Marshallese felt that the United States would eschew its
responsibilities if the country became an autonomous nation. For example, the
Bikinians voted against the RMI–US Compact of Free Association. Ultimately,
the agreement was signed by the two governments in 1986 and was renewed
in 2003. The Compact is an economic, political, and military agreement that
stems from nuclear damages and present-day military occupation of lands
for missile testing. The Compact allows Marshallese to live, work, and travel
“freely” in and between the United States and the RMI.9 While the terms of
the Compact ensure financial assistance and military protection to the RMI,
there is an espousal clause that states that the United States, having paid a lump
sum to cover nuclear damages, is absolved from further financial responsibilities for nuclear damages. This leaves the RMI to incur future expenses, costs
that are inadequately measured by the agreement.10 On April 5, 2010, the US
Supreme Court declined to hear a case for “just compensation,” a case brought
forward by the Bikinians, on the grounds that the Republic of the Marshall
Islands, as a sovereign nation in free association with the United States, must
“settle the claims of its citizens.”11
As a governmental complex, the RMI works to settle these claims, but given
the sociopolitical disparities between atoll groups, and the fact that currently
one-third of the entire Marshallese population now lives in the United States,
this is no easy task. The RMI has political representation in the United States
through its embassy in Washington, DC, and two consulates, one in Honolulu and the other in Springdale. Diplomatic relations that draw from, yet are
not beholden to, the colonial legacies and interactions between the cultures
are important mechanisms to explore how historical modes of representation affect certain claims to redress, social justice (e.g., equal access to health
programs, education), and cultural rights.12 Marshallese officials, particularly
the consul-generals, assist diasporic communities in navigating the laws and
procedures within their host nation and serve as diplomatic representatives.
Through their outreach efforts, they are agents of political change, which
manifests in particular ways as cultural diplomacy—a form of intercultural
knowledge production.13 The movement and settlement of Marshallese in
Arkansas has created surprising new articulations that maintain indigenous
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connections through educational exchanges. I now turn to an exploration of
the economic and cultural particularities that have necessitated Marshallese
outreach gestures in Springdale.
Springdale, Arkansas
In 2009 the RMI consulate in Costa Mesa, California, was closed and a new
consulate office was opened in Springdale, and Chong-Gum was appointed
consul-general. While there had been several cultural outreach efforts over the
five years prior to the consulate’s opening, the appointment of Chong-Gum,
who was previously the cultural liaison at the Northwest Arkansas Multicultural
Center, as its head diplomat began a concerted effort to advance the community and its culture. Chong-Gum, who was born in the Marshall Islands, does
not consider Springdale her home, calling it, in the words of Dale Carpenter’s
script for the 2005 documentary A New Island: The Marshallese in Arkansas, a
“new island in the middle of Arkansas.”14 This “new island” in Middle America
is devoid of other Pacific Islander groups. Unlike Hawai‘i or the West Coast,
there are no other islander communities with a long history of settlement and
interaction; the Marshallese are living in Springdale with no template.
The city sits at the crossroads of cultures, economies, and political pursuits.
It extends over two geographic regions (the Midwest and the South) and is
part of two counties (Washington and Benton). Springdale’s sudden demographic shift from 1990 through 2000 primed the residents’ reception of the
Marshallese and provided some of the infrastructural support that proved
important to cultural outreach efforts. Before 1990 primarily Anglo-Americans
populated the northwest corner of the state.15 Within a decade, the number
of nonwhites increased by 280 percent.16 Springdale, officially recognized by
the state as “The Poultry Capital of the World,” is home to Tyson Foods, a
Fortune 100 company and the world’s largest producer of protein; it is also
the city’s largest employer, with 4,300 employees. George’s, another poultry
producer, is the city’s second-largest employer at 2,500 employees, and Cargill,
which processes turkey at its Springdale facility, ranks fourth, with 1,200.17
The growing poultry industry prompted massive immigration into the area
in the 1990s, led by the Hispanic community. A 2007 study commissioned
by the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation in Arkansas noted that the state had
the fourth-fastest-growing immigrant population nationwide between 1990
and 2000, at 196 percent. Washington County’s foreign-born population
increased by 460 percent during that same decade.18 By 2010 the two coun-
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ties’ combined population had reached 424,404, compared with 210,908 just
twenty years earlier.19
Juxtaposed with Fayetteville, a liberal college town to the south, Springdale is
a conservative, business-oriented city. With the growth of the Hispanic population, which tripled to 12,000 between 1990 and 1995 alone, there were major
cultural clashes.20 In 1995 local business and government leaders established
the Multicultural Center of Northwest Arkansas to serve as a bridge between
business, government, and the community by providing information about
available service resources and offering translation and interpreter services,
primarily for the Latino population. The goals listed on the organization’s
now-defunct website are, first, to “stabilize the workforce,” second, to “solve
social problems, and develop financial and civic responsibility,” and third, to
develop “cultural understanding.”21 An infrastructure soon developed to meet
the needs of Spanish-language speakers. With the business-oriented focus of
many of the programs, small businesses owned by Hispanic entrepreneurs
began cropping up.22 Other nonprofit organizations and agencies that focused
on integration and better cultural relations between the Hispanics and white
populations emerged, including a chapter of the League of United Latin
American Citizens (LULAC). It is telling, however, that LULAC Council 754,
which was established out of concern for “the absence of an effective voice
for Latinos in this [northwest Arkansas] area,” was founded not in Springdale
but in Bentonville, a city experiencing a different sort of massive migration.23
Bentonville, north of Springdale, is home to the world’s largest retailer,
Walmart (fig. 1). In the 1990s a more affluent, diverse population that serviced
Walmart began relocating to the Bentonville area. Procter and Gamble was
the first large-scale supplier to open an office in the region in 1989. Hundreds
more followed suit. The boom began in 1993, as vendors flowed into northwest
Arkansas to be closer to Walmart headquarters.24 Having a permanent location
in the area meant suppliers and buyers played golf on the same courses and
attended church together, giving those with a local presence a major advantage,
especially given the unique Walmart culture that values personal connections.25
A new regional airport facility, surrounded by pasturelands and chicken
houses, yet large enough to land Air Force One and just miles from Walmart’s
major distribution center, was dedicated in 1998 by Arkansas native President
Bill Clinton.26 Business leaders began investing in these two Benton County
cities by, most visibly, building a high-end shopping center. Despite all the
beautification projects that focused on Rogers and Bentonville (Fayetteville to
the south was used as a model, with its green space and trail system), Spring-
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dale, which is home to the majority of
the region’s immigrants, was ignored by
influential donors.27 While the other three
major northwest Arkansas cities tout their
historical town squares, parks, and green-friendly buildings, dilapidated buildings and empty storefronts flank Springdale’s downtown main street, Emma
Avenue, with “For Lease” signs posted in the windows. The majority of the
Marshallese community resides on the eastern part of the city in apartment
complexes, duplexes, and rental homes (fig. 2).
For Marshallese, who have a nonimmigrant status, out-migration to
Springdale began in the mid-1980s, increased after 2000, and continues to
grow. Marshallese come to Arkansas to find employment, better health care,
and educational opportunities, to address environmental concerns (nuclear
contamination and climate change), and to join their families. The first Marshall Islander to arrive in the early 1980s, John Moody, had attended college
in Oklahoma on a scholarship, but dropped out and moved to Springdale to
work for Tyson. The post-2000 migration was prompted partly by a climbing
unemployment rate in the RMI from 30.9 percent in 1999 to 33.6 percent
in 2004 (projected).28 The RMI government is the nation’s largest employer,

Figure 1.

Walmart headquarters in Bentonville, Arkansas. Photo courtesy of April L. Brown.
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and reductions in the workforce in the late
1990s, as well as fears that cuts in Compact funds would restrict travel privileges,
contributed to the increase of Marshallese moving to Arkansas. Advertised
employment opportunities at Tyson motivated Marshallese to leave the RMI
for Arkansas. In 2001 an indictment by the federal government accused Tyson
Foods of human trafficking, namely, smuggling illegal workers from Mexico
and Central America and providing them with fake documentation.29 The
“largest case brought against an American company involving the smuggling
of immigrants” led the multinational company to actively recruit Marshallese, whose legal status was clear, especially with added visa and employment
restrictions after the events on September 11, 2001.30 The relatively low cost
of living in Arkansas, compared with Hawai‘i and California, has been a factor
in terms of diasporic relocation.31
The Marshallese community tended to remain under the radar, partly because of its purposeful self-segregation. However, as the Marshallese population
grew in Springdale throughout the decade—a 294 percent increase between
2000 and 2010—so too did the negative press and stigmatization of the community.32 Marshallese were presented as having high leprosy and tuberculosis
Figure 2.

Map of Northwest Arkansas. Google Maps.
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rates, unsanitary living conditions given overcrowding, and inappropriate parent–child relationships.33 Their reported reluctance to seek medical attention
and a reliance on traditional healing practices caused spats of panic among
the local population, many of whom feared potential outbreaks of infectious
diseases, which they blamed on the Marshallese.34 The Marshallese community also encountered legal problems over lost passports and I-94 work cards,
driving without a license or insurance, and violating various municipal noise
disturbance laws.35 The belief that all Marshallese residents receive a hefty check
from the US government as compensation for US nuclear testing still fuels
resentment from many local residents. When the Marshallese were not the
subject of negative reporting by the local media, they were showcased in static
picture form, “exotics” with their colorful clothing, singing, and dancing.36
Stigmatization combined with the communal and close-knit nature of the
community often precludes interaction with non-Marshallese residents. Saturdays are often spent celebrating keemem, first birthdays, and Sundays spent
worshiping at church. Softball, volleyball, and basketball tournaments for men
and women are common, especially when held in conjunction with celebrations
like RMI Constitution Day (celebrated in the United States on Memorial Day
weekend), Namdrik Day, and Jaluit Day, among others. Like in the Islands,
Marshallese families are large, and often three generations share the same living
space. Individualism is not as valued as communality and collectivity.
The negative feedback loop between social marginalization and continued
maintenance of insular diasporic communities was addressed in a 2012 article
by the anthropologist Laurence Marshall Carucci, “You’ll Always Be Family:
Formulating Marshallese Identities in Kona, Hawai‘i.” Carucci writes,
On the Big Island, Marshallese have no control over the larger milieu within which they live.
This unanticipated insecurity has driven them toward insularity within their own group. It
has heightened their commitment to “being Marshallese,” and their Marshallese identity
has been fashioned and reinforced through an elaboration of daily routines that involve
members of the community with one another and separate them from non-Marshallese.37

In Springdale, Marshallese ways of being and doing—Marshallese cultural
practices—are sometimes viewed by non-Marshallese as a refusal to recognize
the region’s societal norms, but there are other cultural practices that are respected, such as Marshallese devotion to Protestant worship.
Away from other Oceanic communities, Marshallese have to overcome
many obstacles when relocating to Springdale. Language barriers and low levels
of educational attainment leave few employment opportunities for Marshal-
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lese beyond entry-level positions, and very few Marshallese fill supervisor or
management roles. Discrimination, at work and in schools, given a lack of
cultural or situational understanding is compounded by different modes of
communication. Americans tend to be more confrontational than Marshallese,
and outward criticisms can be taken harshly. For example, some public school
officials vocally criticize what they perceive as parents’ lack of interest or support for their children’s education, going so far as to show up at Marshallese
houses and berate parents, who, without command of the English language
themselves, are left feeling ashamed and without recourse.
Transportation in Springdale is a problem for many Marshallese who are
used to living with extended family and thus sharing vehicles with family and
friends. Tardiness or failure to show up for work has been cause for suspension
without pay. Essential documents like applications, insurance forms, and tax
documents are seldom translated into Marshallese. Neither are safety signs in
workplaces or the public transit schedule. The Marshallese generally work second and third shifts, which means that they are not there when their children
return home from school, when extracurricular activities commence, or when
parent–teacher conferences are scheduled. Most Marshallese do not have insurance. Given the health problems within the community, particularly diabetes,
visits to the hospital emergency room are more frequent than are checkups.
When in the hospital, the Marshallese are sometimes mistreated.38 Certainly,
suspicions of American doctors and health care in general are a legacy of the
testing era, particularly among Marshallese who, unwittingly, were part of a
secret US study on the effects of radiation on human beings, Project 4.1.39
Amid these struggles, there also exist people within both communities
who acknowledge the need for transcultural education and acceptance. The
realization in both communities and between their official representatives
is important. So too is the Marshallese custom to welcome outsiders into
their community activities, such as a church service or national celebration.
Further, an outsider’s attendance and interest in Marshallese culture is usually
celebrated. There is some economic advancement as well. Marshallese businesses are opening up, and although some close within months, the Marshallese
entrepreneurs who choose to set up shop are making statements by claiming a
stake in the local economic topography. Some local businesses, like video stores,
grocery stores, and Asian restaurants, are beginning to target the Marshallese
in their advertising. Marshallese were once targeted in advertisements only by
bail bondsmen, check cashers, and used car dealers, which contributed to the
aforementioned stereotypes.
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As a “compact community” (what appears to be a relatively marginal, isolated social formation) redefined through quotidian dynamics and exceptional
performances, the Marshallese community in Springdale has both maintained
a degree of insularity, given cultural and economic barriers, and shifted the
tendency, in large part, because of the RMI government’s encouragement,
particularly through the Springdale consulate, to invest in cultural outreach
performances. While for some an island conjures up notions of insularity and
isolation, it is important to recall that, for Marshallese, an island (aelōñ) is the
land above the currents. The currents provide the pathways to other islands
and families. Scholarship on Oceanic perspectives, particularly Epeli Hau‘ofa,
who views the Pacific as a “sea of islands” rather than “islands in a far sea,” has
also worked to disentangle notions of migration and diaspora from processes
of rupture and fragmentation.40 Thinking beyond Springdale’s municipality
as “landlocked” in the middle of America, the metaphor of the “new island”
reanimates the land and its possibilities for connection—connection with
Americans and their government and connection with Marshallese heritage.
Both, Chong-Gum believes, can be achieved through cultural diplomacy,
which, in her terms, are projects that raise cultural awareness with specific
educational, political, and economic goals in mind. The sound worlds that
follow animate histories left out of Springdale school district’s history books;
these are complex histories that are approached through many musical voices
and bodies circulating outside the processing plants of Tyson Foods.
Affective Diplomacy
On February 28, 2013, at NorthWest Arkansas Community College (NWACC)
in Bentonville, two Bikinians, Nixon Jibas and his cousin Jim Lewis, sang “I jab
pad mol.” Their performance was part of Marshall Islands Nuclear Victims and
Survivors Memorial and Remembrance Day 2013, an RMI-recognized holiday to commemorate the Bravo detonation, the largest thermonuclear device
detonated by the United States that sent irradiated coral dust across inhabited
atolls in the Marshall Islands. The event was part of a themed semester focused
on the Marshall Islands at the college, coordinated by Professor April Brown,
the school’s Honors Program director. The themed semester was instituted in
2009 as an interdisciplinary program to bring in speakers, performers, and local
specialists in the area to the classroom. The Marshall Islands–themed semester
was also intended to dispel negative stereotypes and counter the decreasing
enrollment of Marshallese students. Event planners at the college reached out
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to Chong-Gum to coordinate programming, and the consul-general suggested
that the Remembrance Day be held at the college. During the event, ChongGum read a message from RMI president Christopher Loeak that demanded
all classified documents pertaining to the testing be released to the Marshallese.
Then, Faith Jibas, Nixon’s wife, introduced the Bikinian anthem. The musical
performance that followed—an affective act of cultural diplomacy—served as
the catalyst for future educational outreach efforts.
Hundreds of Bikinians reside in Springdale. Politically aware and mobilized, the Bikinians remain committed to their Cold War mediated status as
exceptional exiles. Many Bikinians view their legal dialogue with US officials
in the form of direct testimony to Congress, lawsuits filed against the US
government, and compensation, as US legitimization of their sacrifice made
during the nuclear testing period and recognition of their exceptionalism as a
people distinct from other Marshallese. Jack Niedenthal, an American serving
as the Bikinian Trust Liaison, interviewed Bikinian iroij (chief ) Dretin Jokdru
about the US-Bikinian relationship. After Jokdru stressed that the US-Bikinian
relationship should never end, Niedenthal asked how he would react if the
United States did not live up to its obligations. Jokdru responded, “We will
remind them of our history together, we will remind them of how we have
sacrificed for them, then we will ask them to continue to take care of us. That
was their promise and we will hold them to it.”41 Jokdru spoke of the Bikinians’
direct, intimate relationship with the US government, a relationship he viewed
as reciprocal. Thus the manner in which Bikinians reach out to Americans
through an affective diplomacy is possible only by making legible the terms
of the Bikinians’ removal.
“Men otemjej rej ilo bein Anij” (Everything is in God’s hands), the words
King Juda said to Commodore Wyatt that performatively transferred Bikini Atoll to the US military for testing, has become the Bikinian motto or
MORIBA—an acronym for Juda’s words. These words are now central in Bikinians’ oral histories of the testing as motivation to reflect on and share their
present-day concerns, embodying their original diplomat—King Juda. The
ever-present MORIBA appears on T-shirts and baseball caps, and is painted
in shoe polish on the back window of pickup trucks owned by Bikinians in
Arkansas and Oklahoma, which borders Arkansas to the west.42 The Bikinians
in Springdale created a MORIBA club, and Nixon Jibas is the president. For
the past five years, he has been hosting “Bikini Day” in March to mark the anniversary of the 1946 removal of the Bikinians from their atoll in preparation
for US nuclear testing, and to commemorate Bravo, the weapon that left his
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customary land uninhabitable. For Bikinians,
this is their “national holiday” at which they
sing their “national anthem” and raise their
“national flag” (fig. 3). These national symbols
were codified in 1987 as a response to the
Compact, which prohibited Marshallese redress in the US courts, and their
circulation resists the notion of “free association” and demands a rehearing.
Rather than invoke an explicit indigeneity or cultural dynamicism, Bikinians tend to secure themselves in their “nation” and their people because the
“known Bikini”—the majority of Bikinians today have never seen Bikini Atoll,
their namesake—is a myth and mediated abstraction. By stressing themselves
a “nation,” Bikinians resist the US Supreme Court’s decision that the RMI
should settle their claims and align themselves with the US nation (as opposed
to the RMI). Some see a kinship with the neighboring Cherokee nation, a
highly visible indigenous group forcibly removed by the United States to
eastern Oklahoma. Through association, and particularly musical expression,
Bikinians remind us of their status as indigenous nuclear nomads. Nixon Jibas
feels that proximity to Americans is advantageous (or should be) in the pursuit
of justice for “[his] people, the Bikinians.”43

Figure 3.

The Bikinian flag is held during May Day
celebrations in Springdale, Arkansas, by
a member of the MORIBA Club. Photo
courtesy of April L. Brown.
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Even if the words are not explicit, my interlocutors explained that the motto
MORIBA underlies certain musical expressions. Bikinians feel that singing,
literally, connects them with Americans and allows them to maintain a complex
national-indigenous self-determination by employing their voice in intelligible
musical forms, resisting unintelligibility, and preserving vocal traditions that
animate cross-generational sociality and education. As the Bikinian councilman Hinton Johnson explained:
Even though the words men otemjej rej ilo bein Anij are not explicitly said in the national
anthem, when you talk about MORIBA, you always imagine the national anthem. So, we
always sing the anthem and then say the words, and then we pray for the words. This is how
the MORIBA always goes with the anthem.44

At the remembrance event held at the community college following Faith
Jibas’s introduction and before singing the Bikinian anthem, Nixon Jibas
opened with a brief disclaimer, “Myself and my cousin over here, we will try
our best. There are over 400 people from Bikini here in Northwest Arkansas,
but as you all can see, there is only two of us, but we will try.” On the last
words, his voice lilts and then lowers. “We will go from here,” he says softly.
Jibas marks, with his words and affective delivery, a Bikinian people severed.
He later explained that he was anxious because he felt as though he were in
charge of the “most important part of the ceremony.” As the men begin to
sing, their voices are shaky, and midway through the first phrase, both men
begin to cry. Brown noted the impact of the performance on the crowd, in
that there seemed not to be a dry eye in the entire room of about one hundred Marshallese and fifty non-Marshallese attendees. Many of the college’s
students and staff in attendance, most of whom remained long after the event’s
conclusion, remarked how the Bikinians’ performance was the most moving
of the afternoon.45
Crying as an emotional reach, and affective gesture to Bikinians and
Americans alike, inflects the musical material, the phrasing, the melody that
was most likely derived from one or another combination of a nineteenthcentury Western navigation song, a Japanese tune, and a hymn. There is the
audible struggle toward “peace” (the word aenōmman that follows the men’s
˙ ˙is the affective and material
silence) in the loss of voice because of crying, which
representation of sadness—the emotion experienced when there is a loss, and
the consequent inability to sing together, or harmonize. The performance, as
a diplomatic gesture, also exists in the concentration of the word peace, when
the men stabilize their voices in a dynamic swell.
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You know, that was another thing, singing in front of Americans and knowing you guys are
there and that is where all this—the moving of people—came from. It’s really a different
experience because you know you are showing Americans that we are still here. We are in
Arkansas 60 years later.46

Jibas explained, “My own meaning, ‘I jab pad mol, aet I jab pad’ is like
I’m telling myself not to relax, you know. I want to do something and get it
done with other people and let the world know, ‘hey, we’re from this island.
We are the reason why this world is peaceful. It is because of our people.’”
When referring to “our people,” Jibas says that he is referring to Bikinians.47
The cry breaks in the anthem are the reflective spaces to recall a promise of
freedom, a rhetoric of peace, and a national sentiment inscribed in a silent,
violent historical amnesia that a song of mourning turned national anthem
aims to amplify. Bikinians in Arkansas are concerned that their contributions
will continue to be unrecognized by Americans unless they assert themselves
as distinct and legible. “I jab pad mol” was translated in the program, and
the historical events that led to this musical performance were explained to
the audience. In the assessment of critical song choices, Bikinians choose to
reveal the production of their global exceptionalism as part of an imagined
American exceptionalism.
The Bikinians’ affective performance at NWACC opened avenues for future
educational outreach. The event made the front page of the local newspaper
the next day. “Testing Impact Still Echoing: Thermonuclear Detonation Shapes
Marshallese Lyrics,” was the headline in the Benton County Daily Record.48 The
story was also picked up by the state’s main newspaper, the Arkansas Democrat
Gazette, which ran it regionally. Ultimately, the story prompted a radio story,
“Marshallese Atomic Songs,” by the local National Public Radio affiliate,
KUAF. The reporter Jacqueline Froelich, who has shown interest in the Marshallese, whom she calls “Ozark Islanders,” interviewed me about the subject;
the program ran in June 2013.49 The Bikinian gesture of cultural diplomacy
and the tears and cross-cultural dialogue it evoked among Marshallese and
American audience members was also the direct impetus behind the founding of the Marshallese Educational Initiative (MEI).50 The Springdale-based
nonprofit is the first in the United States established to promote cultural and
historical awareness of the Marshallese through educational programming.
The Bikinian performance also provided inspiration to those who planned
the “Battle of the Jeptas.”
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Battle of the Jeptas
The thirty-fifth RMI Constitution Day was held in Springdale May 23–26,
2014. In the RMI, Constitution Day, or “R.M.I Jemenei Day” as it is advertised in Arkansas on flyers and Facebook posts, is held on May 1, but in the
United States, it is held over Memorial Day weekend, which gives Marshallese
more time to celebrate and allows family members and sports teams visiting
from out of state (or country) a holiday weekend in which to travel. That the
events are held over what the United States recognizes as a day to remember
those who died in the service of the nation is also telling of the sacrifices that
all Marshallese have made and continue to make, whether it’s their own lands
or bodies, for the United States to maintain strategic interests and military
readiness.51 Marshallese take the imperial nationalistic time-space and insert
their cultural productions.
The cover for the Constitution Day program visually represents the optic
of Marshallese centrality and provides clues to indigenous customs that are
key to survival in diaspora. Three flags surround the national seal of the RMI:
the United States, Arkansas, and the RMI. The Arkansas state flag is located
centrally, under the seal, positioning it as an intermediary. Below the array
of national symbols reads “Iniwijet Lōkadimdim,” which is the theme of the
2014 celebration, along with a sketch of a traditional outrigger canoe with
sail and a close-up picture of the sennit (ekkwal) rope knot pattern that holds
the parts of the canoe in place.
Iniwijet Lōkadimdim is a Marshallese proverb that comes from navigational
terminology; it describes how to tie the rope tightly so that the canoe stays
together. This oft-cited “metaphor for life” means that there are different ways
a community can be together, but to be strong and united, the community’s
members must work toward a common goal. The planning committee felt that
the archaic proverb resonated with the diasporic community in Springdale,
and through the weekend’s activities, the common goal of togetherness and
cultural persistence was strengthened. For the past two RMI Constitution
Day celebrations, an important goal has been to reach out to non-Marshallese
residents with a gesture of cultural diplomacy, according to Chong-Gum.
This has been attempted through the production titled “Marshall Islands late
Christmas Festival in Northwest Arkansas showcasing Battle of Jepta Concert.”52
Marshallese from all atolls participate in the festivities that mark the official beginning of the Christmas season (Kūrijmōj). These activities entail
competition between songfest (song and dance) groups (jepta) made up of
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church congregation members, most frequently teenagers and young adults,
who practice late into the night for weeks leading up to the Christmas season.
The word jepta is a Marshallese pronunciation of the English word chapter, a
reference to chapters in the Bible. In addition to its roots in Christianity, the
jepta performance itself has deeper meaning in Marshallese traditional culture.
Carucci states of Kūrijmōj that “[it] not only seeks the renewal of life; simultaneously, it is life in the process of its actualization or becoming.”53 It is
a celebratory exchange geared to prosperity, and it therefore depends on the
maintenance of the social roles for reproduction. The jepta performances entail
gendered separation and coordinated physical movements based on following the orders called out by the lyrics and prompted by a militaristic whistle
blown by the group leader, who also shouts directions. Today, the Yamaha
keyboard autorhythmic accompaniment enables the group to stay in time and
piit (beat-dance) together. The songfests and piit dances afford mobility into
the protected church environment, and in diaspora, they are signs of cultural
mobility as well.
In 2009, when I lived on Ejit Island (Majuro Atoll, RMI), the island’s youth
director, whom I knew simply as Randy, told me about the performance by his
jepta that I had watched the night before. It was written by one of the older
women living on Ejit.
[Our performance] last night was about a fight. This was not a real fight, it’s just an analogy,
but it was a fight between the east and the west [tracts of land on the island]. The fight was
about who was the best at making up songs and dramas. The song is about who you are, what
you do, and how you make the jepta, or how you work with the singing group. The song
is about your life, it [provides commentary on] your life. Wherever you go, you bring this
[song], enjoy the [music], and the goods. So the song talks about your life to make it good.54

Randy moved from talking about the performance to talking about the song,
which spoke of the actions in the performance and pointed to the historical
composition of the jepta. Each group’s identity was based on one’s tract of land
and inheritance, and it is a product of potentially alienable chiefly land. Who
cares the most for their land? Who cares most for their people? Who cares
most for their lineage? The occasion for musical performance allows people
to learn from their elders, share their life stories, and archive their customary
skills in a performance that concerns how well they know how to care for
their inheritance.
Jeptas have been held in Springdale in Marshallese churches for over a decade. In the Marshall Islands, jeptas reflected clan (“family”) or atoll identities.
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Interlocutors have pointed out that audience members were quick to note the
characteristic jepta from Ebon or Namdrik as examples. In the United States,
the churches are composed of Marshallese from different atolls, and the jepta
reflects not the clan but the church (although sometimes a family orientation
will dominate a church). The songs and choreography of the jeptas are imports
from the RMI that come from the generation older than the performers and
speak to a more cosmopolitan indigeneity aimed at promoting, or preserving,
a culture based on national affiliation.
The function of jepta in Marshallese diaspora promotes a similar mode of
intergenerational learning through oral tradition and performance. Marshallese living in Springdale sometimes are unfamiliar with jepta composition and
choreography, and thus adopt (and adapt) preexisting songs and dances from
the RMI, the knowledge of which is brought over by recent transplants. Jepta
affords Marshallese Americans (US citizens) and Marshallese who moved to
Springdale at a young age the opportunity to participate in jitdam kapeel.55
˙
The contemporary usage of jitdam kapeel affords a broader contextualization,
˙
perhaps definition, of the family—in a global sense (possibly even religious).
The proverb implies a process of personal growth and communal empowerment that stems from an openness to engage with others, a number of others,
by asking questions, listening thoughtfully, synthesizing different answers, and
sharing information. This type of education depends more on the learning
participant to ask questions, rather than imagine a prescribed curriculum, and
it takes into consideration that not everything has an answer. Jitdam kapeel
˙
also necessitates a space for Marshallese to ask these questions and to welcome
others into their space to make appeals for knowledge and simply to be heard.
Jeptas take place everywhere that significant Marshallese diasporic communities are found and are performed in Marshallese churches or at rented
locations, such as Springdale’s Bingo Hall, which I witnessed in 2011. The
performances are occasionally attended by a few non-Marshallese, but the
events are not advertised in non-Marshallese circles; attendance is free. There
are no printed programs that detail the lineup, and there is no prize for a winner. The term competition is loosely implied in that respect, where winning
and losing are flexible terms.
The “Battle of Jepta Concert,” held on May 24, 2013, at the Springdale
High School gym, or as it is referred to by the Marshallese community, Bulldog,
named after the school’s mascot, was a very different kind of event from those
performed in the churches, and it communicates, more than anything, a morenuanced appreciation for the attention to performance of a cultural knowledge
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that is at once revealed and concealed, and the “unevenness” of cultural translation.56 For Chong-Gum, the event epitomized her conceptualization of “cultural
diplomacy.” Determined to secure scholarships for Marshallese high school
students in Springdale to encourage college enrollment, she conceived of a plan
to raise funds for tuition while promoting cultural awareness. Chong-Gum
and Antia Tomeing-Iban, a Marshallese community liaison for the Springdale
school district, did the majority of the planning along with other Marshallese
school liaisons, but also included regular meetings with church leaders and a
few Springdale educators. A major task for the core planning committee was
the development of a judge’s score sheet. Chong-Gum typed up a program for
the judges with the lineup of speakers and jepta groups (denoted by church
affiliation), but unlike the Bikinian performance at Nuclear Remembrance
Day, it provided no other cultural context, lyrical translations, or descriptions
of performance choreography. The only song in which lyrics and an English
translation were provided was the RMI anthem.
Often, Marshallese appeal to or engage Americans on nationalist terms.
The translation of the RMI anthem gave Americans access to an imagined
understanding of its meaning—an access via ideological familiarity. But nation
and culture, although there is a national culture, cannot be conflated here. The
jepta—the main cultural diplomatic gesture—existed almost separately from
the RMI anthem, which was performed with a reverent, stoic affect.
The event was advertised through the schools, Facebook, Marshallese
churches, and by word of mouth, but the planning committee did not involve
the local media.57 Chong-Gum hoped her outreach efforts would be achieved
by opening the jepta to the American judges and students.58 Marshallese elders
and pastors, as well as non-Marshallese educators from Springdale, were invited to judge the competition. I was one of the guest judges at the first event.
Chong-Gum explained that she researched to see if other jepta competitions
had occurred in other states and how they were organized; none had. She also
worked with the planning committee to identify what would be appealing to
and valued by Americans, in terms of music-centered performances, which
usually involve winners and losers. The committee then designed a scoring
rubric based on judges’ forms that are typically used in the United States for
musical competitions and dance performances. The celebration of Marshallese culture–turned–Americanized competition, for some performers, became
more about the competition than community. One of the jepta that did not
win in 2013 decided not to perform in the 2014 concert, citing that they were
not told of specific requirements beforehand that were on the scorecard, and
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according to their leader, the group members thought that they had outperformed the other jeptas.59
For the Marshallese judges, the performances were about cultural specificity
that the non-Marshallese judges, for the most part, knew nothing about. I was
told by a Marshallese elder sitting next to me that my score for one song was
too low. “She sings like a bird. Her voice is clear, and that makes it beautiful,”
he said. Amazed by the intervention, I wrote his comment down. We Americans were supposed to ask and learn about a culture through a traditionally
based performance without having any knowledge or specific instruction as
to context or content. To my left sat the American educators (four), and to
my right were the Marshallese judges (six). Those on my right watched with
confidence, and those on my left looked on with an appreciative confusion.60
The Marshallese judges held the sway and the resources. We were given no
instructions pertaining to the scorecard (fig. 4).
The event raised a modest amount of money, with no specific number
reported by the RMI consulate or the high school. Two scholarships were
awarded, which were announced at the 2014 competition, but some members
of the Marshallese community feel the scholarship is exclusionary because it
is available only to students who graduated from Springdale high schools,
thus excluding graduates from schools in neighboring cities. One high school
graduate, who now attends NWACC, refused to apply based on his view that
this stipulation of exclusion went against Marshallese culture. “There are
Marshallese students in other schools,” he said. “They should all be allowed
to apply; it’s not manit [tradition or way of doing things].”61
In 2014 the winning jepta group was from the First Marshallese Full Gospel
Church (fig. 5). Their performance centered on navigation and showcased
the process of building a canoe from selecting the breadfruit tree to tying the
knots tightly to sending the canoe off to sea. Marshallese canoe-building and
navigational songs, like the Tongan tau’a’alo (paddling songs), are cultural
metaphors for coordinated efforts and conviviality, what Marshallese term ippān
doon, or togetherness.62 The synchronized rhythms and dance steps and the
call and response (in unison) audibly realize these values, which speak to how
Marshallese, as a collective culture, understand freedom in a performative sense.
In contrast to freedom as the power of an individual to exercise her will
and as something inherently desirable and positive, Marshallese understand
freedom to mean both “liberty” or “to take liberties.” Like many from Oceania,
Marshallese view themselves as interdependent and define identity through interconnectedness with others.63 My interlocutors in Springdale define freedom
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in terms of the group, that is, “living in peace
with our neighbors,” “working together,” and
“maintaining our traditions.”64 The morphemes that make up the word anemkwōj (an: “his soul; her soul; his; her;
hers; its”) (em/im: “and”) (kwōj: “you are”) evince the Marshallese conceptual
foundation of freedom, as well as its connotation as both good and bad (rather
than “neither”) within the performative order of ippān doon.

Figure 4.

Judges’ scorecard.
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The group won, according to one of the
Marshallese judges, because (1) they “hit all
the boxes” within a seven-minute time limit,
(2) they fulfilled the motto of 2014 Jemenei
Day by presenting a song and dance about preparing the canoe, (3) their tight
coordination reinforced the song’s meaning and also evidenced thorough
preparation, and (4) they “sang with their diaphragms” at the highest volume
and conveyed emotion through this presentation.65 The youth advisers of the
Full Gospel Church, those who directed the group, had never directed a jepta
in such a competition prior to this. Bale Jemot and Henety Jemot, a young
couple in their late twenties, hail from Majuro and moved to Springdale in
2013, having spent the last three years in Maui. A relative who recently moved
to Springdale from Majuro shared the song and accompanying movements of
the performance, which originated in Majuro. The group performed the song/
dance at Christmas in 2013, but because the motto of the 2014 Jemenei Day
was so close to their dance, they decided to perform it again for the concert
(fig. 6).
Figure 5.

Jepta members of the Full Gospel Church
perform in Springdale, Arkansas. Photo
courtesy of April L. Brown.
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In addition to symbolizing Marshallese
“freedom,” the process of remembering how
to build a canoe, together, counters the Cold
War “violence of forgetting” that accompanied
US cultural diplomacy in the islands. Dirk Spennemann, working for the RMI
Historic Preservation Office, noted the postwar disappearance of the canoe
because of a Marshallese preference for American imports and outboard motors.
According to Spennemann, there was an “overall perception that any western

Figure 6.

Chart detailing jepta performance with
summary translation in English.
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development, any western goods are intrinsically superior, and by implication,
everything traditional is bad or backward, and impending the individual’s
‘progress.’”66 A general interest in maintaining traditional canoe-building skills
and sailing did not resurface until a few years ago.67 Joseph Genz discusses this
resurgence and points to the difficulties in preserving cultural knowledge while
safeguarding “knowledge-based positions of identity” and deferring to the iroij,
who traditionally has power over knowledge transmission.68
Because the specialized language of navigation is still known only to a few,
literal translation of the jepta lyrics is difficult, and most of the teens who
performed the winning jepta were unfamiliar with the words. Thus, while a
number of formal, structural, and musical elements of the performance are
an adaptation of colonial materials, the content extends beyond the national
coherence of “the Marshallese” and promotes a production of knowledge and
communication that reaches back three thousand years ago when Austronesians first traveled on large voyaging canoes to the atolls and islands.69 The
seafaring travelers stayed and braved the harsh environment of the low-lying
coral atolls and “[made them habitable] by introducing staple crops such as
coconuts, pandanus, breadfruit, taro, and arrowroot and changing the ecology
of many of the islands to support these species.”70 The islanders developed
communications patterns that enabled alliances and dependencies between
the atoll populations, all of which through the late nineteenth century relied
on canoe navigation.71
For such travel, the Marshallese used unique techniques of celestial and
wave pattern navigation and are the only people to have developed a special
stick (mattang or wapepe) chart as a teaching tool prior to the voyages.72 This
visual depiction of the intersecting waves, mirrored, refracted, reflected, and
deflected, was remembered by recitation while the navigators were on their
journey. Oceanic mobility allowed for interatoll warfare, or the competition
over land, which was ultimately the “competition for statuses which entail
power, influence, privilege, and the control of valued resources.”73 The system of
land tenure, structured around land parcels (wāto), framed social organization.
Beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century, American missionaries and German colonial authorities greatly shaped Marshallese society
and cultural expressivity, as they experimented with methods of controlling,
disciplining, or silencing the indigenous populations. Christian and colonial
disciplinary procedures, such as drills, counting, and line dancing, became ensconced in the daily routines and cultural lives of Marshallese. The missionaries
condemned traditional dress, dance, and roros (chants). In 1885 the Marshall
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Islands became a German protectorate, and the German colonial government
became the first to assume political authority over the indigenous population.
Germany, which had recognized iroojḷapḷap Kabua as “King,” also altered social
organization through the ban of interatoll warfare.74
Jeptas’s militaristic elements come from a tradition of competition over
land, given the scarcity and customary means of land acquisition (lineagebased warfare) and, through necessity, blended Christianity with elements
of traditional warfare that took shape as entertainment for colonial officials.
Performance marks precolonial expressivity through some of the dance movements, the roro, and Marshallese poetry, and it also resounds a shared history
of Oceanic colonial encounters. There are two “marching” components of the
jepta: the “marching in” and the “marching dance.” In the Marshall Islands,
this is referred to as maaj (from “march”), and similar dances with local variations on the name “march” exist throughout Micronesia. It is unclear when
Marshallese began performing maaj, but there is speculation that it began during the German colonial period. The marching drills and the whistle-blowing
maintain a colonial aesthetic and regiment. Call and response was a feature
of some precolonial chants. The lyrics are a mix of archaic and contemporary
Marshallese. Occasionally, English words and phrases are used. Regional color
punctuates the performances, which in the case of Arkansas results in encouraging audience shouts of “yee-haw.”
With all cultural outreach efforts, it is important to assess whether participants found them effective, and if so, why and how. Steven, one of the jepta
whistle-blowers from the 2013 contest, shared that he believed that the event
helped carry on Marshallese culture and tradition, though he admitted he really
did not understand what the movements meant. Though jepta is not a topic
discussed among him and his peers at school, some of his Hispanic friends
saw him perform on YouTube, and, he said that “they thought it was cool.”75
Albious Latior, community leader and Jemenei Day secretary, commented
on the importance of “jepta as cultural diplomacy” and exemplification of
jitdam kapeel:
˙
I think it is a good way to [share] our culture with other cultures. But, I think what is most
important is that all the kids in the group know what they are doing. I imagine if we did a
survey on all the participants, asking them if they understand what the song and movements
mean, about 99% would not know. I think it is important that we teach the performers—
the Marshallese who grew up here [Springdale]—the content of the performance and each
movement. Yesterday, I called Lester from Full Gospel [Church and 2014 jepta winner],
and I asked him if he wanted to speak about his involvement [for this essay]. He said he
didn’t know if he could because he “just” blows the whistle. I said, “really?” The younger
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generation, like Lester, they need to learn from my generation—whether it is building a
canoe, building a house, tying a knot, shoveling, or how to turn on a generator—they need
to know how to do these things in real life.76

Chong-Gum, who approves of the evolution of jepta to incorporate new
customs and traditions, added, “Years from now, maybe the jepta won’t be
about running after the pigs or after the chickens, running after them and
trying to kill them in certain ways, but they’ll be performing dances on how
they work at Tyson Foods, preparing the chickens in that way. Then Tyson
will be in the lyrics.”77
Planned to raise scholarships for Marshallese students to attend college,
the Battle of the Jeptas event provides the Marshallese a venue to showcase an
important aspect of their traditional culture to Americans. While catering to
some aspects of American culture, particularly by inviting American teachers
to participate as judges, it also very subtly turns the power dynamic on its head
by retaining jitdam kapeel, the Marshallese educational value, through reinforc˙ of Marshallese heritage, connections, and communality.
ing the importance
Americans are put in a position to judge and provided an Americanized score
sheet, but are forced to learn about the culture through asking questions and
observing, and thus requires them to seek knowledge in a communal fashion.
Concluding Thoughts
Through these historical connections in this particular place and space, even in
the face of various inequalities, the Marshallese have attempted to have a voice
and engage Americans through acts of cultural diplomacy. Cultural diplomacy,
as defined by Consul-General Chong-Gum, is a gesture made only when
the Marshallese consulate is involved. However, the term cultural diplomacy
takes on a more-nuanced, broader understanding when we look through the
performative acts of the community and the voices of the community itself.
Cultural diplomacy puts pressure on American notions of freedom as obtainable only through American individualism. Marshallese cultural diplomacy
upholds value of Marshallese ways of being and doing, specifically through
ippān doon, which relies on presenting these connections within the larger
community and invokes a greater sense of history through communal projects
whose parameters are defined by the Marshallese.
These Marshallese musical modes of diplomacy allow us to recognize certain
limitations of the RMI–US Compact of Free Association. Political terms, such
as “culture,” “diplomacy,” and “freedom,” when understood cross-culturally,

808 | American Quarterly

are not “empty signifiers” but rather ways of learning how to live in the world
together. In music and musical performances, Marshallese extend and expand
on their cultural understandings of these terms. Therefore, when we take the
time to listen to diplomatic efforts as unique cultural productions that are
innovative gestures toward negotiating social and political advancements in a
specific place (here, Springdale, Arkansas), we can better access the importance
of the limits of the Compact.
While both performances are intended to raise awareness and participate in
the “entrepreneurial spirit” of Springdale, the Bikinian anthem reminds Americans, through an affective display of sadness, of their mediated exceptionality
that is often forgotten as part of US Cold War international relations (and is,
at times, reduced to military strategy). The vocal performance of the anthem
recalls the violence of nuclear testing and the displaced peoples who are now
subject to diabetes and other health issues. The Battle of the Jeptas challenges
US Cold War cultural diplomacy that devalued Marshallese ways of knowing
at the cultural and educational level, by shaping the program toward perceived
cultural interests of Americans, all the while retaining the Marshallese values
of togetherness, ippān doon.
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