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“I dream of the day when we will no longer talk of a ‘First People’, of ‘Victims of History’, but just and only of the Caledonian people”
Citizenship and Independence Frontlines in New Caledonia

Stéphanie Graff & Stéphane Le Queux

PRESENTATION HAND-OUT 30/05/216


Thank you for having us. This seminar is about what we refer to as the ‘Politics of Common Destiny’ in New Caledonia.

2nd slide

New Caledonia has been a French colony since 1853 and is currently engaged in a process of ‘decolonization’ following the signature of the Accord de Nouméa on the 5th of May 1998 (cf. point 4 of the preamble). This process of decolonization is counteracted by a political strategy, the ‘Politics of Common Destiny’. This strategy aims at creating a feeling of citizenship by fostering reconciliation between communities living in New Caledonia. To achieve this, history is reinterpreted and reinvented emphasizing togetherness and a shared destiny. After a presentation of the colonial background we will turn to the celebration of the ‘Citizenship’. Next, acknowledging that this strategy goes beyond symbolism and spreads through the political economy of New Caledonia, we will illustrate the deeply rooted anti-colonial nature of the Kanak People’s labour struggle, in a context of enduring social inequalities.

Common Destiny in lieu of Independence

Since the early French settlement, New Caledonia’s history has been marked by violent conflicts, even more so in the 1980s during the so-called ‘events’ which led to the Accords de Matignon in 1988, an agreement that constituted the starting point of the overall process of decolonization. Independence, sovereignty and freedom of the Kanak People have always been at the root of those conflicts and the issue of independence remains on the agenda. Indeed, it is expected that part of the New Caledonian population will have to cast their vote on the question of access to sovereignty in the near future, sometimes after the last mandate of the Noumea Accord, that is to say from 2018.
 
The objective of the ‘politics of common destiny’ appears to be two-fold. As mentioned, the first is to achieve a reconciliation between communities (and therefore the promotion of peaceful relations in the long run), as well as with France. The second is an attempt to create a sense of Caledonian citizenship, to assert the existence of a ‘Caledonian People’ sharing a common identity and a collective memory that unite the communities. Such strategy is based on a historical and cultural revisionism that proceeds through a double movement of ‘displacement’ and ‘replacement’ of facts, narratives and symbols which, we may suggest, ultimately aims at discarding the question of independence per se (to be substituted by a community of destiny).

Since the 1975 auto-proclaimed declaration of independence, successive French Presidents have reiterated that France does not want New Caledonia to become independent. While the 1983 Nainville-les-Roches round table recognised the fundamental right of Kanak People to independence, it had to be ‘within the French Constitution’.
 
3rd slide

The Caledonian Citizenship

New Caledonia became a French free settlement in 1894 under Governor Feillet. Following French settlers waves of foreign workers from other French overseas territories and South-East Asian countries mostly[footnoteRef:1] came to provide their manpower for the mining industry and the agricultural estates. As a result, Kanak people gradually became a minority in their own land which, presumably, was one factor that triggered the movement for independence. Increased migration and a changing demographic landscape intensified tensions over the definition of the electoral body, i.e. who can vote for the referendum (electoral consultation). [1:  Vanuatu, Indonesia, Vietnam, Wallis and Futuna, Polynesians, La Réunion, French Caribbean, China and today The Philippines.] 




3rd slide click 2

The Accord de Nouméa formulated a ‘social contract’ in view of establishing the notion of a Caledonian people. The amalgamation of all communities into one single people is therefore a core principle of the Accord that became and till now has been the primary referent of all New Caledonian policies and institutions. Yet, it was already embedded in the 1988 Accords de Matignon as symbolically sealed by the Jacques Lafleur (Rassemblement Pour la Calédonie dans la République [RPCR]) and Jean-Marie Tjibaou (Front de Libération Nationale Kanak et Socialiste [FLNKS]) handshake. 

[image: la-poignee-de-main-officielle]
PICTURE 1 – Handshake between Jacques Lafleur (RPCR), on the left, and Jean-Marie Tjibaou (FLNKS), on the right, after the signature of the Accords de Matignon (http://www.joel-paul.com/?p=3184%22%3E, retrieved 24/09/2012).

The origin of this principle may actually be traced back to the 1983 Nainville-les-Roches roundtable when the Kanak People did acknowledge the descendants of convicts and communards as ‘victims of history’. 

In the same vein, the Accord de Nouméa preamble mentions that ‘it is now necessary to create the basis for a Caledonian citizenship that allows the First People and men and women living in New Caledonia to become one single human community embracing a common destiny’ (...). When asked then, who is a citizen?, Alain Christnacht[footnoteRef:2] explained: [2:  Former High-Commissioner of New Caledonia who was involved in the drafting of the Accord de Nouméa. Interviewed in Paris, March 2011.] 


“What we did in the Accord de Nouméa, which was not in the Accords de Matignon, was to define a Caledonian citizenship conceived as a sub-ensemble of the French nation. That is to say that all Caledonian citizens are French but not all French nationals living in New Caledonia are necessarily Caledonian citizens. Caledonian citizens are those who are included into the electoral roll, which provides them with two significant rights denied to others: the right to vote for the sovereignty, to vote for the Provincial Assemblies and the Congress, and the right to have priority access to employment”. 

Those people will be those who will cast their vote in 2018.

4th slide

The Celebration of the Citizenship

In 2005, the New Caledonian Government began to organize a celebration of citizenship, in partnership with the ‘150 years after’ Committee, on the 24th of September, on the Mwâ Kââ Square. 
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PICTURE 2 – The Mwâ Kââ. (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

The 24th of September is the anniversary of the day when the Admiral Fébvrier Despointes took possession of the country in 1853. For the pro-independence Kanak People, this is instead a day of mourning, the day of their colonisation[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Interview with Thierry Kameremoin, ‘150 years after’ committee member, Nouméa, 28th of October 2010.
Since 1872, this day has been a public holiday and (the) commemorations have been made in the honour of France, its military might and the benefaction of colonisation (Carteron 2012: 48). The first protest against the commemoration took place in 1974 and was organised by the ‘1878 Group’, a movement that included young Kanak students back from France. Protesters stopped the military march with their banners and were later arrested and jailed. After their imprisonment, they started to flag the question of independence and subsequently drafted an official Declaration of independence the 22nd of June 1975 (Graff 2012: 64). An attempt in 1980 to turn the 24th September celebration into a celebration of ‘multi-ethnic fraternity’ failed.] 


The ‘150 years after’ Committee was constituted in 2003 in reference to the 150th anniversary of colonisation[footnoteRef:4] This year, a totemic mast called Mwâ Kââ – which can be translated as ‘home of the man of this place[footnoteRef:5]’ – was erected in front of the Museum of New Caledonia. The sculptures and the eight spears represent the customary regions of the Kanak country. According to the ‘150 years after’ Committee, the Mwâ Kââ totem was erected as a symbolic reminder of the Kanaks’ presence and identity in a “white city” where there is nothing that materially acknowledges the Kanak people[footnoteRef:6].  [4:  It was created under the umbrella of the Customary Senate and included customary representatives as well as representatives of diverse associations such as the Association for the Commemoration of the Year of Indigenous People in Kanaky, the National Council for the Rights of Indigenous People, the Rheebu Nuu Committee, etc.]  [5:  In Djubea Kapone language, vernacular language of the Nouméa region.]  [6:  Interview with Thierry Kameremoin, ibid.] 


5th slide click 1

In 2005, the year when the Government took charge of the celebrations, symbols reflecting the Accord de Nouméa and a common destiny were added to the Mwâ Kââ Square. 

5th slide click 2

Block of nickel at the entrance of the Square on which is engraved:

5th slide click 3 + 4 + 5 “The past was the time of colonisation, the present is the time of sharing (…) the future must be the time of identity within a common destiny”, a direct quote from the preamble of the Accord de Nouméa. 
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PICTURE 3 – Symbols of the common destiny on the Mwâ Kââ Square (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).
6th slide

The Mwâ Kââ Square was redesigned for the 2005 ceremonies, with the Mwâ Kââ being reshaped as a mast of a canoe with an old coxswain. That year, all communities were invited to gather at the ‘great canoe of the common destiny’ (Carteron 2012: 53).
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PICTURE 4 – The canoe that forms the new basement of the Mwâ Kââ mast, and the "Old Man", coxswain of the canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).


In 2009, the Government of New Caledonia took over the “150 Years After Committee and took control of the Square’s celebrations”. It was then renovated the following year with added symbols of common destiny. 

Since then, and in line with the “politics of common destiny”, the Mwâ Kââ commemoration has been turned from a day of mourning into a day of celebration of Caledonian citizenship and all Kanak symbols, albeit recognising the Kanak People as ‘First People’ who have been incorporated into a larger Caledonian entity. Once a reminder of the Kanak People presence and identity in the city, the Mwâ Kââ has hence gradually been transformed into a symbol of a Caledonian collective identity and became the representation of a common destiny. Recently it was discussed whether the Mwâ Kââ Square should be renamed the ‘Square of Citizenship’.

The Handshake of Destiny

7th slide

In 2003, the ‘150 years after’ Committee produced a document accompanying the erection of the Mwâ Kââ. 
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PICTURE 6 – Cover of the book done by the ʻ150 years afterʼ Committee for the 150th anniversary of the "mourning colonization" and / or takeover.


7th slide click 1 + 2 + 3 + 4

It was entitled “On the original misunderstanding of a common destiny”. 

7th slide click 5 + 6

The image supporting the title showed a white man, who appears to be wearing an army uniform, presumably French, and a black fellow, probably Kanak, sat in front of a box that the white man is pointing to him. Also displayed is a number of black men, very likely Kanak, standing aside and wearing military gear. 

7th slide click 7 + 8

The legend says: “A French envoyé distributing gifts to indigenous Chiefs”. 

7th slide click 9 + 10 + 11

So what was it really? A take-over, mistaken intentions? Was colonisation a mere ‘misunderstanding’ that can now be sorted through reconciliation and set in the forward looking social contract of a common destiny? 

8th slide

On none of the paintings displayed on the canoe added to the site in 2010 can any reference be found to the French takeover and colonisation. Only to be found is the following script:

9th slide “Old Kanaks observe the arrival of Europeans, the 4th September 1774” (hence James Cook).
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PICTURE 7 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).
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PICTURE 8 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

Then, nothing happened, nothing is being said, it is a historical blackout till… the handshake. Instead, aspects of the Kanak way of life (fishing, warriors, plantations, traditional housing, and tribal life) are outlined.

10th slide
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PICTURES 9 & 10 – Paintings on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

[image: IMGP1721 (2)]
PICTURE 11 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

11th slide

Such as the values underlying the Accord de Nouméa (peace, solidarity, prosperity, welcoming).

[image: IMGP1729 (2)]
PICTURE 12 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

[image: IMGP1749 (2)]
PICTURE 13 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

12ème slide

And references to key elements of the economic development (tourism, nickel).

[image: IMGP1750 (2).jpg]
PICTURE 14 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).
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PICTURE 15 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).
13th slide

And suddenly, the handshake sealing a common destiny, the affirmation of a togetherness that seem awkward since, on the painting, there is no mention of any conflict whatsoever.
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PICTURE 16 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).
[image: ]
PICTURES 17 & 18 – Paintings on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

Those paintings reflect in essence the Accord de Nouméa. The fact that there has been colonialization is partially acknowledged[footnoteRef:7] (pictures 12 & 13). According to Geneviève Koubi (2008: 73), “the recognition of the Kanak identity (pictures 14, 15 & 16) is an essential prerequisite to the reinstatement of a social contract[footnoteRef:8]” (pictures 17 & 18) yet with the belief that colonisation has brought some enlightenment[footnoteRef:9] (pictures 19 & 20), the whole now been embedded in the notion of a common destiny[footnoteRef:10] (photos 21, 22 & 23). That is how history is ultimately recast in the mirror of the Accord de Nouméa. [7:  The Preamble of the Accord de Nouméa mentions that: “The shock of colonization has been a long term traumatism for the indigenous population (…) This dispossession has contributed to a loss of identity landmarks (…) Colonization has hurt the Kanak People’s dignity who have been deprived of their identity”. Yet, it begs the question: was colonization just a loss of identity, and not also of loss of sovereignty?   ]  [8:  In fact, the Preamble stipulates that “a new chapter has to be opened, which fully recognizes the Kanak People’s identity, as a prerequisite of the establishment of a social contract between all communities living in New Caledonia”.]  [9:  “It is now time to acknowledge the dark times of the colonial period, although those were not without enlightenment”. Preamble of the Accord de Nouméa.]  [10:  “The future must be the time of identity, within a common destiny”. Preamble of the Accord de Nouméa.] 


When looking at the painting of the handshake, it can be observed that it refers to a specific way of reconciliation. Indeed, the handshake between Tjibaou and Lafleur and the one to be found on the Mââ Kââ both symbolise the reconciliation between Caledonian citizens. In this register, this handshake between the white soldier/French flag and the Kanak warrior/FLNKS flag can be seen as reconciliation between the parties for and against independence sides in New Caledonia.

The case of the traditional huts
For the 2012 celebrations of citizenship the 150 years after Committee decided to erect nine traditional huts on the Mwa kaa place to be built as a symbol of tribal life in the heart of the city. Eight huts were to represent Kanak customary tribal areas and the ninth was to represent all communities living in Kanak territory: the hut of Common Destiny.
14th slide

[image: jpg2Wmw5f_TyV]
PICTURE 19 – The “Tribe in the city”, October 2012 (http://voyage.nat-et-dom.fr/wp-content/archives/1147/image/jpg2Wmw5f_TyV.jpg).

The project was approved by authorities and construction well advanced when the City Council decided to withdraw their authorization, to later agree to the project so long the huts were there to stay for a short term. Only a few days were left to build the huts and the Committee asked young Kanak people to give a hand. 
15th slide
[image: tribu-vue-de-haut-145]
PICTURE 20 – The “Tribe in the city” see from above, October 2012 (https://laurarmand.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/tribu-vue-de-haut-145.gif).

However when time came to remove the huts, those young people and activists protested their demolition, a collective called “tribe in the city” then “the city in tribe”. [footnoteRef:11]  [11:  For more details on “the case of the traditional huts”, see Lefevre 2015 ; and Mathias Chauchat, « La destruction illégale des cases kanak », http://larje.univ-nc.nc/index.php/les-travaux/faits-et-analyses/400-la-destruction-illegale-des-cases-kanak.] 


16th slide


[image: retro_faitssociete]
PICTURE 21 – Demonstration from the collective “Tribe in the city”, October 2012 (http://la1ere.francetvinfo.fr/nouvellecaledonie/sites/regions_outremer/files/styles/top_big/public/assets/images/retro_faitssociete.jpg?itok=H8iEZJep).

The City Council finally resorted to send face-covered staff to bulldoze all huts under the protection of French national police services[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  http://larje.univ-nc.nc/index.php/les-travaux/faits-et-analyses/400-la-destruction-illegale-des-cases-kanak http://larje.univ-nc.nc/index.php/les-travaux/faits-et-analyses/400-la-destruction-illegale-des-cases-kanak & Les Nouvelles calédoniennes, 14 novembre 2012] 


17th slide


[image: case1]
PICTURE 22 – Destruction of the huts with bulldozers, 13 November 2012 (http://lecriducagou.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/tribu-dans-la-ville-Sylvain-Gauchet.jpg).
18th slide
[image: destruction_cases-dg-660p]
PICTURE 23 –Destruction of the huts with bulldozers by face-covered staff, 13 November 2012 (http://la1ere.francetvinfo.fr/nouvellecaledonie/2012/11/13/les-cases-du-mwa-ka-degagees-au-bulldozer-2164.html).

One observer was to point out that this was a symbolic gesture of cultural exclusion by which the dominant decided which culture should be visible. This was the expression of the refusal of the presence of the Kanak identity within the urban space. Such rejection happened when efforts were made for the inclusion of others in parallel: works were actually undertaken in view of the recognition of the Asian community at the same time.

19th slide

[image: noumea-012]
PICTURE 24 – Asian district in Noumea (https://rdougwicker.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/noumea-012.jpg).


20th slide


[image: des-vietnamiens-qui-avaient-quitte-la-nouvelle-caledonie-en-1960-apres-la-bataille-de-dien-bien-phu-posent-devant-le-monument-rendant-hommage-a-leurs-parents-les-chan-dang-le-17-octobre-201]
PICTURE 25 – Vietnamese from Nouméa posing in front of the monument honoring their parents, Chân Dang, during the inauguration of the Asian district of Nouméa in October 2013 (http://la1ere.francetvinfo.fr/sites/regions_outremer/files/styles/top_big/public/assets/images/2013/10/24/nc241013.jpg?itok=ckuPURtk).

It begs the question, a common destiny: for whom? Questions were thus raised concerning the marginalisation of the Kanak culture in the urban space at large as well as for the Kanak people capacity to create their own space for community gathering and collective expression within the city.

21st slide

As per PPT on Labour and Anti-Colonial Political Unionism

[image: 1er mai]
PICTURE 26: Demonstration on May Day 2011, following a call from the USTKE. (http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-_cR_sgqyOqk/TcnRH06uBHI/AAAAAAAAAXY/IeztQpt4Hj0/s1600/1er%2Bmai.JPG, retrieved 05/03/2015)

Conclusion: limits to and fallout of the “politics of common destiny”

22nd slide
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PICTURES 27 & 28 – Left: Demonstration of the collective for a common flag, 25 August 2011, Nouméa; and right: graffiti on the fast-track road that crosses Nouméa, March 2012, Nouméa.

If there is indeed an attempt to stir up the recognition of a common destiny between communities and an attempt to manufacture a shared Caledonian collective identity, the problem lies in the fact that interpretations and representations of what such common destiny is, or should be, are multiple.	

To start with, there are those who reject the idea outright for being a plain lie or a bare illusion in the view of existing inequalities and on-going discrimination. Social and economic disparities between indigenous and non-indigenous people, as we emphasized, are hard to ignore.

Next and despite all efforts to reconcile for and against independence factions, tensions and arguments around the Mwâ Kââ are showing that however covered, dissension still prevails. For instance, one member of the ‘150 years after’ Committee was to say that in his view the 24th of September was about the takeover and colonisation and that it was impossible to dissociate the event from that history, while others hold the view that the past is past and that this day of commemoration should be about the new symbols that represent citizenship and a common destiny.

However, the conflict is not about a common destiny but rather on the question of independence. The official storyline is that the conflict is based on ethnicity, and is entrenched historically. Yet if there is indeed a conflict between ethnicities this is rather the product of politics pouring different groups one against each other to distract them from the view that the root problem is colonisation. There are for obvious reasons ethnic based divisions on the issue depending on whether one is from the colonised or the coloniser side of things. But you also have Kanak people against independence and the other way around.

The conflict is a political conflict between those who support independence and those who do not. The conflict is about reclaiming sovereignty from France, hence is a colonial conflict. Though, in casting the situation as an ethnic issue, and not a political issue, France can position itself as a third party aside, here to ensure public order and to foster harmony. There is then the idea that to be for the independence is to be against a common destiny (or being ‘racist’); but can’t there be a common destiny in an independent country?

It may also be argued that the “politics of common destiny” have been deployed to evade the prospect of demands for full sovereignty, a diversionary strategy of providing maximum autonomy within a Caledonian citizenship, yet retaining a French ‘sub-citizenship’; [notwithstanding that the Caledonian citizenship is based on the notion of a multi-cultural society, a creole society, setting aside the pre-existence of an indigenous people who were colonised and still seek independence.] […] Remind that the French have always been rejecting the idea of such independence, whatever sides of French politics in government. 

Importantly, there is an agenda to erase history when, as argued elsewhere ‘reclaiming history is a critical and essential aspect of decolonisation’ (…) ‘history is the story of a specific form of domination (Linda Tuhiwai Smith). It is therefore critical for Kanak people to be able to write their own story to be able to fight for their own history. Were the Events an ethnic conflict or a war for liberation? 

Initiatives towards ‘reconciliation’ are burgeoning to the service of a common destiny (education, media, culture events, industrial relations). All those are supported by France but at arm length distance, as a facilitator but not as a party involved. But as we tried to illustrate, there is still a long way to go, even more so if Kanak voices get marginalised and history dissolved in the dominant discourse of reconciliation.

As the President of the Caledonian Congress, Thierry Santa, was recently to say, in 2015: “I dream of the day when we will no longer talk of a ‘First people’, of ‘victims of history’, but just and only of the Caledonian people”.
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