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Palauan Elders’ Stories of Being Educated as Imperial People, and Being
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How do Palauan elders remember their experiences under the Japanese
colonial regime, and how do they tell their stories to me, a young Japanese
researcher?

The attitude of Palauans toward the Japanese seems benign compared
to that found in other former Japanese colonies, and some exhibit a contin-
ued affinity with Japan. Some Japanese regard this as evidence that Palauans
welcomed and even appreciated Japanese rule; yet others feel uncomfortable,
wondering at the cause of such amity despite the Japanese colonial occupa-
tion.

Several historians, sociologists, political scientists and other scholars
have attempted to explain pro-Japanese sentiment in Palau. However, their
studies have often paid insufficient regard to the nature of oral histories,
which reconstitute ‘history’ through the interaction between the history teller
and the listener. In these studies, the informants’ words are separated from
the context and treated as a testimony which tells ‘the facts’, even though the
experience of the past can be told as a variety of stories. Rather than treat-
ing narratives as a bare record of events, attention should be paid to what is
remembered and how it is told, to permit the interpretation of oral histories
without losing sight of their fluid character.

In the Japanese colonial period, Palauan children faced discrimination as
‘islanders’; yet at the same time they were educated in the Japanese language
and value system, and as ‘imperial people’ they were integrated into an exten-
sion of the empire. How do the Palauan elders remember these experiences,
and how do they recount their histories to me?

In this study, I describe the episodes reported by eight Palauan elders,
analyze them and extract their messages. Then I examine how the listener
influences the story-telling of the informants. Finally, I identify two remain-
ing problems: firstly, that of evaluating opposing historical viewpoints, against
a relativist framework that treats variation as a valid result; secondly, that of

transcribing oral accounts and fixing them as documents.
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