What Do Historians Do?

Interview with Keith Camacho

Keith Camacho: Hafa adai, and greetings, hello, my name is Keith Camacho. I'm a Chamorro studies
scholar. My field of study, my academic training is in history, and | work as an associate professor in the
Asian-American Studies department at the University of California, Los Angeles, also known as UCLA.
Currently, for this interview, | am a Fulbright US scholar in the Pacific Studies program at the University
of Auckland, Aotearoa, New Zealand.

Shane Carter, ORIAS Interviewer: The first question | want to ask you is how you define history and
more specifically, can you tell me about the type of history that you do?

Keith: To me, one can define history as the active and unconscious attempt by individuals, collectives,
nation states, and other entities to remember and forget the past. But history, | think, is also more than
that. And for me, the kind of-- the kind of history | do, variously called Pacific Islands history, Oceanic
history, Pacific history, indigenous history, also involves orality, memory, literature, poetry, art, textiles.

So when you stretch the definition of history to incorporate indigenous histories, for instance, we start
to see a world where we can understand the past not only through the written word, and that | think is a
beautiful and challenging aspect of Pacific Islands history in particular, knowing that we're dealing with a
lot of oral mnemonic devices, we're dealing with a lot of references to the past that are not in libraries
or archives, and so for me as a scholar, I've had to learn and relearn how to utilize and appreciate a
range of historical sources.

You know, like in the Pacific Islands, a lot of people like to talk and they like to joke, and they like to
whisper, and they like to laugh, and a lot of that comes through gossip, a lot of that comes through
storytelling, and just like a written piece of paper found in some archive in some country with a librarian,
both the written word and the spoken word have their own challenges and rewards, and it's for me as
an historian to kind of like, you know, work with these sources and appreciate them for their strengths
and their weaknesses.

And that, | think, makes my kind of history very unique when we think of history in the broader sense
and how history has usually been written, by, you know, men, by victors of conflicts and stuff like that.
And so for me, history is about those events, but it's also about women, it's also about children, it's also
about old people and how their histories matter as well.

ORIAS: You said that history was about an intentional act of remembering and forgetting, and I-- and I'm
curious for you about that combination, the choice, because what you're implying is there-- that history
is about making decisions about what you're going to retain and what you're going to intentionally not
retain?

Keith: In the main, you know, as it is today, if you choose to get a history-- if you choose to get a PhD in
history, University of California system, at Stanford, at the Australian National University, at University
of Tokyo, wherever in the world you want to get a PhD history, it's almost always about written



documents, and it's not necessarily about what I'm describing as the active and unconscious attempt to
remember and to forget.

And history and historians in the main, I'm talking generally, take pride in empiricism. They take pride in
this idea that, you know, an objective-- objectivity that what I'm telling is the truth, what I'm telling is
not partial, what I'm telling is the fact and this is what happened.

But you know, when historians say-- make those claims, they're also actively choosing what they think
happened. I'll give you-- I'll be concrete, you know, a lot of students in the United States, especially, they
could be studying Southeast Asia, they could be studying East Asia, they can be studying North America,
Pacific Islands history, and Pearl Harbor, right?

Pearl Harbor, World War Il, and so many US historians, diplomatic, economic, military, cultural
historians would almost always say that the war began with Pearl Harbor, right? And that's a fact, that's
so true, but | would say that that's an active and unconscious attempt to remember and forget certain
things about Pearl Harbor.

So, for instance, a lot of historians don't know that Pearl Harbor is a name that only came into being
over the past 120, 130 years, and that then there's a name that precedes it and exceeds it, and it's a
native Hawaiian name called Pu'uloa, thousands of years old, older than Pearl Harbor, older than the US
Navy.

And so what historians might think of as factual in terms of a place, Pearl Harbor, already you can see
the layering of what is remembered and what is forgotten, Pu'uloa being a native Hawaiian place name
that comes before and after Pearl Harbor.

And I'm just giving an example of a place name, I'm not giving-- I'm not even getting into, you know, how
Japan and the United States were already going to have a conflict, it was just a matter of when, how the
United States was pulling out military personnel from its colonies in the Philippines and Guam, already
anticipating an attack.

So the United States knew that-- from historians' perspective, they knew that this was not going to be a-
- that Japan was going to attack them and that, you know, the historians who claim it was surprise, it
was a surprise attack, well, those historians, you know, it's because they're informed by their own
subjectivities and their own biases.

And a lot of the historians who have written about World War Il have an aversion, if not a racism,
toward Japanese and Asian peoples. They choose to forget the native Hawaiians, they choose to forget
Pu'uloa and just want to center the United States, or rather a white United States in the Pacific and in
the-- and in Asia.

And so that's a really good example of how we actively remember and forget the past, and I'm
encouraging students to know that kind of history, to know how countries and nations war each other
over history, but also to embrace the native Hawaiian stories, to embrace their elders' stories, to
embrace documents that most historians have overlooked, in a lot of cases intentionally, right? And |
think when you weave-- when you weave all these stories together, you get a more complex, a more
compassionate, a more critical perspective of any past.



ORIAS: So | want to like stick with this history theme then, and can you tell me one or two really
interesting historical questions that have directed your research, like things that you have tried to go
into and understand?

Keith: One question is, why did Japan and the United States colonize the Pacific islands, and what can
we learn from this historical and ongoing nexus of geopolitical violence today? For me, this is one very
important historical question that's informed much of my research over the past 15, 20 years.

Japan and the United States, modern nation states, why did they seek to colonize the Pacific islands?
And here I'm referring to the islands in-- in world history, what we will call Micronesia.

There are three regions in Oceania, geopolitical academic regions, regions that the United Nations
recognizes, regions that international law recognizes, regions that Japan and the United States
recognize, and they are Micronesia in the Western Pacific, Polynesia in the northern Pacific, and
Melanesia in the southwestern Pacific.

And so, you know, my research has focused on Micronesia mainly and particularly, the islands of Guam
and Saipan, the Mariana Islands. But also the Marshall Islands, Palau, islands that were once colonized,
not only by Spain and Germany but also by Japan, and then later the United States.

And in world history, as we know, whether it's a country's-- a European country's search for gold or a
European country's, you know, attempt to convert souls to Christianity, throughout time, communities
and what we now call countries have long interacted with each other, you know, contact zones,
encounters, exchanges, conflicts.

And Japan and the United States have a very unique place in that world history with regard to
Micronesia, and the indigenous people of Micronesia have a very unique role in that history as well.

And | say, particularly nexus of geopolitical violence for several reasons. Japan and the United States,
whether intentionally or not, have become so interlocked and so interlinked in how they view Asia and
the Pacific islands today, that historically and today one cannot think about the region without thinking
about each other.

To give some world historical context, when Japan colonized what we now call East and Southeast Asia,
Korea, China, Okinawa, Vietnam, Indonesia, later Singapore, when Japan sought to colonize Asia, it was
also colonizing the Pacific islands, particularly Micronesia, or what Japanese anthropologists and
academics and economists and policymakers and novelists and poets called the Nan'yo, which in
Japanese generally means South Seas, and so by that they meant really the islands of Saipan, of Palau, of
Chuuk, of Kosrae, of Yap.

And Japan's colonization was two-fold, one, to modernize, to uplift these communities, these peoples,
right, with a particular racial hierarchy, Japanese on top, followed by other East Asians and Southeast
Asians, and then Pacific Islanders, what we now call Pacific Islanders, indigenous people on the bottom
of that racial hierarchy because in world history, you have to remember by the late 1800s and early
1900s, Japan and Germany, the United States, France, they were already heavily into eugenic theories of
human development and human superiority.



And so Japan, in building military bases, in colonizing the Pacific, and this is documented extensively,
saw Micronesia as a buffer zone, as a saltwater geopolitical lake, as a place that if the United States
were to invade Japan, they would first invade these Pacific islands located east of mainland Japan.

And so when World War Il occurred--and when | say World War Il occurring, | mean between Japan and
the United States, not between Japan and other countries--the United States, as Japan anticipated,
invaded Marshall Islands, invaded Saipan, invaded Guam, invaded Palau, and bombed those islands, and
many, many indigenous peoples died as a result, and, you know, it fulfilled Japan's geopolitical rationale.

And so if we look in the Cold War era and we look at the rise of atomic diplomacy, and we look at the
Soviet Union coming into being and the United States coming into being as these two global powers,
that the United States started to invoke Japan's earlier rationale about Micronesia and began to treat
Micronesia, but also Okinawa and South Korea, as this extensive geopolitical saltwater Cold War curtain
to prevent the Soviet Union and its allies from entering the so-called American lake.

So if the Soviets or any communists in Southeast Asia were to attack the United States, just like Japan
anticipated in the '40s, if anybody were to attack the United States, they would first bomb these Pacific
islands.

And this is what | mean by an historical and ongoing nexus of geopolitical violence that Japan and the
United States over the past 100 plus years, the modern era, have co-constituted, have created together
this kind of-- you know, when we look at world history and we think of, we think of sites of conflict or
sites of exchange, it could be, you know, the spice road, it could be, it could be Panama Canal, it could
be what was East, West Berlin.

Well, Micronesia as a saltwater Oceanic space, an indigenous space, very much constituted that kind of
contact zone between Japan and the United States, that they still negotiate today, and oftentimes
without the active participation of Pacific Island people from those same countries.

And so these are the kinds of challenges that | posed in my research, why did Japan and the United
States colonize the Pacific islands, and what can we learn from this historical and ongoing nexus of
geopolitical violence today?

ORIAS: So, | can think of that question being asked where the kind of the default stance of the person
hearing this narrative is from either the US or Japan, trying to think about their interconnection with
each other.

And then | can also think about that question from the stance of a person-- an indigenous person from
Guam, and | think that the, | think that the framing of the question is different, right, in that instance,
because one of them, the first one is sort of more like a strategic, almost, attempt to understand the
world and your place in it, with Guam being simply an object to be acted upon, and then the other
version is from the standpoint of Guam trying to understand like, why does this keep happening, and
what are we-- how are we engaged in that process?

And how do you research that in a way that the position of Guam-- like how do you research that in a
way that a person can take on that default view of the world from Guam rather than from the US or
Japan?



Keith: The first question is absolutely-- it's a macro question, it's a geopolitical, realpolitik question, and
the related question is--and | ask myself and | ask my students, and they ask me and we ask each other--
how have Pacific Islanders reckoned with this colonial past and present, and how have they become
both the brokers of empire and the stewards of justice?

And so a lot of my research has really shown how-- if you just take Guam, for instance, a lot of the
indigenous people of Guam, the Chamorros, how they have actively and creatively and critically
negotiated that Japan-US nexus.

For a variety of complex reasons, some have taken the path of becoming brokers, some have seized on
the opportunities of working under Japan's empire, and others have seen opportunities working under
the United States empire.

And so you have, you know, these indigenous communities, you know, making these complex decisions
as to, you know, around benefit, around gain, around power, around employment, around fear.

And then you have also the stewards of justice, you have people that, you know, in the indigenous
language, they're trying to "inafa' maolek," they're trying to make something right. They see a wrong,
they're trying to make something right. They are stewards of their own justice. They're stewards of
trying to work out something harmoniously in a way that might not be recognized by the Jap-- by Japan
and the United States and other countries.

And so for my-- in my research, I've always struggled, it's an ongoing struggle, it's-- I've always struggled
to merge these competing narratives of the past. And so, when we look at Japan and the United States,
and we look at countries in world perspective, we have to also think of the peoples of each locale and
the peoples across those places in both very kind of local intimate settings, but also in broader regional,
comparative, transnational settings.

ORIAS: Yeah, | think one of the things you raised there about people being both brokers of empire and
stewards of justice, | think gets at the heart of what is challenging about studying certain pasts from
certain stances.

And | think that it's important to say, personally, like I'm black, and so one of the things that | think is
particularly challenging for me, looking at the past, is you've got this two things overlaid on top of each
other, one is silences in the past, and the other one is the discomfort with knowing that people who
looked like me in the past were sometimes brokers of empire.

And so can you think of an example of like, if you were trying to teach this to a group of sort of fairly
introductory students and you wanted them to be able to wrestle with this question of a person in this
region who chose to be, let's say, a broker of empire, what kind of thing would you present to them in
class so that they could in some way hear the voice of this past person?

Keith: You know that-- so, Shane, you just hit the button, when it comes to pedagogy for me, and for
me, it's like my pedagogical challenge as a historian, as a public intellectual, is less about the content
actually, in some ways, but my biggest challenge with students is to get them to a place where they can
think outside themselves.



So | really work on having-- doing pedagogical things, you know, small group exercises, getting to know
each other activities, some things more tactile than others, and | assign a lot of literature, novels and
poetry and short story in my undergrad history courses.

And | feel that that is the entry point first, you have to have an entry point of appreciation, where we
can appreciate each other, we can appreciate literature, we can appreciate history.

Once I've established that as a kind of basis for any of my classes, then | move into what | said earlier,
how can we make students think outside of themselves? If you're a Jamaican student, if you're an
African American student, If you're a black diasporic student, how can we think of slavery and
transatlantic slavery, the commodification of human bodies, the commodification of sugar, sugar as the
source of transatlantic slavery, right?

And then-- but also think, how can we, how can we bring a compassionate lens to the communities in
West Africa who were warring with other African tribes and communities? How can the black diasporic
person get outside the black diasporic position and understand what happened in West Africa? And how
can that person from West Africa, historically, get outside themselves to understand the consequence
and impact and violence of what they did across the Atlantic, right?

In my field, in Pacific Islands history, it's very similar, structurally speaking, and to understand why
Chamorros and Hawaiians and Palauans boarded those US ships, boarded those Spanish galleons,
boarded those Japanese cargo vessels, right, for what, why?

And if we're students of the past and we can only think of what we now know as the good, right, or the
just, "Oh, this historical character helped freed slaves in North America-- free slaves in North America,"
"This historical character prevented a riot between Asian and Pacific Island communities in Guam or in
Hawaii," right, the good and the just.

But how do we also think outside ourselves and put ourselves in the positions of all the participants in
the past? And that for me is a challenge when students, and including myself, can come to these issues,
right, slavery, colonization, missionization, world trade of sugar and commodities, religion, right, all
these different things, when we can see and humanize in the best and worst ways, the kinds of things
people did.

And so for me as a teacher, it all begins with the entry point, that is, appreciation for each other,
appreciation for what | think is a more critical, compassionate, interdisciplinary sense of history, a more
poetic sense of history, a history that's premised on social justice and inclusion, but a history that's also
willing to bring everybody together in the most difficult of circumstances, and you can only do that if
you can think outside of yourself.

ORIAS: Have you ever had a student who told you that learning history changed their life?

Keith: I've had many, many students, many students. If | were to condense their variety of views into
one sentence, it would be this, critical understandings of the past have taught me to be a more
compassionate, analytical, and patient person.



But this is where it's really important, I've really pushed my students to think and appreciate their
history and others' history, but as they write their histories, not to reproduce the bigotry and the racism
and the phobias of the past, right, and it's because they've learned how on their own way on their own
terms to think outside of themselves.

And to-- and | think to also put that history into practice, right, to kind of-- to see history as having a
tangible real life force and not just something that, you know, teachers prepare for, a lesson plan or
something we learn in a classroom or in a movie, that they're actually applying what they've learned in
their respective careers and their academic interests.

And a lot of them actually don't go into history, but they've learned through history how to appreciate
who they are and what they are, the broader past, the world histories around them, and to move into
careers and futures that support them.
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