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ABSTRACT

This paper explores Drueulu women’s engagement in an organized collectivity during the
late 1980s and early 1990s. I focus particularly on the Drueulu Women’s Group, a group
affiliated to the umbrella Catholic organization, mouvement féminin vers un Souriant Vil-
lage Mélanésien (mfSVM), to illustrate how these women mobilized cultural elements,
including customary bonds, religious affiliation, and maternal relations, to assert their
agency and empowerment. To move beyond a given and unchanging representation of
Lifouan men and women means bringing to the fore multiple changing identities which are
negotiated in different times and places. This does not mean privileging localism over
national commonalities. By examining a 1990 protest march against alcohol abuse by men,
I attest to the various articulations of women’s concerns, customary linkages, and denomi-
national affiliation which informed women’s agenda at the village level. I then consider
how these configurations were articulated in the 1992 annual general assembly of the
mfSVM when 200 women gathered in Drueulu from all over the country for the twentieth
anniversary of the movement. In the wider social settings here examined, the ubiquitous
metaphorical use of maternal tropes gained strategic efficacy.

PROLOGUE

In July 1990 the women of the village of Drueulu held a meeting at which they decided to
organize a protest march against alcohol abuse by men.! I participated in the meeting and
followed but did not take part in the protest march. Although the Groupe des femmes de
Drueulu, ‘Drueulu Women’s Group’, was the organizing body, this event brought together
Catholic women from the village regardless of their membership in the group. The next day,
elderly and younger women gathered at the home of a middle-aged married woman to dis-
cuss the organization of the march. Some women who had shown confidence at the plan-
ning meeting, now, once actual preparations had begun, expressed doubts about men’s like-
ly reactions and were unsure whether to take part in the protest. Thérése,? who had provided
her house for the women to meet, commented that even a widow could not ignore the prob-
lem: if it were not a drunk husband, then it was sons who were drunk. In the end all the
women present agreed to participate. Coconut leaves were used to make sticks to which
placards were attached. ‘Independence will be declared by women. All the men will be
dead, killed by alcohol’ read one of them, alluding to the ongoing Kanak campaign for
independence from France. Others carried messages in Drehu, the indigenous language of
Lifou: Trijepi la kahaitr ke hna mecin angeice, ka helén la tingeting, ‘throw away alcohol
because it kills and banishes peace’.
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Map 5: Lifou, New Caledonia.

Generally people are formally or informally aware of events taking place in the village,
but not in this case. When the protesters arrived at the destination of the march, the Mission
— the term still used to refer to the Catholic church and its annexes — a fight broke out
between a man and his wife who had marched. Women surrounded her to keep the husband
away. The young woman refused to follow her husband and defended her position by say-
ing that Hatreqatr® — an elderly woman who was married to a catechist with an important
customary role (see Plate 6) — was speaking and that out of respect everybody should be lis-
tening to her. The same woman strengthened her argument by telling her husband ‘to have
respect for the place, the Mission’. Later the man publicly apologized for his behaviour.
Although this was the most vigorous reaction by men, it was not the only one. Another man
watching the march commented that he did not recognize the Women’s Group; at that point
the local nurse, a member of the elected committee of the group, retorted that all the women
were involved and not just those belonging to the Women’s Group. Following this heated
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exchange of words, Hatreqatr held forth to the men saying that they should moderate their
drinking otherwise 1998 would mark ‘independence for women but men will not be there,
they will be dead, all because of alcohol’, repeating one of the slogans of the placards.® Her
assertions were framed in language which stressed women’s concerns for the well-being of
the community as a whole. This was echoed by another woman who noted that men’s abuse
of alcohol meant that the tribe was already largely made up of women and children, a refer-
ence to the number of widows living in Drueulu.

I use this episode to introduce an analysis of women’s collectivities in Drueulu, specifi-
cally women’s engagement during the late 1980s and early 1990s in the Groupe des femmes
de Drueulu, ‘Drueulu Women’s Group’, a group affiliated to the umbrella Catholic organi-
zation, the mouvement féminin vers un Souriant Village Mélanésien (mfSVM), ‘Movement
of Women for a Smiling Melanesian Village’.’ I consider how the organization mobilized
cultural elements, including the centrality of motherhood and Catholic affiliation, to assert
women’s agency and empowerment. Various articulations of women’s concerns, customary
bonds, and religious affiliation informed women’s engagements and commitments at the
village level and in the wider context of the annual general assembly of the mfSVM held in
Drueulu, 5-8 February 1992.6

ENCOUNTERING AND REPRESENTING LIFOU WOMEN

My claim to represent the interests and allegiances of Drueulu women is problematic,
like any ethnographic enterprise. However, if fieldwork relationships are conceived as both
dialogical and political, ‘social commitment and responsibility towards the researched’
become critical (Karim 1993:251). Elsewhere (Paini 1994, 1997, 2002b), I extended this

Plate 6: Hatreqgatr (centre) and Pohnimé (right) during the women’s anti-alchohol
march, Drueulu, Lifou, July 1990.
Photograph: A. Paini.
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position by proposing that sharing a context establishes an exchange which modifies all par-
ties and forces the ethnographer to abandon both condescension and the exoticization of dif-
ferences. This move neither denies tensions nor erases the memory of colonial pasts and
presents but rather acknowledges them. In the field, I tried neither to romanticize Kanak
women nor see them as victims and to treat each interlocutor ‘as a complex, historical sub-
ject, neither a cultural type nor a unique individual’ (Clifford 1997:23, original emphasis).
Back home, I aim to represent them without resorting to ‘symbolic misery’ but by privileg-
ing relations among women, their ‘shared strengths and resources’ (Hooks 1991:30).

Rather than construct the present role of Lifouan women in terms of essentialist com-
parisons with pre-European times or with modern Europeans or Italians, I try to map how
Drueulu women actively pursued personal and community objectives during a specific his-
torical period which happened to coincide with the implementation of the Matignon
Accords (see note 4). Yet the shift from portraying women as passive victims (‘symbolic

" misery’) to authoring them as agents cannot be neutral but rather ‘involves a reflexive poli-
tics of representation’ (Douglas 1999:122). My own choices as a feminist, an anthropolo-
gist, and an unmarried mother intersected with the choices and assumptions made about me
by Drueulu people to create a coeval relationship and channel my experiences. Choices,
relationships, and experiences alike shaped the information to which I had access. The
resulting knowledge is both doubly partial and ‘positioned” (Abu-Lughod 1991:142).

More generally, I reject essentialist oppositions of all kinds and insist on the need to
acknowledge diverse positions and unexpected configurations of women from different
places and with different cultural backgrounds and experiences. Thus, to brand ‘Western’
feminist thought as monolithic also obfuscates internal and regional debates.

WOMEN’S COLLECTIVITIES AND MATERNAL METAPHORS

Having ‘positioned’ myself (but see Paini 1997), I now turn to the varied community
engagements of Drueulu women generally. The broader network of solidarity among
women is experienced as part of daily domesticity. At the household level, women help
each other with housekeeping, child-minding, and gardening. As elsewhere in Melanesia,
men also participate in gardening and childcare and the division of labour is determined by
marital status and age as well as gender. Cooperation in gardening between a wife and a
husband is highly valued and a good harvest praised as a product of their complementarity.
But women organize themselves individually and collectively in other ways, relying on
informal same-sex networks, and are likely to mobilize them in times of stress. For exam-
ple, when a husband is drunk and his wife at risk of violence,® she will draw on female net-
works in the village for shelter and comfort, especially if she lives away from her natal fam-
ily as is often the case. During my fieldwork, women activated networks along both kinship
and denominational lines to tackle other critical situations. For example, on one occasion
Catholic women mobilized their informal network to help a very young unmarried woman
and her two children who had been abandoned by her relatives and were threatened by ill-
treatment. The Catholic women disapproved of the young woman’s conduct (two children
born out of marriage) but emphasized their concern for the children who were not to blame
for their mother’s behaviour.

Although women, like all Kanak, emphasize place as the main basis for ‘belonging
together’, they also acknowledge that shared religious denomination can be a crucial token
of identity in certain contexts, differentiating one part of the village from the other. Identity
is situational and different elements (language, place, customary expectations, denomina-
tional differences) rate more highly in particular contexts. Moreover, the ways people dif-
ferentiate themselves as persons or members of a given community is time and place specif-
ic (Teaiwa 2001). The level of inclusiveness may vary and people ‘possess multiple, nested
affiliations’ (Linnekin and Poyer 1990:11). Arjun Appadurai (1996:12) stressed that every
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cultural dimension also includes a situated notion of difference that is always related to
something ‘local, embodied and important’. It is within this framework that I consider the
self-images presented by Lifouan men and women.

Christianity is crucial in Lifouans’ present sense of themselves (Paini 1998). Through-
out the 1990s, Drueulu residents grounded their identity as Kanak both in following gene
ndj, ‘the way of the land’, and in belonging to one of the two Churches operating in the vil-
lage, Catholic or Evangelical. Qene ndj, glossed in French as la coutume, ‘custom’, was
opposed to gene wiwi, ‘the way of the French’, in specific contexts, but not to Christianity.9
La coutume was considered to constitute the core of life and identity. Most of my interlocu-
tors viewed it as the root on to which Christianity has been grafted and eagerness to recon-
cile Christianity with la coutume pervaded all their narratives: one woman insisted, ‘if la
coutume is not strong even religion does not work’ (Paini 1993: 217; cf. Jolly 1992; White
1993). Yet rhetoric about the harmony of la coutume and Christian Church adherence was
deployed in different ways by Catholics and Protestants in Lifou as they sought to relate the
past to the present. Although Protestants acknowledged differences in the past, their narra-
tives tended to invoke continuity between the old and the new, the past and the present,
whereas Catholics conjugated past and present rather more in terms of disjunction (Paini
1998).

While collective life in Lifou is largely male-dominated and male-defined, women
have their own ways of engaging in it. To be part of a larger collectivity is crucial in defin-
ing Lifouan identity and is stressed by men and women alike as inherent in the indigenous
way of life which they contrast with the selfishness and individualism of whites (Paini
n.d.a, but cf. Douglas 2002:8-9). Lifouans use images of the maternal body to symbolize
cross-sex sociality and women also deploy the maternal to create new, exclusively female
collectivities.'

Representations of Women

In Drehu, various metaphors are used by both women and men to produce gendered repre-
sentations of social life. The most common metaphor for a woman is ka xet, the young,
undamaged banana leaf used to wrap the itra, the classic indigenous dish of root vegetables,
flesh, and coconut juice which is wrapped and tied in banana leaves and cooked in an earth
oven. A properly prepared itra comes out of the oven with leaves still intact and no juice
leaking. Women are thus likened to the banana leaf covering which is meant to keep the
ingredients together.'" Ame la foe ka xet ne hnalapa means ‘the woman is the one who
keeps the household together’ and is often used to define women’s relation to a collectivity.
But women are also spoken of as trengen la mel, ‘the basket of life’, an analogy between
human procreation and agricultural harvest.'? During wedding ceremonies, women are
referred to as atre gatreng la mel, ‘the person who encompasses life’. Qatreng la nekonatr,
literally ‘to put a baby in a bag’, meaning ‘the woman carrying a baby’, is another image
focusing on a woman'’s reproductive role. The idea of a woman as a container rather than its
contents is stressed again and again during collective social moments.'* Although this image
emphasizes women’s nurturing role, it is an image of stability, of strength rather than weak-
ness. In a very mobile population, women’s embodiment of strength and continuity is even
more salient.

The strength of women was acknowledged by the high chief of the district of Gaica
during the general assembly of the mfSVM held in Drueulu in February 1992 (see below;
cf. Scheyvens, this issue; McDougall, this issue). He demonstrated the significance he
placed on the event by opting to speak himself rather than through a spokesman as custom
decreed. He welcomed the women’s delegation with the words, ‘you are half the country’,
and a few days later used the simile of a kite (the man) and a rope (the woman) to symbol-
ize the importance of women in present-day Kanak society: “You [women)] are the basket ...
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who carry the child ... who carry the kite [it is you to whom the kite is tethered]; if the rope
breaks the kite flies away ... the spring of life is always you, girls and women. If we work
without you, we can only manage half the work’." By contrast to this positive appreciation
of the worth of female nurturing in the social arena, the potential for maternal metaphors to
be turned to women’s disadvantage is evident in the recourse by other local men to such
imagery to criticize women’s involvement in women’s group activities on the grounds that
they were neglecting their duties as mothers of small children and as wives (cf. Dureau
1993:26-7; see below).

This focus on different constructs of motherhood does not mean that Kanak women in
Lifou are only symbolized as mothers. A woman'’s status as ‘mother’ is crucial in a man’s
relationship to both his wife and his sister but he must behave quite differently towards
them: the relaxed relationship he has with his wife is not mirrored in that with his opposite-
sex sibling. However motherhood, although defined by a language of pervasive gender

‘asymmetry, is not just a dyadic mode of attachment to men as the other kin categories of
wife and sister must be. ‘Motherhood’ denotes women’s collective existence. Everyone is
generated by a woman (Rich 1986:11). Thus women can represent themselves through the
maternal in an empowered way, stressing not closed domesticity and stasis but greater
mobility and visibility in the broader social world.

Church women’s groups in Drueulu

In Drueulu in 1989, women participated in communal activities as part of both mixed-sex
and same-sex groups. An informal group of Catholic women gathered on a weekly basis to
pray. The Catholic parish committee had women members. Other women were active in
Secours Catholique.”* Younger women, regardless of religious affiliation, belonged to a cul-
tural group for youth, Drui, which began in December 1989. They also participated in sport-
ing activities.

This paper’s primary concern, though, is with one of the two organized women’s
groups in Drueulu: the aforementioned Drueulu Women’s Group which professes a Catholic
bond. The other group belongs to the Evangelical Church and is only briefly described here
(see Paini n.d.a). During my fieldwork, this group had a membership of eleven married
women but unlike its Catholic counterpart had no unmarried participants. This exclusion
was explained in terms of the strong differentiation of the activities of the Protestant com-
munity according to age. Women gathered together on Sunday afternoon at Eika (a Greek
word meaning ‘people living in the same house’ used by Protestants to refer to the pastor’s
house and nearby terrain), at the same time as the other members of the Evangelical Church
met to discuss and organize their work. Members of the women’s group stressed that,
although they met separately, they did so during the day and not at night so that their hus-
bands who were present at Eika at the same time could mind the children.

The structure of the group was very formal, replicating the Evangelical Church’s male
hierarchical structure. A committee with a president was chosen every three years at the
tribal level, at the consistoire or district level, and at the regional level (Lifou). Information
was directed to local groups by the central committee based in Nouméa passing en route
through the different levels of the organization. The group thus lacked the freedom of
movement and autonomy of action of the Catholic women’s group and as a result their local
social involvement was somewhat atrophied. The group had no independent statute and
many of its activities were ‘of a religious nature’, as the president put it, although alcohol
abuse was a key social issue on its agenda. Meetings were always opened by a prayer,
unlike those of the Catholic group. The group was organized as a work party for gardening
and fundraising activities and the money earned was generally used to enable members to
participate in meetings elsewhere in the island. On such occasions, the women were accom-
panied either by the pastor of their tribe or by the deacon.'®
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Plate 7: Loyalty Islander women at the first women’s gathering in Paita, near
Nouméa, July 1971, with Pohnimé at far left.
Photograph courtesy of Pohnimé.

Le groupe des femmes (Drueulu Women’s Group)

The Drueulu Women’s Group dates from the early 1970s when Scolastique Pidjot came to
Drueulu. Women explained her visit in terms of both customary allegiances and religious
ties (Awaqatr, Interview, 29 July 1990). Although her father was from the main island, her
mother and thus her maternal uncles were from Drueulu. Furthermore, her husband, the
revered Kanak political leader Rock Pidjot, had attended a catechists’ school on the main
island at the same time as two leading Drueulu catechists. The narratives of Drueulu women
identified Scolastique Pidjot as the key figure in the development of the Catholic women’s
group in Lifou. She is more generally acknowledged as a major architect of the Catholic
umbrella women’s organization, the mfSVM, following a meeting at her house near
Nouméa in July 1971 at which a group of women articulated their desire to begin organiz-
ing as women (Anon. 1992; Tjibaou 1996:57; see Plate 7).

Following Scolastique Pidjot’s visit to Drueulu, the Women’s Group was formed in
1973 and affiliated with the mfSVM. It was the first women’s group organized in the Loyal-
ty Islands. Awaqatr, a woman prominent in the village and sister of the high chief of Gaica,
became the first president and Pohnimé the secretary. Pohnimé, who was then in her early
thirties and had attended the foundation meeting of the mfSVM held in Scholastique Pid-
jot’s house (see Plate 7), explained that elderly women could not hold such offices because
they were illiterate and so educated young women were appointed instead. The wife of the
high chief attended the first meeting but did not join the group though she was later actively
involved: ‘She had just got married, she was still young’, said Pohnimé (Interview, 30 July
1990). Because the Drueulu group mainly addressed Catholic women, its organizers then
helped establish similar groups in Hnathalo and Hunété, two Catholic villages in northern
Lifou. In 1989 and 1990 all three groups were still operating and still belonged to the
mfSVM. Some of the first members of the Drueulu Women’s Group were still active; others
did not participate regularly but did so when the group was involved in communal activities
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such as women’s gatherings or a kermesse, ‘fundraising féte’. Members of the group had
different political convictions or affiliations and such differences had been exacerbated dur-
ing the évenéments, ‘events’, of the 1980s: the violent political struggle for and against
independence which convulsed New Caledonia in 1984-85 and again in 1988-89."7
Nonetheless, from the late 1980s to the mid-1990s, the time span considered in this paper,
women were able to transcend political differences and work together, not only in Drueulu
but beyond the tribe as well.

The Drueulu Women’s Group adopted its own statute which enabled it to remain
autonomous of the central committee of the mfSVM, both financially and in activities pur-
sued. The group was thus entitled to have direct membership of the Conseil des femmes de
Nouvelle-Calédonie (Council of Women of New Caledonia) after its inauguration in 1983.18
The aim of the Drueulu group as set out in Article 2 of its Charter (23 April 1989) is ‘to
promote Melanesian art and culture’. This broad definition of interests, seemingly some-
what incongruent with the group’s actual commitments and actions, was not meant to cam-
ouflage its activities with respect to men but to provide the scope to engage freely in a wide
range of activities. At no stage did I hear any women question whether a planned activity
came under the group’s charter. Denominational affiliation was not a strong element of
identification and religious commitment was more a private matter than a group concern.
There was a complete absence of Christian prayers, ritual, or symbolism in the group’s
activities. Some members participated in Church activities such as parish meetings, the
musical animation of Sunday Mass, and kermesses but kept separate their engagement in
church and women’s group. Yet the Catholic bond was played on as an element of identity,
as with the 1990 protest march with which I began this paper.

The Women’s Group was structured around an elected committee, half of which came
up for re-election each year although the election was just a way to ratify the names that had
been previously agreed upon and decisions were taken by consensus of the whole group.
Committee members were chosen on the basis of several cross-cutting criteria including
their husband’s lineage status, though this alone did not explain their selection. In the case
of widows, their own lineage status might be foregrounded. Kinship and age were other
important criteria. Marital status did not seem to matter. Not only widows but also the local
nurse, an unmarried woman with children, in her late forties, were on the committee.
Whereas the Protestant women'’s group always met during the day, the Catholic group often
met in the evening. This incurred criticism from people — some women as well as men —
who considered women’s evening meetings to be recreational because bingo was often
played beforehand or afterwards. Further, when Catholic group members attended meetings
involving other women’s groups they always went alone, without men. This meant that it
was they, rather than men, who spoke publicly in the process of ‘making custom’, present-
ing customary gifts to their hosts."

When 1 first started to attend its meetings in November 1989, the Drueulu Women’s
Group included over thirty Catholic women of different ages. The strength of the group
resided in the authority of several of its members who included the high chief’s wife and
quite a few elderly women, some of whom had married into families with the customary
status of trenadro, ‘master of the soil’, although now they were widows. The importance
and competence of the women in charge of a women’s group were widely claimed to be
major elements in its success and effectiveness, not just by women in Drueulu but by those .
from other branches of the mfSVM. They remarked that very active groups often virtually
disappear with the departure of dynamic leaders — a pattern noted elsewhere in Melanesia
(see Macintyre, this issue).

If leadership were a crucial element in the group’s success, any analysis of its dynamics
must consider how authority operated within the wider Catholic community of Drueulu.
The ongoing absence of a priest meant that local catechists took care of the parish — the
base level of a mostly white, male-dominated, and intensely-hierarchical Church structure.*
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Accordingly, authority within the Drueulu Catholic community was more diffuse and less
centralized than in other local social contexts, given that Kanak society in Lifou is itself
male-dominated and intensely hierarchical. This left far more scope for the participation of
women, regardless of age, in the Catholic parish committee compared to what I perceived
as the more rigid, centralized, (male) pastor-dominated structure of the Evangelical Church
in the same village.

The youngest members of the Drueulu group were between twenty and twenty-five
years old though few participated in its activities in 1992, partly because they questioned
the way elderly women ran the group but also because of their recent commitments as
mothers. Younger women in Drueulu seem to have a heavy workload especially if they have
had their first child and are not married. They are expected to take care of the child but also
make a substantial contribution to the household chores. As women grow older, they are
always very busy but they can split their chores with their younger sisters, elder daughters,
and daughters-in-law.2' Although both old and young women took part in the Women’s
Group, a membership gap resulted from the virtual absence of married women in their thir-
ties. Members frequently complained that young married women who had had more educa-
tional opportunities refused to join the group.

The metaphor of woman as mother is pervasively invoked as women in Lifou create
new collectivities. The idea of the maternal is central in Catholic women’s engagement in
the social arena and serves as a conceptual bridge between personal and wider settings. A
woman'’s role in social contexts outside the family is seen as an expansion of her role as a
mother but with greater emphasis on her agency as a person than on the conjugal bond. The
boundaries between the domestic and the public are blurred in Lifouan experience, giving
strategic efficacy to maternal tropes in women’s broader social engagements and challeng-
ing conventional ‘Western’ conceptions which differentiate bounded private spaces from
the political.

Women make use of maternal tropes in their engagement with new communal projects.
When they expressed concern about heavy drinking in the tribe or about the problem of
pregnancy of unmarried women, they always justified it by recourse to the maternal.
Although the socio-cultural context of Lifou draws a rigid line between fille and femme
(unmarried and married woman), woman as mother was a pivotal representation compared
to woman as wife. Their ways of organizing themselves and engaging in the new collectivi-
ty of the Women’s Group drew on maternal relations as embodiments of relationships with
the community at large. Women always described what they were doing, from the protest
against alcohol abuse to family planning meetings, as activities addressing broader commu-
nal issues. Accordingly, they represented their own well-being as a metonym for that of the
entire community and represented the role of women within the community as analogous to
that of stable mothers within the household. They founded and participated in the Women’s
Group — which had no local precedent — by reaffirming rather than subverting the ideology
of the maternal. Predicating their engagement in the social on the maternal trope, they creat-
ed a new collectivity which gave women wider autonomy through access to money and
geographical mobility.

NEGOTIATING CUSTOM, CHRISTIANITY, AND COLLECTIVE FEMALE ACTION

Most of the Catholic women of Drueulu acknowledged what the Protestants in the village
had maintained for some time: that alcohol was a mainly a problem of the Catholic commu-
nity. While this issue was recognized by the Catholic protesters in July 1990, they also
raised matters considered specific to the Protestants. To paraphrase one women: ‘If we
Catholics have to deal with the problem of alcohol, they [Protestants] have to deal with the
more important question of families that break away from their Church and go to the Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses’. This statement was an expression of interdenominational tensions
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although both Catholic and Evangelical Churches and their parishioners identified them-
selves as belonging to the same place and acknowledged the authority of the same anga
Joxu, ‘high chief’: that is, they claimed a common custom that cut across religious differ-
ences.

To encourage greater female participation in the planned march against men’s drinking
habits, its organizers decided to gather in a place other than the maison des femmes,
‘women’s house’.”2 The Women’s Group had been widely criticized by other villagers for
having created its own public space in the women’s house. Here members gathered accord-
ing to a flexible schedule adapted to other communal events such as weddings, when
Women’s Group activities slowed down to accommodate the many associated duties which
occupied large numbers of men and women. The rest of the Catholic community of Drueu-
lu, especially men, expressed disapproval that the Women’s Group should meet in a space
apart from the Mission where a large new hall had been built next to the charch. These
‘'women were blamed not so much for subverting custom but for undermining male authority
within the village, a grievance particularly expressed within the parish committee. As previ-
ously mentioned, they were accused of spending too much time in the women’s house and
neglecting their households and children. Yet an attempt made in 1990 to yoke religion
more tightly to the maternal by creating an explicitly Catholic women’s group called
Maman Missionnaire, ‘Missionary Mum’, was unsuccessful: its leaders were often absent
and the commitment of most older Catholic women to the mfSVM compromised the com-
position of the new group. Women’s Group members were also censured for their willing-
ness to go to the Lifou administrative centre of We and apply for public money to fund their
social and cultural activities. It was not the money per se that rankled but the fact that they
used it autonomously according to their own agenda, such as to pay travel expenses for
women to participate in meetings held in Nouméa or in other tribes.

Male opposition did not jeopardize attendance at Women’s Group meetings because
most of the middle-aged members were widows and the younger ones were unmarried. Fur-
thermore, the married women included the wives of two catechists of Drueulu, one in her
late twenties and the other in her mid-thirties. Despite criticism voiced by the parish com-
mittee, the membership of these two women as well as elderly women and women with
important customary status ensured the group’s legitimacy. Having its own building enabled
the group to organize fundraising activities such as small kermesses and bingo without hav-
ing to ask permission from other collective bodies, notably the parish committee. The
women’s house became an important physical and symbolic space for the creation of collec-
tivity by female agency. However, the organizers of the protest march decided that a greater
number of women would participate if the marchers gathered in a more neutral, less con-
tentious space than the women’s house and that it would be easier to plan for the march in
secret if they met in a private house.

The choice of route for the march was not in doubt as it was taken for granted that it
would end at the Mission, a short distance from Thérése’s house. The organizers decided to
hold it on a Sunday morning when a small fundraising sale was scheduled by the local
Catholic school and hence people would be gathered at the Mission. The former Catholic
mission is still called la mission, referring to the area containing the Catholic preschool, pri-
mary school, church, and church hall. However, the Mission is now integrated with the vil-
lage and is no longer considered a discrete part as it was before World War II. At that time,
the Catholic mission enclosed the church, the boys’ day school, and the girls’ boarding
school and the whole comprised a separate precinct that effectively divided the village into
two distinct environments, one associated with Christianity and the other with la coutume
(cf. Paini 1998).2 Today the Mission serves as a community space as well as a place of
Catholic worship and Catholics gather there for social purposes. A Protestant woman,
unless she is married into a Catholic family, or a Protestant couple, unless they have decid-
ed to send their children to the Catholic school, will rarely come to this area of the village.
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The same holds true for Catholics vis-a-vis the Protestant place of worship and adjoining
area.

The organizers’ decision to march on a Sunday, to adopt the route they did, and to
focus on Catholics marked a renewed inscription of boundaries between the village and the
Mission or, rather, between the major denominations. Both village and Mission were con-
sidered integral to the lives of Catholic women and yet the appeal to Catholicism was both
a strategy adopted to strengthen the protest by attracting a higher turn-out and a statement
of identity which differentiated the marchers from the (Protestant) remainder of the.village.
Catholic women who did not regularly attend the meetings of the Women’s Group or who
had never been involved in its activities took part because they felt that alcohol abuse by
men was an important issue for all Catholic women, whether they belonged to the
Women’s Group or not.

I now return to the heated exchange of words between women and men that occurred
when the protest march reached the Mission. The young woman responding to her hus-
band’s verbal assauit made equal appeal to la coutume (invoking the duty to respect the
elderly and to respect the place) and to Christianity (referring to Hatreqatr’s catechist hus-
band and emphasizing the sanctity of the Mission). I do not take her words as simply ran-
dom strategic recourse to elements which happened to be common to the two environments
but as constituting a forceful statement about the compatibility of custom and Christianity, a
statement with salience for men as well as women. The young woman’s discourse was
shaped according to indigenous rules and seamlessly reinforced with Christian elements.
She thus vindicated her actions without infringing entrenched social norms while stressing
the modern Lifouan norm of cohabitation of custom and Christianity. As White has pointed
out with reference to Solomon Islands, Melanesians today generally do not represent Chris-
tianity and kastom, ‘custom’ in Pijin, in oppositional terms: ‘they are mutually constitutive
constructions ... conceptualised as complementary (and even equivalent) facets of a single
field of cultural meaning’ (1993:483).

TRANSCENDING THE LOCAL, DOMESTICATING THE GLOBAL

So far I have discussed how members of the Drueulu Women'’s Group operated within their
group, their denomination, and their village. I now consider these women’s engagement in
the wider context of the national Catholic umbrella organization, the mfSVM. Although the
mfSVM shares common goals with its component local groups, those groups are
autonomous in the particular activities they promote. Each year, though, the mfSVM re-
elects its central committee and chooses a common theme. At the annual general assembly
of the Movement in 1992, the theme was ‘Mother and child’. Marie-Claire Beboko-Becca-
lossi, the President of the Council of Melanesian Women and a Catholic, introduced it thus:
‘We have tidied up the outside of our houses, now we must do the same with the inside’.
She was referring to the Movement’s original emphasis on the material clean-up of houses
and surrounding gardens. In 1992, by contrast, the emphasis had shifted to wider social
issues of health, schooling, and the general welfare of the children living within the house-
hold, the future of the country.

The national organization is avowedly Catholic but its component local groups articu-
late women’s concerns and religious affiliation in widely-varied ways. This emerged clearly
during the local annual reports made at the 1992 general assembly when two hundred
women gathered in Drueulu from all over the country to celebrate the twentieth anniversary
of the organization. Before the session began, part of the Drueulu group complained that
some other groups did not have social or village projects and did nothing but clean the
church and work in the priest’s yam garden. The presentations themselves varied dramati-
cally: some groups reported only these kinds of activities while others had instigated big
projects such as building a women’s house or organizing and running a school cafeteria for
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the children of the tribe. During the general assembly, the Drueulu group astonished the
other women present by announcing that they had finally received the substantial cheque
that Louis Le Pensec, a former French Government minister, had promised them when he
visited Lifou. The other women were eager to know how they got this grant. The president
of the Drueulu group confidently took the microphone and replied that when the Minister
was on the island they simply approached him with a request.?

The yearly report of the Drueulu Women’s Group stressed other achievements. The
group had arranged for a gynaecologist to pay a weekly visit to the village dispensary. This
greatly impressed the audience since in some areas of the main island even general practi-
tioners will not visit patients in their tribes and a sick person living in a remote settlement
has to make a long, expensive trip by ‘taxi’ to a white village in order to consult a doctor.
The provision of easy access to a medical service for the whole tribe was thus considered a
significant accomplishment.25 In publicizing this action, the Drueulu Women’s Group
made no comment for or against the medicalization of health. Most members resort prag-
matically to both ‘Western’ and Kanak medicine and evidently do not equate provision of
access to a ‘Western’ doctor with the imposition of ‘Western’ patterns of health care but
simply appreciate the benefits of a weekly consultation (cf. Salomon 2002). Women with
children could now easily see a doctor without having to take a bus to We while young
unmarried women could seek advice privately about how to avoid early pregnancy.? Every-
one in the village acknowledged premarital pregnancy as a problem despite strong custom-
ary and Christian protocols forbidding sexual intercourse out of wedlock.

The interest shown by the Drueulu group in family planning and health-oriented initia-

Plate 8: Women at the general assembly of the mouvement féminin vers un
Souriant Village Mélannésian, Drueulu, Lifou, 5-8 February 1992, with family
planning posters in the background.

Photograph: A. Paini
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tives resulted from a combination of factors: the arrival of a French woman doctor interest-
ed in working with the group;? the choice of two Kanak women from Lifou, trained nurses,
to head the Sanitary Education Section in Loyalty Islands Province; the controversial estab-
lishment of a Provincial Women’s Rights Office; and the visibility that the Women’s Group
has attained in recent years. Group members considered these activities to be of benefit both
to themselves and to the wider community. Such engagements have indigenous, novel, and
gendered dimensions (see Paini 1993). It is striking that public expression of the need for
family planning, at odds with mainstream Catholic discourse on women’s role in reproduc-
tion, should be made by a group of local Catholic women (see Plate 8). However, women in
Lifou always stressed that ‘our grandmothers had methods for spacing children’: birth con-
trol was thus not a foreign concept and, in contrast to many ‘Western’ agendas, they did not
regard family planning as a demographic policy to control fertility formulated mainly in the
interests of the child.® Rather, their discussions of procreation stressed the mother’s well-
being. »

Family planning meetings took place in the women’s house but the organizers always
kept the customary authorities informed via the petit chef, ‘petty chief’, who is responsible
for bringing news to the people from the chefferie, ‘high chiefdom’. These women, who
have a deep knowledge of la coutume, thus did not try to bypass the customary hierarchy
but mobilized it to channel information about their projects to the rest of the community.
The Drueulu Women'’s Group was thereby able to introduce its activities and make them
visible to the community without openly challenging either custom or religion. They were
publicly rewarded for this strategy of respect in the positive valuation of women made by
the district high chief in his welcome to the general assembly (see above).

The visibility gained by the Drueulu Women’s Group through its promotion of family
planning prompted an invitation to participate in a short documentary film on sexuality that
was to be translated into the different languages of New Caledonia and used for education
on family planning. Two Drueulu women interviewed for the film spoke openly about the
issue but controlled the shape of the narrative. When asked about contraception generally,
they answered that some young married women were having one child after another which
was bad for their health and that in the past Kanak women had known how to space chil-
dren. However, when questioned about contraception as a means to give women their own
lives free of children, the women expressed disapproval and their answer was not under-
stood by the medical experts. For local women, contraception was not a negation of their
reproductive power but a method to avoid continual, debilitating childbearing by spacing
births. From this perspective, the nexus of contraceptive practices and women’s autonomy
did not imply childlessness in women but a revalidation of the knowledge of their female
forebears about effective limitation of fertility (cf. Dureau 1993, 1998).

Kanak women are well aware of the specificities of each indigenous group and the dis-
tinct articulations of colonial pasts and presents. Yet at the general assembly they consis-
tently stressed commonalities over distinctions, though without erasing differences. They
acknowledged differences not from a narrowly localist point of view but by highlighting the
sense of belonging to a place (Gupta and Ferguson 1992): they were interested in learning
other women’s place-specific recipes or techniques of weaving; they dramatized identifica-
tion with place in the concluding march of the general assembly in which each group adopt-
ed a ‘mission dress’ with a chosen colour code and pattern (see Paini 2002a, Paini n.d.b).
Throughout the assembly, however, the identity of ‘Kanak woman’ was stressed over tribal
identity. The need for women to work together at the tribal level, regardiess of religious or
political affiliations, was also emphasized and the bond of co-residence prioritized. Under-
lying the ethos of grassroots autonomy was a dual stress on local and national identity
which were not considered antithetical. Although women had varied projects, the first prior-
ity on every agenda was to further women’s social engagements in order to enhance the
mutual well-being of women and the community in which they lived.
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FINAL REMARKS

The groupe des femmes in Drueulu was able to raise funds, seek grants from provincial and
national authorities, and manage money; it was also proficient in organizing events such as
kermesses, a general assembly, and other enterprises. These women were very active but
neither they nor other villagers regarded their involvement in cash-generating activities as a
form of entrepreneurship.?” Rather, the process of uniting as women and sharing ideas and
new experiences was represented as a basis for systematic thought and action. Although
Catholic, the group was independent of the Church, a condition enabled by the closure of
the mission and the absence of permanent clergy from the island. Recourse to the maternal
trope and to genealogy, age, and other signs of status in the traditional hierarchy worked
with, not against religious (particularly Catholic) values and practices to affirm the autono-
my and actions of the Women’s Group: these strategic uses of the religious and the tradi-
-tional were complementary rather than opposed. As is now often argued, cultural identities
are always relational and draw upon oppositional contrasts (cf. White 1993). Yet such a
strategy does not signify polar opposition between tradition and modernity, endogenous and
exogenous. In the lived practice of Drueulu women, there is no antagonism between these
terms which serve rather as fluid signs in the denotation of different historical subjectivities.

The decision of members of the Drueulu Women’s Group to organize a protest march
against alcohol abuse by men was not a stand taken against traditional gender relations and
male authority in favour of modernity but a demonstration of how women in a modern vil-
lage setting could foreground their interests through a flexible interpretation of customary
and Christian elements. The march was a strategy for uniting women’s efforts beyond the
confines of the Women’s Group and giving visibility to their actions. Women considered
that the issue of male abuse of alcohol concerned the whole village because of its negative
effects on women who were central to the community. The march was not an expression of
anti-male sentiments but rather of female solidarity, women’s agency, and shared concern
for the welfare of the community. If its underlying message implied the need to renegotiate
gender relations, the relations in question were neither exclusively traditional nor modern
but indisputably present.
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NOTES

1. I carried out doctoral fieldwork in Drueulu from October 1989 to August 1990 and September 1991 to May
1992 and have since returned four times. Drueulu is on the west coast of Lifou, the largest of the Loyalty
Islands, which lie about 100 km east of the Grande Terre, ‘main island’, of New Caledonia (see Map 5). It is
the seat of the high chief of the district of Gaica and the second largest tribu, ‘tribe’, or village in Lifou. (The
terms district and tribu denote colonial administrative units but have been naturalized in indigenous usage.
Tribu and village are interchangeable in Lifou, an overwhelmingly Kanak island, whereas on the main island
a sharp distinction is made between tribu, Kanak settlement, and village, white settlement. ‘Kanak’ is today
the preferred term of self-reference for most of the indigenous inhabitants of New Caledonia which now has
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the political status of a French Pays d’outre mer, ‘Overseas Country’.) In the early 1990s, Drueulu had a total
population of 1100, half of whom lived in the capital, Nouméa, located in the southeast of the main island.
Unlike the two other high chiefly villages in Lifou, Drueulu is bi-denominational. Roman Catholics are a
minority in the island as a whole but a majority in Drueulu and include the high chief’s family.

1 have opted to use the actual names of most interviewees, in particular elderly women, unless the issues they
referred to were too sensitive. The women I worked with were pleased to be identified in my earlier publications.
The suffix gatr is a marker of age and respect and in using it I follow Lifouan usage.

1998 was to be the end of the ten-year Matignon Accords (aimed at rebalancing the huge economic and
social gap between Nouméa, the ‘white’ centre, and its hinterland and the rest of the country, mainly populat-
ed by Kanak), at which time a referendum on independence was to be held. Further political developments
pushing for a consensual solution rather than a referendum led to the Nouméa Accord of 5 May 1998 which
provides for specific New Caledonian citizenship, a gradual transfer of powers from France, and recognition
of Kanak customary law.

The mouvement féminin vers un Souriant Village Mélanésien was formed in 1971. It was not the first Kanak
women’s grouping but has been the most durable and the best-known, not least because of the prominence of
its main founders who included the then Kanak deputy Rock Pidjot and the future independence leader Jean-
Marie Tjibaou. The acronym mfSVM is preferred by members of the central committee of the movement.
See Clifford’s notion of ‘articulated sites of indigeneity’ (2001:472, original emphasis).

‘Symbolic misery’ is a widely-used concept in contemporary Italian feminist debate, meaning to ‘represent
or author women as victims’ (see Muraro 1991; de Lauretis 1990:1-21; Bono and Kemp 1991).

Married women explain domestic violence as deriving from men’s heavy drinking.

Yet Lifouans do not reify the opposition of ‘custom’ and modernity: both women and men value schooling
and Christianity, and money is not always set at odds with custom, notably in formal gift exchanges called
faire la coutume, ‘making custom’, which routinely incorporate French money. See Douglas (2002:13) on the
inappropriateness of using a simplistic binary logic to categorize such ‘slippery intersections’.

See Jolly (1994b, 2002) on the image of women as mothers in nationalist discourses. She argues that the
rhetoric of motherhood, differently conceived within different nationalisms, should not be considered solely
as ‘a site for masculinist constructions’ but should also be interpreted from the point of view of women’s
lived experience and creative agency (1994b:57).

Cf. Weiner on the symbolic association of Trobriand women with banana leaves (1976:92). See also Keller
(1988) on plaited products as emerging symbols of ni-Vanuatu identity.

For a similar analogy between human procreation and the fertility of crops see Annie Walter’s work in Cen-
tral Pentecost (1985, cited by Jolly 2002:164). Margaret Jolly’s ethnography of south Pentecost evinces an
equally strong connection between human fertility and the fertility of taro, yams, coconuts, and pigs — in the
Sa language, the same word is used for womb and food basket (1994a:144).

Cf. MacKenzie (1991) on the equivalent metaphorical use of the string bag among the Telefol of Papua New
Guinea.

Alice Pollard (this issue) uses a parellel metaphor invoking women’s embodiment of strength and stability as
‘the cords that bind the present generation with the future’. Cf. Jo&l Bonnemaison’s andocentric gloss on
metaphors used for men and women in Tanna, Vanuatu, where men are likened to banyan trees and their
domain is ‘the heart of rootedness’ whereas women are like birds and the female domain is ‘linked with
movement’ because women marry out (1985:37). Bonnemaison sees men’s rootedness as linked to kastom,
‘custom’ in Bislama, and opposed to the instability of women’s wingedness. The imagery and its interpreta-
tion differ sharply from the Gaica high chief’s representation of present gender relations and women’s sym-
bolic worth in Lifou.

Secours Catholique is the local branch of a French Catholic association involved mainly in the collection of
clothes and money for people living in precarious conditions. The Drueulu group, for example, brought aid to
people in areas struck by cyclones.

I perceived differentiation along status lines to be stronger among Protestant women but cannot do justice to
the complexities of the theme in this brief sketch. This and other issues make the groups worthy of detailed
comparison which I began in my doctoral thesis (1993) and am at present exploring further.

When I started fieldwork at the end of 1989, Lifou and the country as a whole were experiencing a period of
relative peace. However, when | returned in 1996 as the Matignon Accords drew to a close, political frictions
over the question of independence had resurfaced.

The Conseil des femmes de Nouvelle-Calédonie was an NGO formed in 1983, initially as a muiti-ethnic
association though the bulk of its affiliates were Kanak women’s groupings. From 1986-88 the Council was
in abeyance. Revived in the tense political circumstances of 1988, it was soon renamed Conseil des femmes
mélanésiennes de Nouvelle-Calédonie (Council of Melanesian Women) since at the time only Kanak group-
ings responded to the invitation to participate. In 1996 the Council was largely supplanted by the Fédération
des Associations des femmes mélanésiennes de Nouvelle-Calédonie (Federation of Melanesian Women’s
Associations) (Interviews with Marie-Claire Beboko-Beccalossi, 28 March 1992 and 12 November 1996, in
Paini 1996:10).

Men often say that ‘women don’t have the right to la parole’, the customary speeches accompanying
exchanges that follow established pathways of alliance and obligation. This ‘custom’ has been amplified and
distorted into the claim that women do not have the right publicly to address an audience. In practice, howev-
er, this is not the case: age, status, and personality determine whether women, as well as men, have the confi-
dence to speak in public and the right to be heard.
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20. In the mid 1920s, the last European missionary based in the village moved to Hnathalo, marking the end of
the Drueulu Catholic mission; in the 1980s and 1990s, there were no Catholic clergy based on the island.

21. Cf. the situation reported by Christine Dureau in Simbo in western Solomon Islands, where young women
with their first child could rely on a lot of assistance but older women complained of the increase in their
workload and the decrease in kin assistance as the family increased in size, preventing their participation in
communal events (1993:27-9). See also Dickerson-Putman (1996) and Zimmer-Tamakoshi (1996) for case
studies of burgeoning tensions between older and younger women in development contexts in two Papua
New Guinea Highlands communities.

22. The maison des femmes was built with money supplied by a German NGO. It was the first ‘women’s house’
in Lifou and to my knowledge in the entire Loyalty Islands.

23. Cf. Barker’s (1990, 1993) analysis of the Maisin village of Uiaku in Papua New Guinea.

24. When asked to elaborate, Pohnimé simply explained that they were known for being an active group and that
this activism and mobility had paid off. It should be noted that in the first years of the implementation of the
Matignon Accords, as Marie-Claire Beboko-Beccalossi stressed in an interview (Paini 1996), France flooded
the country with money, encouraging local people to develop a dependent mentality which was highly criti-
cized by women'’s organizations (cf. Pollard, this issue).

25. In the Loyalty Islands and in the main island outside Nouméa, public medical service is free but often not

: readily available.

26. In public health centres in Lifou, contraceptive services were not restricted to married couples.

27. By contrast, in the main island most medical doctors are male French military officers.

28. Cf. Vanessa Griffen’s critique of the Port Vila Declaration on Population and Sustainable Development (Sep-
tember 1993) which represented the official position of the Pacific region for the International Conference on
Population and Development held in Cairo in September 1994. Griffen criticizes the declaration’s narrow
focus on family planning as ‘control of fertility’ and argues for an approach which would encompass ‘the
empowerment of women, would identify control of women'’s reproduction by women, as personally empow-
ering and enabling’ (1994:67).

29. Cf. Sexton’s (1982, 1986) analysis of wok meri, ‘women’s work’, groups in the Highlands of Papua New
Guinea as ‘an effort by women to improve their deteriorating economic status’ (1982:167). Sexton’s work
has been criticized as too ‘capitalist’ in stressing business rather than maternal symbolism (see Myott 1995).
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