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Introduction
Palau, officially known as the Republic of Palau, is a remarkable archipelago nestled in
the vast expanse of the western Pacific Ocean. With over 340 islands, each bearing its
own unique beauty and significance, Palau is a nation shaped as much by its
geography as by its storied past and resilient people. Its place within Micronesia
situates it at a cultural crossroads, where waves of history and diverse influences have
intersected to create a distinct and vibrant social tapestry.

The culture of Palau is an intricate blend of indigenous traditions and the legacies of
foreign contact. From the earliest waves of settlers believed to have arrived from
Southeast Asia, Palauan society developed sophisticated systems of organization,
spirituality, and communal living. Over centuries, these indigenous foundations
absorbed and adapted aspects of Spanish, German, Japanese, and American influence,
resulting in a culture both rooted in heritage and open to transformation.

Central to Palauan society is its matrilineal system, a structure that sets it apart from
many neighboring island cultures. Here, land and clan titles are inherited through the
female line, conferring power and authority to women in a manner that is significant
and enduring. This system establishes a balance within the community: while men
may serve as chiefs and public leaders, women’s councils and elders exert quiet yet
substantial influence over both family and political life.

Palauan identity is further expressed in its rich traditions of art, storytelling, and ritual.
The bai, or men’s meeting house, with its carved timbers and painted gables, stands
as a symbol of communal wisdom and cultural continuity. Storyboards, wood carvings,
music, dance, and oral histories knit together the past and present, offering guidance
and identity for new generations. Ceremonies—be they for birth, marriage, or
mourning—bind families and villages, marking the cycle of life with shared meaning
and solemnity.

In modern times, Palau faces the challenge and opportunity of globalization. Tourism
brings resources and attention, but also tests the integrity of tradition and
environment. Western education, mass media, and shifting economic patterns have
introduced new values, while national institutions and cultural organizations strive to
keep Palauan language, art, and customary law alive. The interplay between
preservation and adaptation shapes daily life, generating a unique modern identity
deeply aware of its roots.

For beginners seeking to understand and appreciate Palauan culture, this book serves
as a guide through the essential facets of Palauan life—its history, social systems,
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spiritual beliefs, artistic expressions, customs, and contemporary realities. In exploring
the culture of Palau, readers will discover not only the uniqueness of this island nation,
but also the universal themes of community, resilience, and the enduring power of
tradition.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Islands of Palau: Geography and
Environment
Palau, a glittering emerald chain set in the sapphire expanse of the western Pacific, is
a nation intrinsically linked to its geography and environment. To understand the
people and culture of Palau, one must first appreciate the remarkable stage upon
which their history has unfolded: a breathtaking archipelago of over 340 islands and
islets, ranging from volcanic peaks to low-lying coral atolls. This diverse topography
has profoundly shaped Palauan life, influencing everything from traditional settlement
patterns to economic activities and spiritual beliefs.

The Republic of Palau lies approximately 800 kilometers (500 miles) east of the
Philippines and is part of the larger Micronesia region. The main islands, particularly
Babeldaob, Koror, Peleliu, and Angaur, form the core of the nation, with countless
smaller islands and rock formations scattered across a vast oceanic territory.
Babeldaob, the largest island, is characterized by its rolling hills and extensive
mangrove forests, a stark contrast to the dramatic limestone mushroom islands of the
Rock Islands Southern Lagoon, a UNESCO World Heritage site that truly defines Palau’s
iconic imagery.

Geologically, Palau is a fascinating blend of volcanic and coral formations. The larger
islands like Babeldaob are primarily volcanic in origin, providing fertile soil for
agriculture and supporting lush tropical rainforests. These islands are often
surrounded by extensive fringing reefs, creating sheltered lagoons teeming with
marine life. The famous Rock Islands, on the other hand, are ancient uplifted coral
reefs, sculpted over millennia by wind and waves into their distinctive, often
mushroom-shaped forms. These islands are largely uninhabited, their sheer cliffs and
hidden coves offering sanctuary to a unique array of flora and fauna.

The climate of Palau is tropical, characterized by consistently warm temperatures,
high humidity, and abundant rainfall throughout the year. The average annual
temperature hovers around 27 degrees Celsius (81 degrees Fahrenheit), making it an
ideal destination for those seeking perpetual summer. While there isn't a distinct dry
season, rainfall tends to be heavier between July and October. This tropical climate
supports an incredible biodiversity both on land and in the surrounding waters,
contributing significantly to the Palauan way of life.

Palau’s position in the western Pacific also places it within the typhoon belt, though it
is generally spared the full force of the most destructive storms. Nonetheless, the
islands are susceptible to tropical depressions and strong winds, which have
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historically influenced building techniques and the resilience of communities. Adapting
to and preparing for the whims of nature has always been a fundamental aspect of
Palauan existence.

The ocean, however, is the most defining geographical feature of Palau. The nation's
territorial waters encompass a vast area, far exceeding its small landmass. This
immense marine environment is a treasure trove of biodiversity, home to an
extraordinary array of coral reefs, diverse fish species, and marine mammals. Palau
boasts one of the world's most pristine marine ecosystems, making it a global hotspot
for diving and marine research. The health of these reefs and the abundance of
marine life have historically been, and continue to be, vital for the sustenance and
economic well-being of the Palauan people.

Mangrove forests also play a crucial role in Palau’s coastal ecosystems. These resilient
trees thrive in the brackish waters where land meets sea, providing vital habitats for
juvenile fish, crustaceans, and birds. They also act as natural barriers, protecting
coastlines from erosion and the impact of storm surges. Traditional Palauan knowledge
deeply understands the importance of these ecosystems, and their careful
management has been a cornerstone of sustainable living for centuries.

The land itself, particularly on the larger islands, is cloaked in dense tropical
vegetation. Rainforests are home to a variety of endemic bird species, fruit bats, and
unique plant life. While agriculture is practiced, the challenging terrain and relatively
small land area mean that the bounty of the sea has always been paramount.
Traditional farming methods have long focused on crops suited to the tropical
environment, such as taro and tapioca, cultivated in harmony with the natural cycles
of the islands.

The distribution of the population across Palau’s islands reflects its geographical
realities. Koror, while not the largest island, is the most populous and serves as the
commercial hub, largely due to its natural harbor and central location. Babeldaob,
despite its size, has a lower population density, with communities scattered along its
coasts and interior. The more remote islands often maintain a stronger connection to
traditional lifestyles, their isolation contributing to the preservation of older customs.

Palau’s natural beauty and ecological significance have earned it international
recognition. The Rock Islands Southern Lagoon, a labyrinthine expanse of limestone
formations, sheltered lagoons, and pristine coral reefs, was designated a UNESCO
World Heritage Site in 2012. This recognition underscores the global importance of
Palau’s unique geological and biological diversity, and highlights the ongoing efforts
by Palauans to protect their natural heritage.

The geographical layout of Palau has also facilitated a deep understanding of
navigation and seafaring among its people. For centuries, inter-island travel and trade
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were essential for survival and cultural exchange. Knowledge of currents, stars, and
weather patterns allowed Palauans to navigate vast distances, connecting
communities and fostering a shared identity across the archipelago. This mastery of
the sea is a testament to their intimate relationship with their environment.

In essence, Palau is an island nation defined by its intimate connection to the Pacific
Ocean. Its diverse geography, from the verdant volcanic islands to the dramatic coral
formations, has provided both challenges and opportunities. This rich natural setting
has not only sustained the Palauan people for millennia but has also profoundly
influenced their cultural development, shaping their traditions, their art, and their
enduring sense of identity. The very rhythms of Palauan life are harmonized with the
tides, the seasons, and the breathtaking environment that surrounds them.
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