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| have been talking about this since around 2015, long before recent news about
Nauru considering a return to its original name, Naoero, and long before the re-
emergence of conversations in Fiji about reclaiming its Indigenous name, Viti. But
perhaps now is a good time to raise it again and keep the conversation alive.

This piece is intended to provide an informed and critically grounded discussion on
the near-complete absence of any serious debate over naming, identity and
decolonisation in Kiribati. At a time when countries across the Pacific and around
the world are increasingly re-examining the colonial foundations of their national
identities, it is striking that we in Kiribati have remained largely silent about the
origins and meaning of the very name under which our nation continues to exist.
While important conversations have emerged elsewhere about reclaiming
Indigenous names, languages and historical consciousness, there has been little
sustained public reflection within Kiribati itself about why we continue to carry a
name rooted in colonial cartography and imperial administration rather than our own
ancestral identity of Tungaru.

This silence should not be mistaken for resolution or consensus. In many ways, it
reflects how deeply colonial naming has become normalised across generations.
The issue is rarely discussed in public forums, political spaces, schools or national
development conversations. When it does emerge, it is often dismissed as
symbolic, emotional or unnecessary. Yet the politics of naming has never been
merely symbolic. Names carry history, power, memory and legitimacy. They shape
how nations understand themselves and how they are understood by others. They
also reveal whose histories are centred and whose are marginalised.

The absence of this discussion in Kiribati is therefore not a sign that the issue lacks
Importance. Rather, it may reflect how effectively colonial inheritances can become
embedded into everyday life until they no longer appear political at all. This
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commentary seeks to interrupt that silence, not to create division, but to encourage
a deeper and more historically conscious national conversation about identity,
sovereignty and whether the colonial name we continue to carry truly reflects who
we are as a people. The debate is much bigger than pronunciation or habit. It is also
about dignity and whether we as a people are truly prepared to complete the
unfinished work of decolonisation. Every I-Kiribati knows Tungaru. Yet somehow,
we have become so accustomed to the name of a foreign sailor who has no
significance whatsoever to us as people, as a nation.

The story itself is almost unbelievable when you think about it carefully. Let's recap
the long history of our current name, Kiribati. Thomas Gilbert was an English
captain sailing back to Britain in 1788 after transporting convicts to Botany Bay
(near Sydney) during the early years of British colonisation in Australia. On his
return voyage, he sighted some of our islands from the sea. He did not set foot on
any of our islands. That's literally all he did to have his name now define our country
for past, present and future generations. He did not build any maneaba — the
traditional open-sided meeting house that sits at the heart of every I-Kiribati village
and serves as the centre of community life and decision-making. He did not know
our language, our clans, our customs or our navigation systems. He did not
establish our civilisation. Yet after returning to England, his name became attached
to our islands through British maps and colonial records. Over time, the British
Empire institutionalised the Gilbert Islands as an administrative colony. Then
eventually, through local pronunciation, Gilberts transformed into Kiribati. That is the
foundation of the modern name of our nation.

To me, there is something deeply unsettling about that reality. A passing British
captain on his way home now shapes the identity of our country generations later.
Meanwhile, the ancestral name that already existed long before Imatang (foreign)
ships entered our ocean remains comfortably sidelined. This is what colonialism
often did. It erased Indigenous meanings and replaced them with foreign labels until
future generations accepted them as normal.

What makes this even more painful is that we already had an example right beside
us of another path. Before independence, we were governed together with Tuvalu
under the colonial entity known as the Gilbert and Ellice Islands colony. But when
Tuvalu prepared for independence, their unimane (elders) and leaders had the
wisdom and foresight to reject the colonial label Ellice Islands. They returned to their
Indigenous name. Today the entire world knows and respects Tuvalu as Tuvalu.
Nobody expects them to still carry the colonial name imposed on them by outsiders.
Their leaders understood that true independence was not only about flags and
constitutions. It was also about reclaiming identity, history and intellectual
sovereignty.
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Meanwhile, we carried the shadow of Gilbert into independence.

| say this with respect because our leaders in 1979 may have faced enormous
pressures and challenges. But decolonisation is not a one-time event frozen in
history. Each generation has the responsibility to revisit the colonial structures
inherited from the past and ask whether they still serve us. That includes the names
we carry. The fact that something has existed for decades does not automatically
make it sacred or beyond reconsideration.

This is not about disrespecting our nation. It is precisely because | love my country
that | believe this conversation matters. A people should not be afraid to critically
examine the colonial foundations of their identity. We speak passionately about
protecting our culture, preserving our traditions and defending our sovereignty, yet
we remain strangely comfortable carrying the name of a British sailor whose
connection to our islands was fleeting and accidental.

To reclaim Tungaru would not merely be a cosmetic change. It would be an
intellectual, historical and political act of self-definition. It would say to the world that
our identity does not begin with colonial maps. It would affirm that our history did not
start when Europeans arrived. It would reconnect the nation to a name rooted in our
own language, our own ancestors and our own understanding of ourselves.

Of course, changing a name alone does not solve everything. Real sovereignty also
requires economic strength, control over fisheries and resources, labour mobility,
protection of our land and ocean, and opportunities for future generations. But
symbolic decolonisation and material sovereignty should move together, not
separately. A people should not have to choose between reclaiming their name and
building their future.

Nauru’s Parliament has supporting a return
from Nauru to “Naoero”, starting a national referendum process. The government
acknowledged that the name Nauru emerged because Naoero could not be properly
pronounced by foreign tongues and was changed not by their choice, but for
colonial convenience. That statement alone should resonate deeply with us in
Kiribati. Their leaders did not treat this conversation as emotional or symbolic
nonsense. They treated it seriously, constitutionally, intellectually and nationally.
They brought it into Parliament. They debated and secured the votes required. They
are now preparing to allow the people themselves to decide through referendum.
This is exactly how a mature nation approaches questions of identity and
decolonisation.

I hope we in Kiribati can now begin taking this conversation more seriously too. We
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need a brave Member of Parliament to table a motion in the Maneaba ni
Maungatabu to formally begin a national discussion on reclaiming Tungaru. |
understand that the government is dealing with many urgent and pressing national
issues. But I humbly hope that Cabinet or the President, can consider this plea and
gradually bring the conversation to the forefront of national dialogue.

That process could involve constitutional review committees, consultations with
unimane, church leaders, historians, educators, youth groups and island councils,
eventually leading to a national referendum so the people themselves can decide
whether we continue carrying the colonial shadow of Thomas Gilbert or reclaim a
name rooted in our own identity and history.

| am not an expert in constitutional reform or decolonisation processes, but | know
this much: the conversation needs to begin, and the process needs to be set in
motion. Whether one agrees or disagrees with the idea, the important thing is that
the discussion deserves to happen seriously, respectfully, democratically and
nationally.

Decolonisation has never been easy or comfortable. It demands boldness, honesty
and the willingness to challenge things that previous generations normalised.
Perhaps the first meaningful step in any genuine decolonisation and national
development effort is simply correcting who we are first.
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