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This zine is part of a larger public scholarship project
taken on by our Indigenous Histories (1887-present)
class at Carleton College.

We, the creators of this zine, are non-Native
students. We have not endured any of the violences
discussed in this zine, and as such cannot speak to
the experiences of Bikinian people.  We only seek to
amplify their voices and work. 

As students at Carleton, we inherit a legacy of settler
colonial dispossession and genocide. Carleton was
established in 1866, three years after Dakota people
were forcibly removed from their land following the
U.S. - Dakota war of 1862. We are on Dakota land. 

 CW: This zine will explore topics of colonization,
nuclear violence, and displacement. 



ENVIRONMENTALISM           
VS. 
ENVIRONMENTAL
JUSTICE

Mainstream environmentalism is an ideology and
movement that addresses broad areas of
environmental concern such as resource
extraction/depletion,  air & water pollution,
biodiversity loss, and climate change. The movement
began in the 1960s, with the nuclear testing on Bikini
Atoll being one of the catalyst events that sparked
action, along with various other oil and chemical
spillages resulting from weak infrastructure systems
(Wills). The focal point of environmentalism is the
environment itself, understood as an entity outside of
complex social systems, acted upon by humans. 



Environmental Justice (EJ) is a necessary intervention in
mainstream environmentalism's ideological framework.

 

EJ movements understand environmental degradation
and systems of oppression (particularly white
supremacy) to be intimately connected. This reckoning
stems from civil rights activist Benjamin F. Chavis'
coining of the term "environmental racism" in 1987,
which he defined as...

The movement lays bare the reality
that wealthy and predominantly
white communities consistently
dodge the impacts of toxic chemical
runoff, contaminated water, air
pollution, rising sea levels, etc. at the
direct expense of poor and largely
BIPOC communities.

“racial discrimination in environmental
policymaking, in the enforcement of regulations and
laws, and the targeting of communities of color for
toxic waste disposal and the siting of polluting
industries.”



This concoction of violences creates a necropolitical (the
politics of who lives and who dies) erasure of the pains
Native people have sustained in the face of capitalism and
colonialism. With sovereignty in mind, Indigenous
environmental justice begs the question: who gets to
decide what justice looks like? 

Indigenous environmental justice issues expand on and
complicate the EJ framework. Indigenous people, having
lived with their land since time immemorial, possess land-
based knowledges critical to the EJ movement.   

Karen Jarratt-Snider (Mississippi Choctaw) and Marianne
O. Nielsen, co-editors of the essay collection Indigenous
Environmental Justice, situate environmental racism and
climate change as the "...inevitable consequence of
colonization" (17).  

Tribal nations and communities have an enduring history of
challenging corporate/state encroachment, dispossession,
and negligence. This is the result of a combination of
broken treaties, unrecognized political sovereignty, and
racist colonial ideologies (Jarrat-Snider and Nielsen 17).  



Brief Timeline

The United States Government conducted
nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands and

detonated 67 nuclear weapons, including 23
on Bikini Atoll.

The Bikinians were sent to Rongerik Atoll,
which lacked sufficient food and water

sources and they viewed as uninhabitable.
Not long after their arrival, they requested

to return home. 
1946 - 1958

1600s - early 1900s
Spanish, German, and Japanese colonizer

presence in Bikini Atoll.

Feb. 1946 - Mar. 1948

1944
The United States occupied the Marshall

Islands.

In March 1948, the Bikinians were moved to
Kwajalein Atoll. They had planned to move

to Ujelang Atoll, but the U.S. Navy
designated Enewetak Atoll as nuclear

testing grounds and Ujelang Atoll as the
relocation spot for the Enewetak people.

Mar. - Nov. 1948

Nov. 1948
Bikinians moved to Kili Island, where little
food can be grown and there is no lagoon

for fishing. They became reliant on
imported goods for food.

March 1, 1954
The U.S. Government detonated

"Bravo," it's largest nuclear weapon test
to date, creating a thermonuclear
explosion 1,000 times larger than

Hiroshima on Bikini Atoll.



1972-Sept. 1978
Bikinians returned to their homelands.

Increasing evidence of toxic radiation and
resulting health consequences emerged,

and the Bikinians were once again removed
from their homes in September 1978 and

returned to Kili Island. 

Oct. 1975
Following growing evidence of dangerous

levels of radiation on Bikini Island, Bikinians
filed a federal lawsuit demanding a

thorough radiation study be carried out. The
study only began after they were evacuated

in 1978.
late 1970s-2001

Compensation and reparations: 
The U.S. set up the Hawaiian Trust Fund for

the People of Bikini in 1975, totaling $6
million. The Resettlement Trust Fund for the

People of Bikini included $20 million in 1982,
with an additional $90 million for cleanup

and reconstruction. Following the Bikini
Class Action Lawsuit (1993-2001), the

Nuclear Claims Tribunal awarded over $563
million to the Bikini people. However, the
U.S. has failed to fund the settlement, and

many claims remain uncompensated.

Bikini leaders have been calling for the
removal of the top 15 inches of soil from the
island to create livable conditions for future

generations. 

early 1980s-present

1986
The Compact of Free Association, an

agreement between the Marshallese and
U.S. Governments, came into effect.

Marshallese people gained  the right to live,
work, attend school in the U.S., and serve in

the U.S. Armed Forces. Despite having
Social Security Numbers and paying taxes,
they are not eligible for many services. The

U.S. must provide financial assistance to the
Republic, and can continue to operate
armed forces in the Marshall Islands.

President Johnson promised Bikinians they
could return home, and resettlement

planning began.

June 1968

2003
The Compact of Free Association was
renewed for 20 years with changes to

immigration rules.



“When the U.S. government officer came from
Washington DC, he came and see the people of
Bikini. He told the chief that the U.S. government
were testing the bombs, and I quote, “For the good of
mankind, and to end all world wars.” The chief didn’t
know what that meant because in 1946, none of us
spoke English. So, he thought, the word “mankind,” it
has something to do with God. So, he told the U.S.
officer, he said, “In the name of God, I’m willing to let
my people go.” But there was one thing the U.S.
officer did not tell the chief. He did not tell them that
he and his people would never return home. But he
told them that he would bring them all back very
soon. So, the Bikinians thought soon could be
tomorrow, it could next week, or it could be probably
next month, and they were willing to sacrifice for it.
But the sad thing about this is that the Bikinians did
not know that they will be homeless forever.” 

Darlene Keju (Marshallese), World Council of
Churches, Vancouver, Canada 1983



In 2016, the Marshall Islands signed a "humanitarian
pledge", agreeing to work toward the stigmatization,
prohibition, and elimination of nuclear weapons.  

Treaty of
Nuclear
Prohibition

In such pledge's efforts, the Bikinian people participated in
the negotiation of the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear
Weapons, presented in the United Nations General
Assembly in July of 2017. On October 24, 2020, the treaty
went through a process of ratification, and will go into effect
on January, 22, 2021. To date, 50 nations have signed the
treaty.    

Under the Marshallese "Compact of Free Association" with
the United States, the US government continues to test
weapons of war in the Marshall Islands. This treaty prohibits
this activity.  



Spongebob creators did not create
Bikini Bottom.

Spongebob contributes to the normalization of colonial violence and the erasure of the
Bikinian people, and while  Spongebob is recognized as a silly children's show across the

United States, few non-Native people know of the nuclear testing and environmental
racism that took place in the real Bikini Bottom (Barker 347).



An excerpt from "History Project" - Kathy Jetñil-Kijiner (Marshallese) (2017)

at fifteen
I decide
to do my history project on nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands
time to learn my own history, I decide
I weave through book after
article after
website
all on how the US military once used
my island home
for nuclear testing
I sift through political jargon
tables of nuclear weapons with names
like Operation Bravo
Crossroads
and Ivy
quotes from generals like

 90,000 people are out there.
Who                
cares? 

I’m not mad at all
really
I already knew all of this
I glance at a photograph
of a boy, peeled skin arms legs suspended
a puppet
next to a lab coat, lost
in his clipboard
I read first hand accounts of what we call
jelly babies
tiny beings with no bones
skin – red tomatoes



the miscarriages gone unspoken
the broken translations

I never told my husband
I thought it was my fault                
I thought

there must be something    wrong
inside me

I flip through snapshots of American marines and nurses
branded white with bloated grins
sucking beers and tossing beach balls
along our
shores
and my islander ancestors
crosslegged before a general
listening to his
fairy tale
bout how it’s
"for the good of mankind"
to hand over our islands
let them blast
radioactive energy
into our lazy limbed coconut trees
our sagging breadfruit trees
our busy fishes that sparkle
like new sun
into our coral reefs
brilliant
as an aurora borealis woven
beneath a glassy sea

God will thank you
they told us
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