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I NTRODUCT .I ON 

The indigenous Kanak [1] inhabitants of the Southwestern 

Pacific island group of New Caledonia have a history of 

settlement which dates back more than 6,000 years. [2] Since 

1853, they have lived under French colonial rule. 

Almost equidistant from New Zealand and Australia, New 

Caledonia is one of only three French territories in an 

otherwise anglophone South Pacific. Successive French 

governments have made it clear that New Caledonia represents an 

essential presence for France in the region which they are 

committed to maintaining. 

In recent years, however, an independence movement with the 

support of more than 80 percent of Kanaks has threatened French 

control of the islands. The struggle for independence has cost 

the lives of more than thirty Kanak activists since 1984. Over 

the same period, six different governing statutes have been 

applied or attempted to be applied in New Caledonia by various 

French administrations. 

This paper is a study o~ Kanak education in New Caledonia. It 

traces the history of French educational policy and practice 

towards Kanaks, and discusses the extent to which this has 

advanced or retarded colonial interests. It also examines Kanak 
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responses to French education, and discusses some of the 

dilemmas facing the independence movement with regard to 

education. These analyses form the basis of a discussion of the 

role of education within the Rocard Plan, and the implications 

for the Kanak independence movement if it is fully implemented. 

The colonial history of New Caledonia can be analysed in two 

distinct phases. The first was a period of domination and 

subjugation, during which France crushed Kanak resistance and 

confined the Kanaks to small reservations where their 

population dropped so rapidly, it was thought they would die 

out completely. 

The second phase, the post-war period, saw the removal of 

formal restrictions on Kanak liberties. The French education 

system was opened to Kanaks. However, the foreign content and 

selective nature of French colonial schooling, rather than 

aiding Kanak assimilation into settler,society, served to 

further alienate them. 

One of the most significant Kanak responses to this alienation, 

especially as it is experienced in education, has been the 

establishment by the indep~ndence movement of an alternative 

education system. The debates within the movement over this 

strategy go to the heart of the independence issue. 

The common experience of alienation, coupled with a culture 

which isolation kept relatively intact, formed the nationalist 
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foundation for the modern independence movement. Open hostility 

from both the French colonial administration and the French 

settlers strengthened the unity of the movement by reinforcing 

Kanak alienation. 

More effective as a means of countering this alienation has 

been the recent colonial strategy of actively encouraging Kanak 

participation at all levels of the political and economic 

institutions of the territory. This development poses new 

challenges for the independence movement because, if 

successful, it will see the introduction for the first time of 

significant class divisions amongst Kanak people. 

Special education and training for Kanaks is essential to the 

successful implementation of this change from a passive to an 

active assimilationist policy. These Kanak education programmes 

av-e being pv-esented as an integral pav-t of the "development" 

process which is necessav-y if New Caledonia is to become 

"independent 11
, but these concepts have di ffev-ent meanings fov

different people. 

This papev-, thev-efore begins with an analysis of the centv-al 

theov-etical issues embodied in the concepts of colonialism, 

development and independence, as they relate to Kanak 

education. 

The two chapters which follow this theoretical discussion, 

outline the history of Kanak education over the two distinct 
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pre- and post-war periods. The first demonstrates the causes of 

the intense alienation of Kanak people from settler society in 

New Caledonia. The second documents the failure of the more 

liberal post-war colonial policy to limit this alienation, and 

concentrates in particular on the educational dimensions of 

this issue. 

The following three chapters analyse the role education has 

played in the rise of the modern Kanak independence movement, 

and the response this has provoked from the French state. 

Chapter five examines the ways in which the injustices faced by 

Kanaks within the French education served as an important 

rallying point for mobilising Kanak opposition to French 

colonialism. Chapter six discusses the central issues 

surrounding the launch of a separate Kanak education system. 

The final substantive chapter focusses on the role of education 

within the Rocard Plan, and the dilemmas it has created for the 

independence movement. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Recent studies of education and colonialism have seen the 

implantation of a theoretical framework which is static and 

lacking in explanatory depth. It is based on rigid categories 

of colonisation and a confused theory of development. This 

chapter will present a critique of this school of thought, and 

explain why a more dynamic theoretical approach is needed to 

understand the role of education in the New Caledonian context. 

The seminal work in the field is Carnoy's, Education as 

Qbu_tural Imperialism. [3] Writing in 1974, Can10y defended 

Lenin's theory of imperialism over that of Schumpeter, arguing 

against the dominant neo-classical or modernisation theory of 

development and in favour of the more radical dependency 

theory. 

Modernisation theory held that "Third World" countY"ies (former 

colonies) could eventually achieve self-sustained growth and 

"catch up" to the development levels of U1e West by adopting 

political, economic and social systems which followed the 

Western capitalist model. Dependency theory rejected this 

analysis, arguing that modernisation theory was a recipe for 

underdevelopment since it encouraged foreign capitalist 

interests to penetrate even more deeply into Third World 

countries. The result is impoverishment and dependence; the 

7 



loss of local cont1rol ovev- national development airns and 

stv-ategies. Dependency theov-ists used a centv-e/periphev-y model 

to pov-tv-ay this power relationship; the centre representing 

control, the periphery, dependence. It was argued that 

centre/periphev-y relations of dependence exist not only between 

nations, but also within them. [4J 

Within this context, Carnoy defines the colonising aspect of 

schooling as the attempt "to fit people to the needs o·f .. . 

capitalist/foreign or other class-controlled heirarchy .. . 

whethe1r it bErnefits them or- not". [5] He 1rejects neoclassical 

development theo~-y's vie\!\1 of schoolin<;:J as "a 'liberating' 

pv-ocess, in which the child is transfov-med from a 'tv-aditional' 

individual to a 'modev-n' one'', in favour of dependency theory's 

at·-gument that "the tv-c-1nsformaticrn that takes place in school 

cannot be liberating, since a per-son is simply changed from one 

role in a dependent system to a diffev-ent role in the same 

system". [6] 

Kelly and Altbach [7] argue that Carnoy's interpretation of 

colonialism is too broad; so broad as to enable him to define 

as "colonial" the schooling of white working class children in 

the United States. They point out that "colonialism and the 

inequalities that are bov-n out of nation-to-nation dominance 

are substantially different from those that arise from 

inequalities r-elated to se>(, trace and class." [8] 
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They do, nevertheless, accept that American Indians, along with 

Australian Aborigines and, presumably, the Maori, constitute 

colonised nations. What distinguishes this "internal 

colonialism" from "classical colonialism" is the usurpation and 

replacement of the colonised nation by settlers from the 

colonising nation. [9] The third category adopted by Kelly and 

Altbach is "neocolonialism", defined as the domination of a 

nominally independent country by its former colonial power. 

[10] 

This three-way typology of colonialism is inadequate for 

analysing the colonial experience of New Caledonia, a point 

which will be developed below. Just as serious a deficiency in 

the framework presented by Kelly and Altbach, however, is the 

lack of clarity over which of two incompatible theories of 

development it is based upon. At the same time as they use the 

language and st1,.uctural ist "centre/per·iphet,.y" constructs of 

dependency theory, [11] Kelly and Altbach make assumptions 

exclusive to modernisation theory: that "modernisation" [12] 

and "economic gt,.owth" [13] are intrinsically worthwhile 

development objectives; that "major social !'"evolution" [14] is 

undevelopmental and/or unrealistic; and that colonial 

institutions, such as schools, had "both positive and negative 

results" for the "long-tet"m modernisation" (development) of 

colonised countries. [15] 

Kelly and Altbach also argue that, since most Third World 

countries have education systems which lack the'' 'quality' 
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scientiofic and technical tr-aining o·F the industr-ialised wol-'·ld", 

[16] these countr-ies must send students abr-oad wher-e they 

become assimilated into +or-sign education systems. They cite 

this dependence on .for-sign education, together- with the need 

for poor countr-ies to impor-t educational mater-ials r-ather- than 

pr-oduce their- own, as an example of neocolonial education. 

However-, the essence of neocolonialism is not that a countr-y 

needs to impor-t something from foreigner-s, but r-ather- that a 

for-mer- colony r-emains trapped within a network of exploitative 

r-elations with a dominant for-eign power-. This distinction is 

impor-tant for analysing r-elations between the Kanak 

independence movement and its Pacific neighbour-a, which will be 

fur-ther- discussed below. 

Thomas and Postlethwaite [17] adopt Kelly and Altbach's three

way typology of colonialism, and attempt to use it to constr-uct 

a continuum from classical colonialism to independence. By 

soliciting r-esponses to a ser-ies of four-teen questions on the 

nature of education in each of the islands under study, they 

hope to "fur-nish a mor-e pYecise picture" of the colonial natur-e 

of those islands' education systems. [18] They concede that any 

particular countr-y's system may be mor-e towar-d the colonial end 

of the scale on one question and mor-e toward the independent 

end on another. [19] They also acknowledge that questions as to 

whose welfare is ser-ved by the cur-r-iculum and the pur-poses of 

schooling will attract differ-ant responses fr-om differ-ant 

people. [20] 
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Thomas and Postlethwaite are to be applauded for their work in 

breaking the rigid confines of the Kelly and Altbach typology 

of colonialism by introducing a more flexible sliding scale for 

analysing colonialism. However, the unidimensional scale they 

propose is seriously deficient in several important ways. 

First, they r-eexpand the definition of "internal colonialism" 

to mean the domination within a self-governing society of one 

;;subgroup" (class, ethnic cw ;,-eligious grouping) over anothel'". 

[21] Although it is not discussed as such, this represents a 

rejection of the Kelly and Altbach argument that colonialism 

can only refer to nation-to-nation dominance, and a return to 

the contested equation of colonialism and inequality. 

The second weakness with the scale is that the only definition 

supp 1 i ed for the II independence II end of it is: "the opposite or

reciprocal of classical and internal colonialism''. [22] Without 

a clear understanding of what constitutes independence or 

decolonisation, one is unable to judge how close a country is 

to achieving it. One's definition of independence or 

decolonisation depends on one's theory of development. Thomas 

and Postlethwaite present their scale without any discussion of 

the essential elements of the "development debate". 

The one-dimensional nature of the Thomas and Postlethwaite 

scale is a further serious shortcoming. It is not possible to 

situate the abstracted concepts of classical and internal 

colonialism on a linear scale; what differentiates them is the 

form of colonialism, not the degree of it. Flowing from these 
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qualitative differences, the defined objectives of 

decolonisation and the process of achieving these objectives 

may also vary significantly between the victims of internal and 

classical colonialism. The decolonisation struggle of Maori 

nationalists, for example, could not be waged with the same 

objectives and strategies as those of Indian or ni-Vanuatu 

nationalists. 

The other aspect of the Thomas and Postlethwaite scale which 

must be contested is its positioning of neocolonialism as "a 

step in the progression from classical colonialism toward 

independence". [23] When Kelly and Altbach referred to 

neocolonialism as "the highest form of colonialism", [24] they 

were arguing that neocolonialism represents a form of 

subjugation which is more subtle and complex than direct 

colonial rule. Under neocolonialism, inequalities in wealth and 

power, which were established during the period of formal 

colonial control, are cemented in place through collaboration 

between classes within seemingly independent nations and their 

former colonial rulers. Neocolonialism is, thus, more an 

entrenchment of colonialism than a step towards decolonisation. 

It is a path which many anticolonialists make every effort to 

avoid. 

The New Caledonian experience is unquestionably colonial. 

However, French rule in New Caledonia defies simple 

categorisation as either classical or internal colonialism, 

containing elements of each form. From as early as the 1880s, 



French policy was to make New Caledonia a settler colony. 

Kanaks were seen as having no place in the colony; they were to 

bo deprived of any rights, dispossessed of their land and 

confined to reserves, prevented from rebelling and, later, used 

as unpaid or underpaid labour. The Kanak suffered a very 

similar fate to that of the Australian Aborigine. The principal 

difference is that, while Aborigines are now struggling against 

the internal colonialism of an Australian settler population 

which became self-governing, Kanaks in New Caledonia live on 

French sovereign territory under a majority settler population 

which is determined that it remain French. [25] 

New Caledonia's demographic history is quite remarkable. 

Throughout this century, Kanaks have not comprised more than 57 

percent (in 1921) nor less than 42 percent (in 1976) of the 

total population. [26] But the settler community has undergone 

significant transfusions during this period. Between 1942 and 

1960, thousands of Indonesian, Vietnamese and Japanese migrant 

workers were repatriated. [27J They have since been replaced by 

new waves of immigration from mainland France and other French 

territories. Thus, although the most recent census shows a non

Kanak population of 57 percent, more than 40 percent of these 

settlers were born outside the territory. [28] 

France uses its settler majority to justify its continued 

control of New Caledonia by presenting the independence issue 

as a matter for the people of the territory to resolve amongst 

themselves. This helps France to disguise its role as the 



colonial power and portray itself as an arbiter between two 

conflicting groups. It also enables the French government to 

argue that, since most people in New Caledonia oppose 

independence, it would be undemocratic and unconstitutional to 

accede to Kanak demands. It is the settler factor which 

prevents New Caledonia from conforming to either the internal 

or the classical form of colonialism. However, because the 

principal focus of this paper is the impact of education on the 

relationship between the Kanak people and the French state, the 

settler population will only be discussed to the extent that it 

sheds light on that primary relationship. 

In the New Caledonian context, the tension between the two 

colonial strategies of eradication and assimilation provides a 

more instructive and dynamic framework than that of the 

internal/classical colonial dichotomy. This tension represents 

the dual legacy which gave rise to modern Kanak nationalism. 

The change from the overt repression of the eradication phase 

to the more liberal assimilationist period took place at the 

time of the second world war. This is why this paper's analysis 

of colonial education in New Caledonia is divided into pre- and 

post~wa1~ periods. It will be demonsb-ated that, in each period, 

the French education policy for Kanaks paralleled its overall 

colonial strategy. 

Amilcar Cabral has argued that, whatever the material aspects 

of foreign domination, "it can be maintained only by the 

permanent and organised repression of the cultural life of the 
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people conce~·ned." [29] Bimilayly, he maintains, cultuye is 

essential in the national libeYation struggle because it 

YepYesents "the vig• Y• us manifestation, on the ideological oY 

idealist level, of the mateYial and historical reality of the 

society that is dominated." [30] 

Using the same analysis, Kanak nationalists see French 

education as an assault on theiy culture and, therefoYe, an 

obstacle to their independence. France, too, sees education as 

an important means of achieving its political objective in New 

Caledonia - retaining French sovereignty. The emeYgence of the 

Kanak independence movement has made the education system a 

crucial arena of conflict, with the Kanak independence movement 

and the French state each moving to outflank the other. 

This paper will discuss two such initiatives, one from the 

Kanak side, the other from France. The Kanak initiative under 

study is the Kanak Popular Schools experience, together with 

the debate which has lasted more than a decade ovey whether 

Kanak childyen should be educated within or outside of the 

colonial education system. The initiative of the French state 

to be examined is the curYent Rocard Plan, which relies heavily 

on educational and training initiatives as a strategy towards 

deflecting Kanak aspirations away from independence and towards 

"development". 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE FIRST HUNDRED YEARS 

The period from annexation in 1853 to the end of the second 

world war was one of direct physical domination of the Kanak 

people by France. While in its other colonies in Africa and 

Indochina, France had begun to talk of assimilation of 

indigenous populations, the colonial policy in New Caledonia 

was more one of eradication. Several different futures were 

mapped out for New Caledonia's development, but none 

anticipated any form of Kanak involvement. 

New Caledonia was one of the last of France's colonial 

acquisitions, and was annexed for two main reasons: to serve as 

a penal colony; and to establish a firm French presence in the 

face of growing British hegemony in the Pacific region. [31] 

From 1864 to 1897, 21,600 convicts were shipped to the islands. 

[32] On completion of their sentences, liberated convicts were 

allocated land on which to establish themselves permanently in 

the colony, and were even brought women from French prisons to 

marry. 

With the discovery of New Caledonia's remarkable mineral 

wealth, France embarked on a campaign to encourage more 

illustrious free settlers. However, such people were deterred 

by the presence of large numbers of convicts and Governor 

Feil let announced that the "di 1~ty water tap" would be tuyned 

off. [33] 
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By the tur-n of the centur-y, gold, lead, zinc, silver-, coppeY, 

cobalt, chrome and nickel had all been mined in New Caledonia. 

The only other- significant part of the settler economy was 

cattle Yaising. [34J 

What was wanted from the Kanak people was theiY land. But, as 

it was the souYce of their- material and spir-itual existence, 

the Kanak people would not surrender it. FYench policy, 

theYefor-e, aimed at seizing the land and breaking Kanak 

resistance. Kanak people were to be exterminated. As one high

ranking colonial officer wrote: 

"We must start by destroying the Kanak population if we 

want to live in security in the countYy. The only 

practicable means to finish with them would be to chase 

them like wolves, then destroy their plantations and 

their villages." [35] 

A series of laws culminated in the Native Law (Code de 

l'Indigenat) of 1887: they banned many Kanak customs, even 

pr-ohibiting "dancing at night"; [36] they provided fotr the 

dissolution of tribes, the expulsion of chiefs, the seizure of 

land and the appointment of Fr-ench-nominated administrative 

chiefs; [37] they confined Kanaks to small r-eserves of poor 

quality land, fr-om where they could not leave without written 

authority; and they introduced the forced labour of Kanaks on 

public works as well as some settler plantations. [38] 
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The loss of land saw almost every tribe on the mainland rebel 

against the French. [39] The protracted conflict, which peaked 

with the co-ordinated revolts of 1878 and 1917, was the 

bloodiest in the Pacific. [40] The loss o-f li-Fe, land and 

morale, combined with the devastation of European disease, saw 

the Kanak population drop from pre-colonial numbers of at least 

50,000 and possibly as many as 200,000, [41] to fewer than 

27,000 in 1926. [42] 

In line with the social darwinist theories of the era, it was 

widely assumed that the Kanaks were a dying race. [43] Thus, 

for many years, the colonial regime had no policy regarding 

Kanak education, health or welfare. [44] It was not until April 

1919, in the wake of the second major Kanak rebellion, that the 

Indigenous Affairs Service was established in order to maintain 

"frequent contact with the natives". [45] And it was in this 

context, just two months later, that the first state-run 

primary schools were established in some Kanak tribal areas. 
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Officially, the schools had the aim of ''propagating the use of 

French and initiating manual training''. [46] However, their 

function was as much social as educational. Educationalists of 

the day were still debating whether or not Melanesians were 

actually capable of being educated, [47] while other academic 

scholars were reinforcing this view by describing Kanaks as 

"the lowest of the black Melanesians, infinitely more archaic 

and repulsive ... than the gentle tawny Polynesians, who are 

almost Caucasians" [48] 

The establishment of the schools has been described as the 

"fin;;t general measure towards integrating the natives". [49] 

However, since the schools were to function within the 

extensive restrictions of the Native Law and the Kanak 

population was still in rapid decline, such an interpretation 

is unconvincing. The initiative is more likely to have been 

part of a policy of maintaining influence and order over the 

Kanaks in the wake of the unexpected 1917 revolt. But the state 

schools were always oveYshadowed by the mission schools, the 

latter having nea1,.ly four times the numbeY of Kanak pupils than 

the former in 1926. [50] 

MISSION SCHOOLS 

The major responsibility for Kanak welfare and education was 

assumed by the missionaries. They too believed that the Kanak 

race was doomed. Convinced of their superiority, they also 
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shared the racism of the colonial authorities, but expressed it 

through paternalism. In an 1867 circular to his fellow 

missionaries, one catholic priest wrote that the Kanak people 

would soon "melt away, absorbed by the settlers on one hand, 

and reduced by diseases on the other ... Love our poor natives 

until the end, precisely because they are pitiful and wretched, 

let us save their bodies if possible, but at least their 

souls". (51 J 

The first mission schools must be seen in this context, as 

attempts to "civilise" the Kanaks in order to facilitate the 

more important task of evangelism. The French catholics, 

dominant in the mainland, were principally Marist priests, a 

teaching order. [52] Their educational strategy was based upon 

preserving Kanak youngsters from what they saw as the dual 

corrupting influences of pagan traditions and settler society, 

the latter convict-dominated community being considered a 

challenge in itself. [53] Schooling mainly took the form of 

moral instruction and was often carried out in boarding 

schools, which, in 1903, comprised nine of the sixteen catholic 

mission schools. [54] 

The schools were, however, seriously short of resources. This, 

together with the belief that physical labour helped to 

generate moral fibre, moved the missions to adopt a policy of 

engaging the pupils and their tribe in the cultivation of 

gardens to provide food for the missionaries and their flock. 

[55] This pattern remained for more than a century, reinforcing 



relations of subservience of the Kanaks to the missionaries. As 

church resources grew, so did the disparity between the fine 

food of the clergy and the meatless fare from the garden which 

was served to the pupils. [56] 

The protestant missionary effort began through the London 

Missionary Society CLMS) in the Loyalty Islands. French 

protestants did not have an impact in the islands until the 

turn of the century, when the Paris Societe des Missions 

Evangeliques began its operations on the mainland. [57] 

Like their catholic rivals, the protestants saw schooling as 

the key to their influence. The content of their schooling was 

also a mix of morality and manual labour. Short of resources, 

they too depended for food on tribal participation. [58] But, 

unlike the catholics, they did not base their strategy on 

isolating their subjects. They chose, instead, to work as much 

as possible within existing Kanak social structures. [59] 

Thus, literacy programmes were carried out in local languages, 

and were highly successful. Upwards of sixty percent of 

protestants in the Loyalty Islands were said to be literate by 

the turn of the century. [60] Needless to say, the teaching 

literature consisted of either translations from the bible or 

transcripts of sermons. From the beginning, Kanaks were excited 

by the written word, and the rapid spread of literacy was 

partly due to Kanaks learning informally from each other. [61] 

This was developed by the LMS into a schooling policy which 
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relied heavily on using their converts as teachers - a policy 

which did not live up to expectations. 

The reason this strategy foundered appears to lie in the Kanaks 

not making the connections the missionaries did between 

schooling and religious values. Of those converts judged worthy 

to be accepted as evangelists, all lacked training and an 

estimated two thirds were thoroughly disinterested in the 

teaching aspect of their mission. As one leading protestant 

missionary noted: 

''These schools (run by Kanak evangelists) only exist 

when they are regularly visited ... And, with the 

missionary in Houailou, the impossibility of making 

several trips per year, condemns almost all the 

outlying churches to have schools in name only." [62] 

''The indigenous pastors rarely like to run the school. 

They seem to consider, with some justification, that it 

is not of itself the 'work of God', but an accessory.'' 

[63] 

At the same time, the protestant missionaries despaired that so 

many of their converts who could so ably read, write and recite 

Christian doctrine, and who regularly attended services, showed 

very little sign of applying Christian morals in their daily 

lives. (64] This, together with the lack of success of LMS 

efforts to teach these same people to read and write in 

English, [65] lends weight to the view that the Kanaks saw some 

intrinsic value in literacy. It is likely, therefore, that the 
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capacity of the missionaries to teach literacy was a 

significant factor in the influence and respect they were able 

to gain in the eyes of the Kanaks. Eventually their 

perseverance came to fruition with significant transformation 

of Kanak custom. 

The changes brought about by the missionaries have had a much 

more subtle impact than those imposed by the state. Thus, while 

Kanak Christians still retain some traditional spiritual 

beliefs which are unchristian, much of what is considered to be 

traditional was, in fact, brought by the missionaries. By 

contrast, every Kanak knows which chiefs have customary title 

and which were nominated by the colonial administration. 

The catholic missionaries generally worked in close 

collaboration with the colonial authorities; their equation of 

evangelisation with "gallicising the Kanak" complementing the 

objectives of the French state. [66] But relations between the 

colonial authorities and the protestant missionaries were less 

aimiable. The LMS was seen by the French as advancing the 

interests of Britain, and this was the basis for frequent 

conflict between the French administration in the mainland and 

the British missionaries in the Loyalty Islands. The annexation 

of last of the islands, Ouvea, did not come until 1865, twelve 

years after the tricolour was first officially raised on the 

mainland. [67] 



The replacement of the British protestants by their French 

counterparts allayed some of France's fears. However, even 

after this, the protestant missionaries were never as close as 

the catholics to the French administration. But while the 

protestant church is widely considered to have been more pro-

Kanak, there is some evidence that it actually performed more 

effectively than the catholic missionaries the important 

political role of easing the Kanak population into its 

subservient position in the colonial order. 

In the mainland, Kanaks suffered massive losses of land and 

life as a consequence of colonial policy. This rupture of their 

customary life was reinforced by a catholic mission school 

system which was based on separating Kanak children from their 

community. This paralleled the separation between Kanak and 

non-Kanak, where the Native Law prevented any contact between 

the two, except through forced labour programmes. 

In the Loyalty Islands, where the entire area was declared 

native reserve land, Kanaks were spared the land grabs and 

massacres experienced on the mainland. Coupled with the more 

community-based approach of the predominantly protestant 

mission schools, this permitted the culture to be more 

effectively retained, but in a highly missionary-influenced 

form. 

This differentiation between Kanaks from the mainland and those 

from the islands had a significant impact on the limited class 
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formation which developed amongst the Kanaks during the post

war period of liberalisation. Loyalty Islanders showed a much 

greater propensity to become integrated into the educational 

and labour market opportunities which became available in 

Noumea. 

The differences between the catholic and protestant methods of 

schooling can be seen through a comparison between Kanak areas 

which have had similar colonial experiences, but different 

missionary ones. The Loyalty Islanders who were the least 

easily assimilated into the colonial institutions were those 

from Ouvea, the only predominantly catholic island in the 

group. The Kanaks from the mainland who were reputed to be 

among the most "integrated" were those from Houailou, the area 

of the mainland with the strongest protestant presence. [68] 

This division was not to emerge until after the second world 

war. However, the groundwork had already been done by the 

missionaries. While the colonial administration was pusuing 

policies aimed at the total separation and extermination of the 

Kanak population, the approach of the missionaries was making 

them less rebellious and more dependent on the paternalistic 

support of the church. Were it not for the work of the 

missionaries, the dramatic post-war change to a colonial 

strategy of assimilation would have been much more difficult to 

implement. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: POST-WAR LIBERALISATION AND KANAK 

EDUCATIONAL .UNDERPERFORMANC~ 

The end of the second world war saw the advent of a new era of 

French colonialism in New Caledonia. French colonial policy had 

left the Kanak people defeated but not dead. By 1945, the Kanak 

population had been slowly but steadily increasing from its 

nadir twenty years earlier, and it was beginning to reassert 

itself. 

Total elimination of the Kanak people was no longer an option 

for France. And its previous actions against the Kanak people, 

together with its commitments to the settler population, 

precluded any possibility of harmonising its economic and 

political domination of New Caledonia with the Kanak cultural 

personality. An assimilationist strategy was all that was left 

to the colonial power. This chapter will discuss the failure of 

that strategy and discuss some of the reasons for Kanak 

underachievement in education. 

On their return from Europe after the second world war, Kanak 

servicemen petitioned the French government: 

"We would like to be paid acco1rding to our work, and 

not according to the colour of our skin ... We demand 

that our chiefs should be elected by us, so that they 

can be our representatives and our guides, and not 

instruments of oppression in the hands of the 
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administration ... We have built all the roads in New 

Caledonia, and none of them come anywhere near our 

b'"ibes, which e><plains the absence of doctors." [69] 

This sentiment was also growing among Kanaks generally and, 

together with a more liberal post-war outlook in France, led to 

the first significant improvement in policy towards the Kanaks. 

In 1946, the cornerstone of pre-war colonial rule, the Native 

Law, was lifted. [70] 

Kanaks were no longer subjected to forced labour regulations. 

They were permitted to leave their reservations. However, 

universal Kanak suffrage for local government elections was not 

won immediately. Originally, it was proposed that the only 

Kanaks who should be given the vote be chiefs, pastors and 

their assistants and those who had gained their primary school 

leaving certificate. [71] In 1950, the catholic association, 

the Caledonian Native Union for Freedom in Order (UICALO), 

proposed voting rights for all Kanaks who could read. [72] 

In 1952 all Kanaks were enfranchised, and the following year 

the first pro-Kanak political party, the Union Caledonienne 

(UC), was formed. Under a paternalistic white leadership, Kanak 

participation in the UC was principally through two 

associations, UICALO and its protestant equivalent, the 

Association of Natives of French Caledonia and the Loyalty 

Islands <AICLF). [73J 
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With policies which were essentially reformist and did not 

threaten settler interests, the UC was able to win the support 

of both Kanaks and settlers, and dominated New Caledonian local 

politics for many years. [74J The party was firmly committed to 

ensuring that New Caledonia remain French, even to the point of 

threatening in 1958 to expel anyone who called for 

independence. [75] The assimilationist ideology of the UC is 

encapsulated in the party slogan, "two colours, one people". 

The liberalisation of French colonial policy coupled with the 

assimilationist reforms promoted by pro-French local 

politicians and churchmen, represented major social advances 

for the Kanak people. A century of repression and degradation 

had eroded the Kanak spirit of resistance, and the road towards 

integration into European society was followed by almost all 

who had the opportunity. 

Access was through education, and demands for educational 

reform was a significant feature in the first UC policy 

statement. Issued in 1953, it calls included: the establishment 

of a network of Kanak public and private schools; free access 

for all children to the primary school closest to their home; 

study grants for Kanak children; and giving tribal chiefs the 

responsibility of applying the principle of compulsory 

education. [76] 

Primary education was made free and compulsory for everyone in 

New Caledonia, and in 1956 secondary education facilities were 
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also opened to Kanaks. [77] In 1962, for the first time, a 

Kanak successfully completed his secondary schooling, gaining 

the highly sought-after baccalaureat. The first Kanak to 

receive a university degree graduated in 1967. [78] 

Education in New Caledonia is thoroughly French. 

"The language of instruction at all levels in public 

and private schools is French ... the goals of 

schooling are identical to those of the system in 

Ft~ance ... In keeping with a long-time French 

perspective toward colonised regions, the peoples of 

the Pacific are to be assimilated into French society 

and culture." [79] 

The first generations of Kanaks to have access to schooling 

found themselves in schools where the teacher spoke a foreign 

language, where they were taught that their ancestors came from 

Gaul with blond hair and blue eyes, [80] and where, in a 

country with no native deciduous trees, they were asked to draw 

pictures of the four seasons of a tree. [81] 

When they were at school, they were encouraged to be 

individualistic and competitive, but at home in the tribes 

people who displayed such attitudes were criticised as a 

"kainya thibi" - one who exists and acts only for himself. [82] 

The confusion this has created for many people is explained by 

a Kanak elder from Netchaot: 



"The young people have E,chcml now, but thE1y have 

forgotten the Kanak culture. They are like the balls of 

a bull which swing between his legs. With the elders, 

they say that they have the education and custom of the 

Europeans; and with the whites, they say that they have 

Kanak custom. But they know nothing with the Europeans 

and they know nothing in the tribe." [83] 

Since 1976, responsibility for educational administration in 

New Caledonia has been divided between the French government 

(for secondary and tertiary) and local authorities (for 

preschool and primary). [84J This has permitted some limited 

scope for local adaptation of curriculum content and teaching 

method at primary level. However, from the primary school 

leaving certificate through the brevet and up to the 

baccalaureat, all schools in New Caledonia must follow a 

standardised curriculum towards standardised exams which are 

identical to those of metropolitan France. [85] Similarly, 

qualifications gained from the French University of the Pacific 

(which was opened in 1988 with a lecture advocating French 

deployment of the neutron bomb [86]) are of equal status to 

those obtained from a university in France. 

Since 1958, educational institutions in New Caledonia have been 

administered under four different structures. Public schools 

have been the responsibility of the Vice-Rectorate. Three 

separate private school administrations also exist: Direction 

de l'Enseignement Catholique (DEC) is responsible for catholic 



schools; l'Alliance Scholaire is the educational wing of the 

(protestant) Egliss Evangelique; and FELP administers the 

schools of the (protestant) Eglise Libre. 

Most Kanake - a disproportionately high percentage - are 

educated in private schools. Pt~ivate schools are said to favour 

Kanaks by adopting a more lenient approach than state schools 

and, for example, allow pupils to repeat grades more than once. 

[87] However, this results in classes of pupils with widely 

differing ages, which in turn generates its own problems. It 

also means that, to gain their baccalaureat, some Kanaks have 

to remain at school to the age of 25 or 26. 

Attending private schools, Kanaks are also taught by teachers 

with significantly lower levels of formal qualification than 

their counterparts in the state system. Seventy-two percent of 

state primary school teachers had their baccalaureat compared 

with 17 percent of those in private schools; moreover, while no 

state school teacher was unqualified, more than five percent of 

teachers in private primary schools had no qualification. [88] 

However, some private school administrators argue that one must 

go beyond formal qualifications in evaluating the worth of a 

teacher. It was for this reason that they opposed the Debra 

Law, when it was proposed by the French Government in 1976. 

The Debre Law would give the state greater influence over 

private educational institutions in return for greater 

financial responsibility for them. [89] It was strenuously 
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opposed by the pro-Kanak parties in the Territorial Assembly, 

[90] which feared that there would be a more rapid turnover of 

teachers and that the capacity of the church schools to adapt 

to the specific needs of Kanak children would be undermined by 

more st1rict controls from Paris. [91 J "'Our ancestors the 

Gauls' will be back with a vengeance", wrote one pa1'"ty 

newspaper. [92] It was also feared that many teachers in the 

church schools, who had only low-level qualifications, might 

lose their jobs. [93] The law was introduced, and the fears 

were l"ealised. 

L'Alliance Scolaire has lost several Kanak teachers, whom 

considered to be highly capable, because they were judged to be 

underqualified. [94] In some instances, teachers who have been 

forced out of private schools on these grounds have been 

reemployed in state schools and given in-service training for 

the requir-ed qualification. [95] 

The evidence that the education system in New Caledonia 

disadvantages Kanaks is overwhelming, and well documented. [96] 

The exclusion of Kanaks from schooling is one measure of this; 

the higher the level of schooling, the lower the proportion of 

Kanaks. Kanaks make up 51 percent of the primary school 

population, 41 percent of those admitted to secondary school, 

21 percent of those who gain their BEPC (approximately school 

certificate standard), and nine percent of those who pass the 

baccalaureat (the prerequisite for any tertiary study). [97] 



And, of the few Kanaks who have gone on to university study in 

France, ninety percent return without a qualification. 

As a Kanak spokesperson reported to the UN decolonisation 

commit tee in 1986: 11 After 134 years of Ft~ench pr-esence and with 

the great generosity of France, we have one doctor, two 

secondary school teachers and a judge." [98] 

It is argued that, for all it faults, the education system in 

New Caledonia has seen a steady improvement in Kanak 

educational performance. [99] However, the simple act of 

lifting the blanket restriction on secondary education for 

Kanaks must account for much of this improvement. Furthermore, 

improved Kanak educational performance has not translated into 

a similar improvement in employment prospects, since it has 

been paralleled by "qualification inflation". 

The change in required entry qualifications for the public 

service clearly demonstrates this phenomenon. From 1945, a 

primary school leaving certificate was the required 

qualification. This was later raised to the BEPC and then to 

the baccalaureat, always just beyond the reach of all but a few 

Kanaks. [100] This has led to the situation where many Kanaks 

who do manage to gain qualifications at school are not able to 

find work. A significant number of young Kanaks with the prized 

baccalaureat end up returning to the tribes after being unable 

to find work in Noumea. Accurate Kanak unemployment statistics 

are unavailable in New Caledonia because most Kanaks live in 
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tribal areas and all tribally-based Kanaks are classified as in 

gainful employment as 11 ag1-·icu.lteuYs 11
• 

One of the principal causes of Kanak educational 

underachievement is the handicap Kanak children experience as a 

result of the language of instruction in schools not being 

their mother tongue. Growing up with their own languages, Kanak 

children arrive at school with a much more limited knowledge of 

French than their European counterparts. 

However, this is an insufficient explanation because Kanak 

children have lower achievement than children from immigrant 

communities for whom French is also a second language. [101] 

Two social factors are plausible explanations for this 

phenomenon. First, as people who have chosen to take the 

initiative of emigrating from their home countries, these 

migrants are self-selected and likely to be more ambitious or 

more motivated than average. Secondly, as immigrants, they know 

that New Caledonia is not their home. In their protestations 

that they have the right of permanent settlement there, they do 

not say "ici, c'est chez moi", but rather, "ici, c'est la 

France". [102] Thus they have an active commitment to 

integration within the French system. 

One must concur with Kohler and Wacquant, therefore, that, "as 

a product of social conditions and strategies, linguistic 

practice is best understood as an effect of the social 

structure, an intervening variable of which one must take 

34 



account". [103] l<ohler and Pillon take the argument further, 

however, by demonstrating significant differences in 

achievement between Kanaks according to their socio-economic 

status, their level of urbanisation and the extent to which 

they remain attached to traditional practices. They show that 

Kanak children from families which live in town and have a high 

level of participation in the modern economy perform 

significantly better at school than those from the rural 

tribes. "Thev-efore," they conclude, "it is not ethnicity as 

such which determines success or failure at school, but the 

positioning of social gv-oups in the New Caledonian social 

stv-ucture". [ 104 J 

Oardelin has taken issue with this argument. She points to the 

contrast between the speed with which Kanaks achieved literacy 

in their own languages (principally through techniques of 

mutual instruction and high motivation), and the failure of the 

missionaries to teach them to read and write the English they 

had learned to speak so well. "Teaching, in the short time when 

the Kanak society took charge of it, bore fruit. Diffused by 

Weste,~n means, it is branded with the stamp of failure". 
[105] Dav-delin concludes: 

"Fav- from agreeing that school success and the level of 

integration into contemporary society go together, on 

the contrary, we must conclude: that Kanak success 

or failure at school is not tied to their econqmic 

integration in the white world; and further-more, that 

this insertion is more a source of disintegration of 
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their society than a source of promotion. Consequently, 

while it is not denied that among Kanaks assimilated 
into white culture, one finds a correlation with school 

success, one can no longer speak in those cases of 

l(anak identity." [106] 

Kohler and Wacquant are justified in questioning the 

credentials of Dardelin, a European social scientist, to 

between who is and who is not authentically Kanak. [107] 

However, the basic point remains. A statistical correlation 

amongst kanaks between high rates of integration into European 

society and high levels of scholastic achievement does not 

justify the conclusion th~t ethnicity is not a determinant of 

success at school. 

In practice, ethnicity is a major determinant of educational 

success. The education system in New Caledonia was designed in 

France to reinforce French cultural identity and capitalist 

ideology. It is, therefore, entirely unsurprising to find 

evidence that the people in New Caledonia who do best at school 

are those whose backgrounds most closely resemble that which 

the education system is designed to reinforce. Very few Kanaks 

conform to this model. Most are alienated from the content and 

method of French education, and it is this alienation which is 

the principal cause of Kanak underperformance in education. 

For a hundred years, Kanaks were forcibly alienated from 

mainstream New Caledonian society. The policy of assimilation 



which followed, and was actively encouraged by both Kanak and 

French alike, could-not redress the brutality of the past. 

Education was not the path to gaining equality with whites. It 

merely reinforced the inequalities. Less than twenty years 

after their parents were first permitted to timidly venture off 

the reserves, Kanak youth began to fan the embers of 

resistance. 
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CHAPTER_FJVE: EDUCATION AND THE_RISE OF THE KANAK 

INDEPENDENCE_MOVEMENT 

The modern Kanak independence movement was born in 1969. 

Nidoish Naisseline, the son of the high chief of Mare, had 

returned from France where he studied sociology and was 

involved in the massive student riots which rocked Paris in 

1968. He formed the Red Scarves, a group of young activists 

which aimed to rebuild Kanak identity and pride and engage in 

militant action to regain lost Kanak land. The Red Scarves 

divided into regional units (one for the mainland and one for 

each of the three Loyalty Islands) with the task of the 

political education and mobilisation of tribally-based Kanaks. 

In 1975 they regrouped, set Kanak independence as their 

objective and decided to form a political party, the Kanak 

Liberation Party (PALIKA). [108] By 1979, the UC and three 

other previously autonomist parties had declared themselves 

pro-independence, and they joined PALIKA to create the 

Independence Front. Five years later, this grouping was 

restructured to form the Kanak Socialist National Liberation 

Front (FLNKS), which currently represents around eighty percent 

of Kanaks. 

Ward is not mistaken when he claims that, alongside the issue 

of land, education is an essential focal point of Kanak 

nationalism. [109] From a very early stage, the independence 

movement focussed on the injustices of French education. 
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However, it was in the late 1970s that the issues came to full 

prominance. The two most significant campaigns with an 

educational focus were the 1976-78 occupation of the Foyer 

Caledonien and the series of mobilisations which challenged the 

educational establishment in New Caledonia from 1979 until 

1981. 

The Foyer Caledonien was a hostel in Paris, owned and 

administered by the New Caledonian local government, where 

students from the territory could stay while pursuing tertiary 

studies in France. Kanak anger at the racist way in which they 

were treated by the hostel management came to a head in October 

1976, when the manager tore up posters they had put up in 

opposition to the colonial exposition, ''France in the Four 

Corners of the World''. The students' response was to draw up a 

list of six demands including: freedom of expression; fair 

dist1ribution of rooms; a management committee composed of 

hostel residents; and the right for young soldiers doing their 

compulsory military service in France to stay in the hostel. 

The manager's reply was to order two students and a group of 

visiting Kanak soldiers to leave the hostel immediately. They 

refused to do so and began an occupation which lasted more than 

eighteen months. [110] 

The group established a 30 strong management committee and 

launched appeals to groups within France and back in New 

Caledonia to support their action. In a letter to activists in 
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New Caledonia, the spokesperson for the group, Jimmy Ounei, 

wy-ote: 

II 

"This action is impoY-tant, not only foY students, but 

foY- the revolutionav-y sty-uggle which we all must 

conduct to libeY-ate our countY-y. Through the Foyer, we 

can break the wall of silence which blocks New 

Caledonia fv-om gaining the international suppov-t which 

is so necessaY-y. Already heY-e, the Communist Party, the 

Socialist PaY-ty, other left-wing and Christian groups, 

the workers' movement (CGT and CFOT) and the student 

movement support the Foyer committee. 

Since the foY-mation of the management committee, 

discussions on New Caledonia - politics, economics, 

repY-ession, liberation etc ... are constantly being held. 

THe overwhelming majoy-ity of residents from the FoyeY

are participating, and so are New Caledonian students 

living outside the Foyer. The Foyer is full of posters 

denouncing the colonial system of domination and 

exploitation in New Caledonia. Thousands of passers-by 

stop, read our posters and come in to talk with us .... 

It is a gy-eat victory for us Kanaks to direct an action, 

having taken one of the monuments of colonial 

domination. 

II Help us to give the colonial administration the 

most majestic slap in the face it has evey- received." 

[ 11 U 



Throughout 1977, the Foyer became a meeting place between Kanak 

students and all shades of left-wing activism in France. The 

students linked the anti-colonial struggle with the struggle 

against capitalism and coined the phrase, which remains the 

slogan o·f the FLNl<S to clay, l<anak socialist i nd13pendence. "?-)11 

of us have the tasks," the 1=-oyer students decla1~ed, "of 

preparing (see Lenin) and carrying out (see Che Guevara) the 

l<anak r·evolution, the only solution for libet'atinq the l<anak 

people and constn-1cting socialism in our countr·y." [112] 

Back in New Caledonia the students and their supporters were 

1Jnder attack. The local newspaper wrote that the Foyer had 

become "a soviet where Jimmy Dune i ho 1 ds the fotrums". [ 113 J 

8Ematcw Lionel Cherrier·, claimed that "these tt·ou.blernake1~s wer·e 

brainwashed by the communists and the extreme left''. [114] A 

demonstration in Noumea by supporters of the students was 

violently dispersed by the police; two people were arrested and 

several hospitalised, including Territorial Assembly memeber, 

Yann LJ1regei. [ 115J 

The occupation of the Foyer, which lasted almost eighteen 

months, finally ended in 1978 when the Territorial Assembly 

voted to sell the building. However, the impact of the 

students' action had a lasting effect: it brought the Kanak 

independence struggle before the French public; it established 

strong links between the l<anak movement and other revolutionary 
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groups in France; and it saw the growth of a more class-based 

ideology amongst Kanak independence activists. 

In the late 1970s, the issue of the selective, unadapted and 

discriminatory nature of the education system in New Caledonia 

became an increasingly important focus of the independence 

movement in the territory. A steady trickle of Kanaks who had 

managed to get through the education system were returning from 

France and many were taking up teaching positions. From 1979 to 

1981, a series of sackings directed against politically active 

teachers (both Kanak and French) provoked a long campaign of 

Kanak protest. 

The unrest began in August, 1979, when three Kanak activists 

from PALIKA were dismissed from their teaching posts: Jules 

Jebez and Gadre Yewene who were primary school teachers in 

Mare, and Paul Neaoutyine who taught at Noumea's prestigious 

Lycee La Perouse. The o+ficial grounds for dismissal were cited 

as lack of professional competence or under-qualification. 

PALIKA attacked the dismissals as ''clearly an ideological and 

political sanction'', arguing that Neaoutyine's high political 

profile in Noumea and the participation of Jebez and Yewene in 

demonstrations against a French military exercise in Mare were 

the real reasons for the actions taken against them. [116] 

The first demonstration against the sackings was organised by 

PALIKA's youth section on August 22. Sixty school pupils aged 

from fourteen to twenty boycotted classes and, together with a 
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few of the party leaders, mounted a picket outside Lycee La 

Perouse. The school authorities called the police who attacked 

the group with batons and teargas and arrested nine people, 

five of whom were boycotting students. Outraged at the attack, 

which took place within the school grounds in front of other 

pupils, up to three thousand pupils and teachers (Kanak and 

non-Kanak) marched through Noumea in protest. [117] 

For the following two months, a wave of school boycotts swept 

the Kanak areas of the territory, involving pupils, teachers 

and parents. [118] The specific aims of the boycott were to 

demand the reinstatement of the sacked teachers and the release 

of the prisoners, and to protest against the police violence 

against the student picket and other subsequent protests. 

However, these issues were also placed within a broader context 

of dissatisfaction with the inequalities and injustices 

generated in the education system. 

PALIKA's newspaper identified two particular problems: first, 

the prohibitively high cost of buying uniforms, books and 

stationery, and the added financial hardship caused to poor 

parents if their child has to repeat a year and, therefore, 

loses his allowance; and secondly, the problems of the anti

Kanak cultural bias and racism in the education system. The 

editorial declared: 

"In New Caledonia, we live in a racist and capitalist 

society. The role of the school in this context is to 

prepare children to be integrated into that society, 
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which constantly abuses the Kanak. . .. In an unequal 

society, the school accentuates the inequalities." 

The protest actions won the release of the prisoners, the 

reinstatement of Neaoutyine and the transfer of Yewene to 

another school. But the dismissal of Jebez, who had also 

refused to teach French to his Kanak primary school pupils, 

remained. [120] Many of the most active pupils were expelled 

for absenteeism. 

In June the following year, four more teachers were arrested 

for political activities, one of whom, Itragalo Watrone, was 

taken in handcuffs from his classroom in front of the pupils. 

[121] A protest rally was called to demand the teachers' 

release. In the meantime, the teachers were released, but the 

demonstration still went ahead, focussing instead on the 

mistreatment they received while in custody. The rally was 

again attacked by the police who arrested eighteen people, many 

of whom were school students. 

That night the police raided a high school dormitory, seized 

leaflets and banners, and made further arrests. Two of the 

students, Sam Iwen and Julien Kanda, received prison sentences 

of two years and sixteen months respectively, and almost all 

the others, though not charged, were expelled from school. 

[ 122 J 
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Neaoutyine was also arrested, together with his fellow PALIKA 

member and secondary school teacher, Elie Poigoune. In 

September, after each had been sentenced to three months 

imprisonment, they were dismissed from Lycee La Perouse, the 

official grounds being their participation in the 

demonstration. [123] PALIKA and the teachers's union STE again 

mobilised in their support. 

October saw the protests broaden. Two European teachers who had 

begun participating in Kanak demonstrations in Ouvea were 

dismissed from the Catholic secondary school on the island. The 

campaign to reinstate the four teachers, thereforej had two 

targets: the Vice-Rectorate, which was responsible for the 

public schools; and the offices of the catholic education 

system, the DEC. 

It was not until the Socialist Party came to power in France in 

1981 that the teachers were reinstated and an amnesty was 

granted for the political prisoners. [124] For many Kanaks, 

however, the gestu.1·-e was "too little too late". The succession 

of political conflicts over education had generated a large 

number of talented youth who had been expelled from school. 

This factor, couopled with a heightened general awareness of 

the selective and racist nature of the education system 

permitted the mobilisation of a strong body of Kanak opinion in 

favour of cutting all links with colonial education and 

establishing a separate school system. 
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CHAPTER 8 IX: ... Ii'J-_OR_ OUT OF THE J_NST I Tlffl ONS 

The call for a separate school system was first made in 1979 by 

students involved in the schools boycott. During the three 

years of actions, the slogan "Down With the Colonial Schools!" 

came increasingly to be accompanied by "Vive the F)opular 

School!". By 1981, even the pay·ents' association in the 

Catholic school system CAPEL) were threatening to establish a 

break-away movement if the two teachers from Ouvea were not 

reinstated and a more pro-Kanak policy adopted by the DEC. 

[125] PALIKA was, however, divided over the issue. 

A number of the key PALIKA leaders, especially those who were 

qualified teachers like Poigoune and Neaoutyine, took a strong 

stand against the separatist currents. The foundation of their 

argument was that the view that the anti-colonial and anti

capitalist struggle should be continued in every sector of 

society. They argued that to leave the catholic and public 

school systems would amount to a resignation from the important 

struggles to be waged within those educational institutions, 

and would leave the way open for the opponents of Kanak 

independence to more effectively control them. 

"To Cl'"eate a new education system ... would resolve 

nothing within the public and catholic school systems: 

the workel'"s would continue to be subjected to political 

blackmail from the administration; thel'"e would continue 

to be politically-motivated sackings; and freedom of 
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expression would be severely curtailed. On the 

contrary, the administration would be only too happy to 

have a new education system which could absorb all 

those who have been agitating against them. This would 

permit them to adopt even more reactionary policies and 

it would once again be the workers who would have to 

live with the serious consequences." [126] 

The lack of available materials was also raised, calling into 

question the capacity of a new education system to give a 

11 corn3ct education" to the children. "Are we not t·isking taking 

off on an adventure which might undermine the future of our 

children? We do not have the right to push our kids down a path 

whose course remains sut· rounded in uncertainty. 11 
[ 127 J 

As well as the influence of thia school of thought, two other 

factors mitigated against the creation of separate schools. One 

was the split in PALIKA's ranks which led to the creation in 

February 1981 of a breakaway party, Kanak Socialist Liberation 

(LKS). The popular schools tendency also found itself divided 

in the split. The other important factor was the coming to 

power later that year of the French Socialist Party, which 

undermined the protest action through a number of concessions 

mentioned in the previous chapter. 

It was not until the end of 1984 that the idea of the popular 

schools reemerged. Frustrated with the broken promises and 

stalling tactics of the Socialist Party administration, the 
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independence movement restructured itself into the FLNKS and 

embarked on an active boycott of all colonial institutions. One 

of the key targets of the boycott was the education system. 

Unlike the previous boycott campaigns which were organised 

around specific demands, this schools boycott was a total 

rejection of colonial education. Accordingly, the boycott was 

not an end in itself but a forerunner to the emergence of a new 

Kanak education system. The February 1985 Congress of the FLNKS 

officially launched the Kanak Popular Schools (EPK) as a 

"structure of rupture" with the colonial system and as the 

vehicle for developing an education system which could serve an 

independent Kanaky. 

In rejecting colonial education, it was argued that: 

"The current colonial school transmits the ideology of 

the capitalist state and teaches the bourgeois 

conception of a society which encourages individualism 

and competition between workers, with the aim of 

reproducing this same system. It fails Kanak children 

and non-francophone children. It totally disregards the 

real needs of the country to the point of making Kanak 

people dependent on handouts, and dedicating the 

country to the cultural hegemony of French imperialism . 

... Of course we no longer learn 'our ancestors the 

Gauls', but the ideological content of schooling 

remains." [128] 



Further, schooling was said to be dividing Kanak society: 

"The colonial school r·einfm-ces the creation of a class 

uF bourgeois Kanaks by favouring the children of Kanaks 

who are integrated into the system as teachers, 

bureaucrats etc ... It functions to create class 

differentiations within Kanak society, with the 

strengthening of Kanak bourgeois class which is 

conscl"ipted to defend neo-colonial interests." [ 129] 

The task of ensuring that the struggle remained on course for 

"l<anak socialist independence", and not neocolonialism, has 

always been an important raison d'etre of EPK. Analysing the 

neocolonial experience of other countries which left their 

colonial school systems intact, EPK activists observed that 

"these poor countries aye fo~·ced to ask fotr subsidies fYom and 

become indebted to theiy formal" colonial yulers. Moye 

seriously, the structures from the colonial society aye totally 

unadapted to the needs of countl"ies in the process of 

development. 11 
[ 130] 

On the positive side, the EPK was seen as "a means, a working 

tool foY preparing the people, the future citizens of an 

independent, Kanak and socialist state." [131] Its 1role was 

identified as that o-F "adapting the school to the real cultural 

and economic reality and needs of the people to constn.1.ct 

an education system flexibly adapted to both the needs of our 

developing childYen and the fiancial means of the countl"y. This 

can assure true independence." [ 132] 
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With the motto, "r-ely on our- own fot"ce", the movement set to 

wor-k constr-ucting the new school system: establishing its 

pedagogy, t1raining its "animato1--s", gatheiring teaching 

mater-ials, constructing buildings and desks, and establishing 

an or-ganisational and administrative str-ucture. The 

participants at the first EPK convention, in August 1985, 

repor-ted the establishment of 46 schools, 

animators and 1,500 pupils. [133] 

involving 

Some of the school bu.i 1 dings had been "repossessed" from the 

colonial school system, others built by the parents, pupils and 

animator-a of the tribes. The animatoirs worked voluntarily; some 

were teachers who had left the colonial schools and some were 

senior pupils who had left or been expelled from the colonial 

system during the campaigns since 1979. The school year was 

rearranged around the important dates in the Kanak calendar, 

such as the culturally-important yam harvest and, in areas 

wheye ·tribal income came from coffee, aY • und the coffee 

Within the schools, the hierarchical and alienating division 

between pupils and teachers, which was seen as the hallmark of 

the colonial schools, was abandoned in favour of a more equal 

and participatory r-elationship between all three actors in the 

educational process - animators, pupils and parents. This 

applied to the teaching pY • cess as well as the content. As one 

EPK animator explained: 
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"If a pupil doesn't undev-stand something in a colonial 

school, it is always assumed to be his fault. In the 

EPK, the animator's performance is scrutinised as well. 

Every Friday afternoon is set aside to evaluate the 

week's work and plan the programme for the next week. 

If the children haven't understood some of the lessons, 

they will often place the blame on us and tell us to 

work out a way to teach it better the following week. 

At the beginning, the children who had been to the 

colonial schools were too timid to offer criticisms. 

But now we have children as young as eight or nine 

years old making very mature contributions to the 

evaluation process. I spent ten years teaching in 

colonial schools and I never came home as exhausted as 

I do now." [ 135] 

The EPK pedagogy is to start the educational process with what 

is in the child's immediate environment and, from there, to 

move further afield. A thematic approach is adopted, with three 

phases of study - observation, comprehension and analysis. 

"We will look at one thing, say the coconut tree, and 

we will study every aspect: from an artistic level to 

paint the coconut; then its role in Kanak custom; the 

science of how it grows; the mathematics of selling the 

fruit or producing baskets for sale. We start from the 

concrete, what a Kanak child knows, then move to the 

abstract. The same is true for everything we teach ... 
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it is based solidly in the Kanak reality and we can 

expand from thet·e as much as we wish to." [ 136] 

French is seldom spoken in the tribes except as a means of 

communicating with people from outside the area, and the EPK 

operate entirely in Kanak languages. They also teach the 

children to read and write in the local Kanak languages, an 

area of school work in which, like culture and history, the 

parents and elders participate as the key resource people. 

There has since been some recognition within the colonial 

schools of the pedagogical value of starting the learning 

process in the children's own languages. However, EPK workers 

argue that this is simply a means of more effectively imposing 

the dominant colonial ideology on the children. In the EPK, 

they argue, Kanak languages are taught out of a recognition of 

their own intrinsic worth for the Kanak child and Kanak 

society. [137] 

Language is seen as a critical factor in the Kanak liberation 

struggle, with both French and English introduced at an early 

stage, and each taught as a foreign language. French is 

important as the principal language of communication between 

Kanaks from different areas, but the EPK also places a major 

priority on English. 

"Why English? We do not live in England, but we do live 

in an anglophone Pacific. English is spoken by 90 

percent of the people of the Pacific - everywhere 

except in New Caledonia, Tahiti and Wallis. Tomorrow, 
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after independence, ws want to be in contact with all 

the countries which are around us, and so we will need 

English as a means of communicatinf1 with them." [138] 

"The r:·1·-ench school system aims to imprison oL.w 

children's minds; to make them think in a straight line 

to France and nowhere else." [ 13'1] 

The EPK movement has even established facilities for Kanaks to 

pursue tertiary studies. In May 1986, an embryonic university 

was established in Ouvea. [140] This has served as a base for 

establishing relations with the University of the South Pacific 

in Fiji, and its extension in Vanuatu, as well as a new 

arrangement which has just been finalised with the University 

of Papua New Guinea. Studies are conducted in Ouvea by 

correspondence, and some students are also sent to the 

neighbouring island states to attend university. 

EPK activists reject the suggestion that relations with 

countries which are dominated by neocolonialism might encourage 

New Caledonia down the neocolonial road as well. They argue 

that a strict criteria of selecting only proven activists to 

study overseas is their assurance that the students will 

reinvest their talents in the EPK on their return. Further, 

they argue that: 

"They are going there to bt'"oaden the i 1r knowledge and 

learn other things, but they will not learn in other 

Pacific islands how to manage the Kanaky of tomorrow. 

But Kanak socialist independence; noons from outside 



can teach that to our students. That will come from 

here. That is the responsibility of the EPK, of the 

struggle committees, of the people.'' [141] 

OBSTACLESfaND CRITIQISM 

At its December 1988 congress, the FLNKS confirmed the EPK as a 

structure of the movement and an important acquisition of the 

struggle. And in a number of areas the schools remain strong 

and vibrant. Those involved in the movement assert that the 

fact that EPK continues to exist four years after its 

launching, despite widespread skepticism, is an achievement in 

itself. They vow to ensure that the schools survive. 

However, criticism and attacks have taken their toll. In May 

1987, an EPK spokesperson reported to the FLNKS congress that 

seven of the original schools had closed and that pupil numbers 

had dropped from 1500 to just over 800. [142] Since then 

numbers have fallen even lower. 

As some parents started to withdraw the children from the EPK, 

those who remained became even more marginalised. In 

Ponerihouen, for example, the EPK began with five schools and 

130 pupils. In 1988, however, pupils began to be withdrawn and 

three of the schools closed. As one of the animators explained: 

''For three years the EPK was a real popular school, 

based on the participation of the entire population. 
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But once people began to withdraw their kids, it became 

very marginal involving only around thirty pupils and 

run by a few activists from PALIKA. For us, EPK was 

never supposed to be a PALIKA school, it was a school 

of the whole movement. That is why we closed, because 

it no longer corresponded with what we had originally 

set out to do." [143] 

Outsiders have commented that the schools were idealistic and 

would become irrelevant, and that they "may remain a chimera". 

[144] But the issue is more complex than this. 

From its inception, the EPK movement has encountered major 

opposition. Many Kanak workers received threats from their 

employers that if they did not withdraw their children from the 

schools they would lose their jobs. [145] All Kanak workers 

with children in the EPK were the victims of government 

sanctions. The 6,000 CFP (approximately US$60l per month per 

child which the state allocates to workers (nothing fo~ those 

without work) was cut for those whose children were not 

attending colonial schools. Access to state subsidised medical 

care was also withdrawn. [146] 

The pressure on teachers who switched allegiance sometimes took 

a different form. Hnine Wea, now Finance Minister in the FLNKS 

"Government of l<anaky", had been the p~-incipal of the Gosannah 

Primary School for seven years when the schools boycott was 

announced in 1984. He had 24 years teaching experience, 21 of 



them as principal. In line with the FLNKS boycott policy and 

the wishes of the parents in the area, he closed the school a 

month before the end of the official school year. The following 

March, he participated in the launching of an EPK, having taken 

over the old school buildings. 

The Vice Rectorate appealed to Wea to reestablish the state 

school. He replied that the school was supposed to be of 

service to the community, and that his community wanted an EPK. 

The authorities then offered to increase his 220,000 CFP 

monthly salary - first offering 280,000, and then 350,000 per 

month. When Wea was finally dismissed, he lost not only the 

lucrative pay offers, but also a principal's retirement package 

to which he would have been entitled in 1987. [147] 

The RPR electoral victory in France in 1986, and the 

appointment of Bernard Pons as Overseas Territories Minister, 

compounded the difficulties faced in the EPK. Pons's aggressive 

strategy of retribution against Kanaks who had taken part in 

the boycott campaign of 1984 (and, according to pro-French 

opinion, had been treated too leniently by the Socialist Party 

administration) made the EPK a prime target for the military. 

Some EPK had sentries on duty in order to warn the wanted 

animators or parents, who would disappear into the bush at the 

approach of soldiers. Of the 19 activists killed by French 

soldietrs in the "Ouvea massacre" of 1988, five weye EPK 

animators and six others had children in the EPK. [148] 
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Lack of resources has been another major problem. Intern~tional 

support was hard to come by, and when it was forthcoming the 

banks in New Caledonia refused to release the funds. A $7,500 

grant from Corso in New Zealand had to handed in cash to an EPK 

representative passing through Auckland, after the Banque de 

l'Indosuez had held the money in Noumea for nine months, 

refusing to release it. [149] 

Problems were also encountered from within the movement. The 

three FLNKS-controlled regional councils gave little support to 

EPK. In one case, funds which had been promised to the 

Ponerihouen EPK since 1985 were not released until 1988 - only 

weeks after that EPK had closed. [150] 

Critics of EPK have also claimed that a substandard quality of 

education is being offered in some areas. One example cited 

children attending an EPK during the day, and in the evening 

taking basic courses in reading and writing at the local 

protestant church school. L'Alliance Scholaire Director, Billy 

Wapotro, maintained that: 

II In that EPK they are creating illiterates. And 

this has very dangerous consequences, because these 

children could become the +uture exploited classes o+ 

the country. Not only exploited by the whites, but by 

Kanaks. We are not yet independent .... People must be 

trained to be aware of the danger of neocolonialism 

which could lock them into the system. Even i·F it is 

f<anaks 1.-.Jho are in powet'·. 11 
[ 151 J 



This criticism was compounded in the eyes of many Kanaks by the 

fact that many of the most prominent people in the FLNKS did 

not send their children to the EPK, nor did they participate in 

any way in the schools boycott. The EPK in Poindimie was set on 

fire by FLNKS activists from the area who could see this 

situation developinq. "They did not want to see the children 

from their tribes brought into the EPK to learn the name of 

this or that tree, while some of the leaders of the FLNKS 

continued to send their children to the colonial schools to 

leav-n hm,J to give them ov·der-s in the -Fu.tu.re." [152] 

But while some within the FLNKS were quietly keeping their 

children in the colonial schools, others continued to argue 

vociferously against the EPK. Echoing the objections he had 

raised against a separate school system in 1979, Poigoune 

argued that EPK was diverting the energy of activists away from 

the important arenas of struggle against injustice within the 

colonial institutions: 

"A genuinely progressive and decolonisE:1d school can 

only be put in place from the moment where the people 

take power and put in place a society which takes 

account of their real needs. And to take power, we must 

struggle wherever we are - in the tribes, factories, 

businesses and colonial schools .... 

"Since 1985 the1re has been a major demobilisation in 

the educational sector. We cried so much that the 

school is colonial that people no longer dare to 



struggle within it .... Those who have stayed have been 

the targets of criticism - that they are petit 

bourgeois or the agents of neocolonialism .... It is 

clear that the system prefers to see (the activists) in 

a parallel structure like EPK than in a strong and well 

on:;1anised union. 

"It is true that the school diffuses the bourgeois 

colonialist ideology but it can also be, if we really 

want it to, a formidable weapon which we can use 

against colonialism and to gain our liberation. To 

achieve this, we must push our youth to go as far as 

possible in their studies; as many as possible of our 

youth must get their baccalaureat and go on to higher 

education in France." [153] 

"We have to send young people to Ft-ance to study. When 

they come back to New Caledonia, they will be able to 

help us carry on the struggle correctly. This is 

considered to be a petit bourgeois discourse. We are 

accused of wanting to form elites, who will play the 

system's game, against the real interests of the 

people. That is not true. You can push young people to 

enter into the system, to go to school; itudy allows 

them to perceive the situation more clearly and to 

understand the problems bette,~." [ 154] 

An untraversable schism has existed since 1985 between two 

camps of Kanak educational activists. On one side, people have 

invested their energies and the futures of their children into 
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the construction of a separate education system designed to 

address the real needs of Kanak society. In the other camp are 

those who argue that EPK avoids the real challenge and that the 

struggle must be waged from within the colonial institutions. 

[155] The Rocard Plan which was introduced by the newly-elected 

Socialist Party administration in 1988 has forced these camps 

even further apart. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: THE NEW CHALLEl"JJ3E 

On 26 June 1988, a series of talks on the future of New 

Caledonia, which involved the French Government and rival 

political groupings from the territory, ended with a ceremonial 

handshake. Jean-Marie Tjibaou and Jacques Lafleur, respectively 

the presidents of the FLNKS and RPCR, together with newly

elected French Prime Minister, Michel Rocard, had signed the 

Matignon Accords. The accords signalled a dramatic change in 

relations between the three main actors in New Caledonian 

affairs who, only weeks earlier in the last months of the 

Chirac/Pons administration, had been facing the prospect of a 

colonial war. 

In the accords, a ten--yrc3a1r pe1riod of "development" was pV" • posed 

which would lead up to a V"eferendum on independence in 1998. A 

key element of the agreement was an extensive education and 

training pr·ogramme, with the aim of "making up foY the '1retar·d' 

and coV"recting the imbalances which give V"ise to such a weak 

presence of Melanesians in the different sect • Ys of the 

ten·itrnry's activity, and paV"ticulaV"ly in the public seV"vice." 

[156] 

The policy would be realised thV"ough thV"ee progV"ammes: state

funded youth employment schemes would train 4,000 people peV" 

yeaV" by involving them in "community development p1rojects 11
; 

middle and seni • Y management tV"aining would be given to 400 
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Kanaks ovey a peYiod of ten yeays, preparing them for positions 

of responsibility in the economy, local administration, 

communication and services; and fifty assistant teachers would 

be trained every year for five years. [157] 

Changes were also to be made within the schools. On his tour of 

New Caledonia, Rocard told an assembly of Kanak high school 

pupils: 

"New Caledonia tornov-row, and even more so in ten yeav-s, 

will need farmers and workers of couv-se, but also 

tradespeople and drivers, veterinarians and engineers, 

teachers and doctors. From this year, the state is 

going to launch an important programme to improve the 

training you receive. Your teachers will be able to 

benefit from extra training. School texts will be 

printed to better v-elate the history, geography and 

environment of New Caledonia .... Education and 

training are the keys to development. Whatever destiny 

New Caledonia may choose in ten years, this territory 

and its different communities needs economic, social, 

cultural and administrative leaders who are ambitious 

for themselves and fo1~ their country." [158] 

TJibaou made a similar appeal, calling on all within the FLNKS 

"to become better tf~ained and educated in 01rder to cope with 

greater responsibilities." 

"People have to be bette1r trained in management skills: 

management of the coopev-atives, the shops, and to 
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become more involved in the economy so that when the 

' time comes ... to take up the sovereignty of our 

count.try, we have the necessary tools in our hands." 

[159] 

Lafleur, leader of the main settler party and also one of the 

wealthiest businessman in the territory, called on his 

suppcwter-s "to give and to for-give". He welcomed Tjibaou's 

acceptance of the accotrds, desc1ribing him as 11 orn3 of the 

Melanesians who has an economic conception ... which works 

towards advancing things and forqetting the conflicts." Asked 

why he waited until 1988 to make such an arrangement with 

Tjibaou, Lafleur- r·eplied, "I have always wanted it to happen 

like this. If I could have, I would have done it long ago." 

[160] 

The accords place France firmly in the role it has always 

wanted to adopt, that of arbitrator between conflicting New 

Caledonian groups. They also offer the promise of ten years of 

peace followed by a vote which Rocard has said be hoped and 

believed would go against independence. [161] Tjibaou has 

expressed the hope that the ten years of development will 

prepare the territory for independence in 1998. Lafleur's 

principal interests are almost certainly economic, and these 

are likely to be enhanced by the accords. 

The provisions of the accord were framed as a statute called 

the Rocard Plan, and put to a referendum of all French citizens 
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in November 1988. TJibaou and Lafleur, who had each won the 

for·mal suppor-t o-F their- par-ties fot- a "yes" vote, gained a 

majority at the polls. However, with strong settler support for 

the National Fr-ont's call fo1~ a "no" vote and the high 

abstention rate of Kanaks, only 33 percent of registered voters 

in New Caledonia supported the Rocard Plan. [162] In 1985, the 

combined support of the RPCR and FLNKS amounted to over 64 

per-cent of t·egistered voters. [ 163] 

The Rocard Plan has thus already upset the previously rigid 

split between the pro- and anti-independence camps. Within the 

settlers' camp, the division appears to be between the business 

community who can see the potential of reconciling their 

economic interests with the possibility of neocolonial 

independence, and those who oppose any concessions to Kanak 

demands. On the Kanak side, there is disagreement over two 

issues: whether colonial rule should be fought fr-om within or 

outside the colonial institutions; and what impact the Rocard 

development model will have on Kanak society. [164] 

FLNKS critics of the Rocard Plan contend that no development 

strategy should be entered into without a clear definition of 

what kind of society the movement is seeking to develop. They 

argue that "Kanak socialist independence", fi1~st enunciated in 

student hostel occupation in 1976 and now accepted as the 

objective of the independence movement, has never been 

adequately defined. They believe that it is only through a 

thorough and agreed description of what form of independence is 



being sought that common strategies for achieving it can be 

adopted. What Lafleur and the French Government mean by 

development, they argue, is modernisation along western 

capitalist lines, and this is incompatible with Kanak socialist 

independence. 

More specifically, they argue that the specialised education 

and training to be given to 400 young Kanaks will aid French 

colonial and capitalist interests in New Caledonia by 
_____ .!_.! __ _ 

L;r l::!cil.l 11\J 

a Kanak middle-class. Such a class would have an interest in 

preserving the status quo and would, therefore, have a conflict 

of interest with the majority of tribal-based Kanaks who would 

be left out of this model of development. The education and 

training on the Rocard model would not only create an elite 

separated from the rest of Kanak society, it would also 

introduce new tensions amongst Kanaks in competition with each 

other for the few, but valuable, state hand-outs. 

Recriminations have already started over the selection of the 

first 25 Kanaks to leave for France. [165] 

The conflict which has been generated over the education and 

training programmes also divides Kanak opponents of the Rocard 

Plan. On one hand, it is argued that participation amounts to 

accepting the argument that Kanak people are incapable of self

government, and that they need their colonial rulers to educate 

and train them. Rather than seeking handouts from the French 

Government, the independence movement, they say, should 

concentrate on building its own independent education system. 
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On the other hand, some elements within the FLNKB advocate 

taking advantage of the educational and training possibilities 

offered in the Rocard Plan, while remaining opposed to the Plan 

itself. This body of opinion argues that, since the Rocard Plan 

is now a reality, the independence movement should take 

advantage of whatever potentially positive elements it 

contains. Four hundred youth are going to be given special 

education and training in France and, they maintain, the task 

now is to ensure that those who are chosen to receive this 

training are those who have a strong enough political 

commitment and analysis to be able to use their training to 

advance the independence struggle. It is argued that, if the 

youth are well-chosen, the independence movement could subvert 

the programme and use it to its advantage. 
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CONCLUSION 

Every Kanak who is of the generation of the French President, 

Francois Mitterand, can remember living in conditions of near 

slavery, cut off from all contact with European society except 

through gendarmes, missionaries or forced labour programmes. 

Some spent a few years in mission schools, while others had no 

schooling at all. Unlike their parents, who had resisted French 

colonial rule at the cost of much of their land and many lives, 

they had lost their fighting spirit. 

Their children were the first Kanaks to have access to the many 

institutions which had been established within the New 

Caledonian settler society. However, the move from the native 

reserves to white society required a major adaptation on the 

part of the Kanaks. The Kanak people saw education as a means 

of entry into European society. 

Although education was keenly embraced by Kanaks, it did not 

bring equality or large-scale integration into European 

society. Kanaks found the content and process of French 

schooling alien to their customary ways of thinking and acting, 

and very few succeeded. The few who did achieve at school 

gained access only to lower level occupations. 
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The first revolutionary challenge to settler privilege and 

colonial rule came from that post-war Kanak generation. Its 

leaders had spent more time and had been more successful in the 

colonial education system than any other Kanaks. But they 

rejected the colonial society and put their efforts into 

overturning it. 

A key target for the growing independence movement was the 

education system. cama to bs seen by many Kanaks, no longer 

as a means of social mobility, but as an institution which 

undermined the customary basis of Kanak society and entrenched 

Kanaks at the lowest level of European society. Kanak rejection 

of colonial education was expressed through a series of school 

boycotts and, ultimately through the establishment of an 

entirely separate education system. 

With the Rocard Plan, the colonial administration has attempted 

to regain the initiative in Kanak education, which they lost in 

1985 with the launching of EPK. In collaboration with elements 

within the FLNKS and the RPCR, the French Government is seeking 

to ensure the effective integration of Kanaks into all sectors 

and at all levels of New Caledonian social, political and 

economic life. In effect, the change constitutes a move from a 

passive assimilationist policy to an active one. The key to 

this integration is specialised education and training for 

Kanaks. 
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The failure of French colonial education to assimilate Kanak 

people into the mainstream of New Caledonian society has left 

the Kanak community relatively homogenous. The marginalisation 

of the vast majority of Kanak people has been a major source of 

their unity, and this unity has been the main strength of Kanak 

nationalism. The potential for the educational initiatives in 

the Rocard Plan to generate class divisions amongst Kanaks thus 

poses a significant challenge to the Kanak independence 
movement. 

Should the Rocard Plan be fully implemented, it may give enough 

Kanaks sufficient interest in continuing a policy of 

"development" tAJithin the Fr"E:Jnch Repu.blic to gene~~ate a clea1r 

anti-independence majority in the 1998 referendum. On the other 

hand, it may enhance the confidence of the settler business 

community that independence would lead to neocolonialism, and 

would not threaten their economic interests. In either case, 

the policy of selective educational promotion within the 

context of a modernisation model of development would result in 

the continued marginalisation of the majority of Kanak people. 

Through the political education they have gained over the 

course of the independence struggle since 1969, many Kanak 

people are conscious of the dangers of neocolonialism. The 

unadapted and highly selective French education system has 

mitigated against this danger being realised because it has 

preserved the relatively classless composition of Kanak 

society. 
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The post-war change from a colonial strategy of eradicating 

Kanaks to one of assimilating them, was too dramatic to be 

successful. It was well beyond the means of an unadapted French 

education system. Whether the current assimilation attempt will 

be successful remains to be seen. In the favour of the French 

Government and its supporters within the territory, is the 

division the new strategy is creating within the Kanak 

independence movement. Against them is the fact that, unlike 

the immediate post-war period, Kanak people are not only 

alienated from French colonial society, they are also conscious 

of the source of that alienation. 
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Speech by Michel Rocard in Lifou, 24 August, 1988. 
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