
An Analysis of Marshallese Stick Charts and
Their Connection to Maritime Space
Marshallese stick charts are a unique and fascinating form of navigation
that has been used by the Marshallese people for centuries to traverse the
vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean. These charts, crafted from the midribs
of coconut leaves, depict a complex network of islands, currents, and
landmarks that serve as a guide for Marshallese navigators. Beyond their
practical function as navigational tools, stick charts also hold deep cultural
and symbolic significance, embodying the Marshallese people's intimate
connection to the ocean and their profound understanding of maritime
space.
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The Physical Construction of Marshallese Stick Charts

Marshallese stick charts are typically constructed using the midribs of
coconut leaves, which are split and carefully shaved to create thin, pliable
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strips. These strips are then lashed together to form a lattice-like structure,
with the intersections of the strips representing islands or other navigational
landmarks. The charts often incorporate additional elements, such as
shells, feathers, and pieces of coral, to represent specific features of the
landscape or to indicate the direction of currents. The resulting chart is a
intricate and visually striking representation of the Marshallese navigator's
mental map of the ocean.

Navigating with Stick Charts: A Cognitive and Cultural Process

Using a Marshallese stick chart requires a deep understanding of the
chart's construction and the principles of Marshallese navigation.
Marshallese navigators memorize the layout of the chart and the
relationships between the different elements. They then use the chart to
determine their current position, navigate to their desired destination, and
avoid hazards such as reefs and currents. The process of navigation with a
stick chart is not simply a technical skill, but also a cultural practice that is
deeply embedded in Marshallese knowledge and values. Navigators are
trained from a young age and must demonstrate a thorough understanding
of the chart and its underlying principles before they are considered to be
competent navigators.

The Stick Chart as a Representation of Maritime Space

Marshallese stick charts are more than just navigational tools; they are also
a powerful representation of the Marshallese people's conception of
maritime space. The charts depict the Marshall Islands and their
surrounding waters as a vast and interconnected web of islands, currents,
and landmarks. This representation reflects the Marshallese people's deep
understanding of the ocean and their place within it. The charts also serve



as a reminder of the Marshallese people's long history of seafaring and
their enduring connection to the ocean.

The Role of Stick Charts in Marshallese Culture and Identity

Stick charts are a central part of Marshallese culture and identity. They are
passed down from generation to generation and are considered to be a
valuable cultural treasure. Stick charts are often displayed in homes and
meetinghouses, and they are used in traditional ceremonies and rituals.
The charts are also a source of pride for the Marshallese people, who view
them as a symbol of their unique heritage and their deep connection to the
ocean.

Marshallese stick charts are a fascinating and unique form of navigation
that offer a glimpse into the Marshallese people's intimate connection to the
ocean and their profound understanding of maritime space. These charts
are not only practical tools, but also cultural artifacts that embody the
Marshallese people's history, values, and identity. As a testament to the
ingenuity and resilience of the Marshallese people, stick charts continue to
be used today, serving as a reminder of the enduring bond between the
Marshallese people and the ocean.
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