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Facing Outsiders: Encountering with European

traders from 16™ to 19" century in Palau

Yuping Chen”

ABSTRACT

In the previous anthropological study, researchers used to see the influences
carried by outsiders as “interferences”, and also ignored how cultural subjects see
“others”. This article will use the historical materials mingled with the
understanding from fieldwork to investigate how Palauans treat “others”, and
investigate whether the category 0[ “others” changed as European traders
constantly visited Palau between 16" and 19" century, which brought about the

change of culture and society.

Palau is located at the border of Asia continent and Pacific Ocean, and they
belong to one of Austronesian speakers. In fact, Palauans were composed by
different waves of “drifters” (meleuaocs), who had come to Palau by sailing or had
drifted to Palau because of weather and current. When Palauans found a drifter,
they would say “al [ chad e te mo chedak, e a [ chelid e te mo cheduk” (if you are
human, you are our human; if you are a ghost [god], you are our ghost [god]). It
means that Palauans used to accept drifters into their own society and become
Palauans. Therefore, “drifters” was an open-ended category of people in Palauan
culture. From 1570 to 1855, before Palau was colonized by Spain, there were more
than 90 European ships had visited Palau. Most Europeans came to Palau to pursue
economic profits, and brought Palau into world capitalism. When the massive
European traders visited Palau, Palauans settled them in a separated island,
Malakal, and called them chad ra ngebard (people from the west). This was different
from their cosmology before: there are only human [Palauans| and ghost (or god) in
the world. Palauans’ concept of people had changed, and formed another category
of people, people from the west. The visiting of these European traders also entailed
a new social relation: a contract relation. Europeans traders exchanged muskets and
cannons with trepan, turtle shell and corpora under Chief Ibadul's  administration.
To sum up, the coming of these European traders had entailed two kinds of changes.
The first, the changing concept of “others”, from an open-ended category into
inclusive and exclusive categories of people. The former one referred to those
“others” who wants to stay in Palau and merged into Palau’s society through
adoption or marriage. The later one indicated those who came here to trade and left
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soon. The definition of “others” in Palauan culture is so flexible that it still enables
Palauans to take “inclusive outsiders” into Palau’s society without interfering their
own social and cultural mechanism, but also interact with “exclusive outsiders” as
well. The second, they started a new social relation, the contract relation.

Palau is famous for their highly receptivity to difference cultures. However,
this account can not depict the dynamic dimension of Palau’s culture, but just a
hindsight. After investigating the historical literature with the understanding from
fieldwork, I suggest that, we should take “otherness” into account when considering
the process of cultural formation. Especially in Pacific societies, the people who are
master in sailing, therefore, there would be successive outsiders coming all the time.
If we ignore the importance of “outsiders” in shaping the contour of culture and
society, it would blind us from seeing the way of people’s grouping, also the
connection between groups and cultures. Only by understanding the “otherness” in
a culture, we can depict a more accurate picture of the characters of cultural
change.

Key Words : otherness, cultural change, identity, Palau, Austronesians
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