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ABSTRACT

In the course of their daily subsistence activities, Marquesan
Islanders exercise a form of sovereignty that defies the cumbersome
land regulations established by the state (France) and the territory
(French Polynesia). A complex network of land owners, workers
and caretakers shapes the way islanders use the land, perpetuating
customary patterns of tenure and resisting imposed structures of
power. Fruit trees apparently planted for financial gain are in fact a
pointed political statement about islanders’ struggle for influence and
the continuing power of their past.

KEYWORDS

Agriculture; tenure;
sovereignty; indigenous;
heritage; Oceania

Introduction
Early one morning I sit with my adoptive Marquesan parents on the spotless parquet floor
of their home in the Marquesas Islands. A fresh breeze drifts in from the sliding glass door
that leads out onto the porch, and the first fierce rays of the South Pacific sun fall across
the floor onto a folded mattress and a small television in one corner. Manuhi and his wife
speak animatedly in Marquesan, pointing and arguing over parcel names and landowners.
Spread out carefully on the floor in front of them is a black and white map of a small section
of Vaitahu valley, where they live. The map shows the river leading down to the beach and
the village near the shore, as well as some of the forest areas close to town. The black lines of
land boundaries and roads cut through and around the clusters of village buildings. Inland,
closer to the mountains, they carve out large polygons of empty white, some of which run
off the page (Figure 1) [1].
I am impressed by the controversy this piece of paper has caused. It had been fairly
simple for me to acquire from the government land office (Direction des affaires foncières),
or DAF, in Tahiti; yet I quickly realised that it was a rare and desirable document in the
Marquesas, almost a thousand miles away. Uncles came by specifically to see it, and heated
conversations erupted over breakfast as glass bowls of instant coffee cooled on the kitchen
table. As the map was repeatedly retrieved for consultation, it became clear that questions
of land ownership here are latent, sensitive and complex.
Ethnographic research on land use in the islands revealed how the politics of land tenure
in the Marquesas integrate indigenous sovereignty with centralised structures of territorial
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Figure 1. A zoomed out color version of the controversial map, showing the valley of Vaitahu on the island
of Tahuata. Source of Map: [1].
Note: Many of the large tracts outside the village center are family lands, or fenua toto.

control. American Indian studies scholar Joanne Barker notes how sovereignty’s original
interpretation as the ‘absolute power to govern’ has been reinterpreted over time, through
associations with nationhood, Christianity, decolonization and a citizen’s right to selfdetermination [2]. While Native Americans and other indigenous peoples have been denied
sovereignty through the expropriation of their land, she points out the ways in which they
have gradually reclaimed and reshaped ‘sovereignty’ for themselves. Generally understood
as a status bestowed on a population based on merit, conquest or struggle, sovereignty
today requires a less hegemonic and more contextual, historically-situated definition that
follows Barker’s lead.
State efforts to secure territorial power confront various strategies of self-definition and
resistance. Such counter-currents of power can endure for generations, coursing just beneath
the surface of government order. They are the pulse of communities and unique cultural
identities maintaining a particular relationship to the environment. Putting a finger on
this pulse suggests an interpretation of sovereignty as ‘continued cultural integrity’ [3]
rather than absolute governing power, a point Barker emphasises in reference to indigenous
peoples.
As the subjects of both France (the State) and French Polynesia (the Territory), the
roughly 9200 inhabitants of the remote Marquesas Islands fit into a complex, layered framework of power that helps to reveal such nuances [4] (Figure 2) [5,6]. The formalisation of
land ownership has in some cases alienated islanders from their land, in a Marxist sense.
Yet the interaction of government policy, capitalism and local livelihoods illustrates how
Western processes of accumulation and exclusion are being challenged. Even as the everyday
practices and policies of the state continually reinforce its power [7], Marquesans respond
to this authority through the daily work of planting and harvesting. They thus continue to
use social practices of exchange and respect that subtly resist both government regulations
and market capitalism [8,9].
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Figure 2. Maps showing the location of French Polynesia and the Marquesas Islands. Source of Maps: left
[5] and right [6], CartoGIS, College of Asia and Pacific, The Australian National University, modified from
originals. Creative Commons ShareAlike 3.0 Australia, copyright license: https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-sa/3.0/au/legalcode.

This refusal is not the targeted, explicit political movement most commonly studied in the
context of indigenous rights [2,3,8]. Rather, it is a more diffuse expression of difference, opposing the combined political, social and economic dominance of both Tahiti and France. As they
struggle to navigate colonial land control and a growing cash economy, Marquesans find innovative solutions that reflect their own culture and perspective on resources, community, and the
relationships between them. Such ‘refusal’ occurs unsystematically, and does not emerge solely
from a need to control the land or rebel against dispossession. Instead it speaks directly to what
Coulthard calls the ‘system of reciprocal relations and obligations’ engrained in First Nations’
use of the land [8], springing as much from Marquesan culture as from political motivations.
This paper explores how Marquesan approaches to land tenure and economics express
this ‘resistance’ by disturbing classic understandings of sovereignty and the governance of
land. Cultural identity, power and the past meet on indigenous lands, as islanders cultivate
both the earth and an enduring form of cultural and agricultural independence opposing
colonial influences. In a twist on John Locke’s understanding of personal labor and property [10], Marquesans solidify both their identity and a form of sovereignty through their
particular approach to livelihoods. By living from the land in their own distinct way, they
make it irrefutably their own.

Methodology
I spent the year 2013 living with local families throughout the six inhabited Marquesas
Islands (Figure 3). In pursuit of the relationship between Marquesan livelihoods, land use
and heritage, I conducted participant observation, some 400 recorded informal interviews
and visits to countless harvesting areas and historic landscapes. My Marquesan interview
participants were 53% female and spanned a range of ages, from 18 to 83 with an average
age of 48. Many of our conversations were multi-generational and included both family and
friends. Our discussions were conducted in French or Marquesan, and I have translated all
direct quotations from their original language.
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Figure 3. Map showing the Marquesan villages where I conducted fieldwork (created by author).
Note: Village names in italics are valleys I visited, often repeatedly, but did not live.

My ability to converse comfortably with islanders was aided by more than a decade of
previous experience in the Marquesas. Originally introduced to the islands as a college
undergraduate and a student of archaeology, I was adopted as the ‘American daughter’ of
a local family during ethnographic fieldwork for my undergraduate thesis in 2002. I subsequently became an archaeological field school instructor and cruise ship lecturer in the
islands for more than ten years. When I returned to the islands in 2013 for my doctoral
research, my adoptive family served as a kind of anchor, providing me with a home base but
also helping me to connect with other families and friends throughout the islands. My close
relationship with them allowed me to begin my doctoral project with an established knowledge of Marquesan culture, in addition to French fluency and a familiarity with Marquesan.

History and the government of land
Both sovereign and shared, Marquesan rights to land are rooted in the past. The French land
reforms implemented in 1903 and 1904 illustrate the influence of colonialism in a group
of islands that remain an overseas country of France [11, 12]. State power has been etched
onto Marquesan land in three chronological layers (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Chart showing developmental changes to Marquesan land tenure.

These points highlight the processes of power that have dispossessed Marquesans of their
land and sovereignty, and occurred in tandem with a massive loss of life and local knowledge triggered by colonialism. In a catastrophe similar to what was experienced by Native
Americans and other indigenous peoples throughout the Pacific, a barrage of introduced
diseases, alcoholism, famine and warfare devastated the population at the same time that
Christian missionaries arrived to propagate new practices and teachings aimed to replace
traditional ones [15]. By the mid-20th century, the combined loss of life and lack of transmission had created a void in local knowledge about spirituality, ancestral places and emplaced
memories of the land. Still, because of the continuous use of land within families certain
types of information relating to subsistence and everyday use have survived, including
knowledge about boundaries and family use narratives. The persistence of this knowledge
accounts in part for today’s colonial efforts to control territory, resources and land tenure, as
Marquesans continue to employ a mix of customary and creative approaches to their land.1
Before the French annexed the islands in 1842, islanders had a distinctive system of land
ownership. Unlike many other Polynesian chiefs, Marquesan chiefs owned certain lands that
they controlled directly, and exercised their political power to manipulate products from
the rest. Thus much of the land was actually owned by individual landowners or heads of
families who regulated its exploitation by different family members [16,17]. Owning land
brought prestige, but those who actually ‘ate’ from a piece of land were often not its owners.
Indeed, the use of land was seen as more important than its ownership or control [17].
Customary tenure therefore depended on social relationships, local politics and the
negotiated communal use of resources within families and tribes. As explained by historian Nicholas Thomas, instead of birth order or genealogy ‘what was crucial [to both land
ownership and associated social rank] was the tactical play of bilateral associations’ [17].
Thus, the precedent for Marquesan land tenure is the distribution of land rights based upon
both kin and other types of social, political and economic ties.
In addition, land acquisition appears to have followed a system of family inheritance
that was not necessarily linear before, or after, French colonisation [17]. For example, in
the early 1920s anthropologist E. S. Craighill Handy observed that families often acquired
land by planting on it [18], a principle similar to Locke’s theory of labor and property
[10], yet practiced in a context without inalienable private land rights. The same rule still
holds true for large tracts of private land that remain under the shared ownership of vast
extended families [14,19]. Throughout French Polynesia, established residency and longterm use can carry the same importance as genealogy or inheritance in laying claim to land.
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Members of an extended land-owning family can therefore build houses, plant food or cash
crops, and participate in the profits of any crops previously planted on their land [19]. In
the past these individual land holders did not view themselves as ‘owners’ of land since it
technically belonged to the tribe or extended family [18], a view that many Marquesans
continue to hold today. Though in some ways similar to the legal understanding of a bundle
of rights, Marquesan access to and control of land was much more contingent because of
its dependence upon shifting social, interpersonal and political relationships. Ribot and
Peluso have described this situation as one of a ‘bundle of powers’ that hinge upon the
particular means, relations and processes allowing certain individuals to profit or benefit
from a piece of land [5,20].
This view of a constellation of powers helps to explain how French colonial land policies
have facilitated the continuation of customary land tenure in the Marquesas. Immediately
following the islands’ annexation, France confiscated certain tracts of land for military
forts, administrative buildings and other State purposes [16]. Some large tracts of land
were later acquired through trade or purchase by commercial entrepreneurs, a limited
number of French settlers (mostly gendarmes) and the Catholic Church [16]. Meanwhile,
the massive depopulation of the 18th and 19th centuries appears to have solidified the
customary structure of Marquesan land tenure, even as it exacted myriad other social and
cultural costs. Although little historic documentation of the process exists, as chiefs and
other landowners died their families likely assumed control of land according to traditional
patterns of inheritance [16].
The first time the French government actually challenged the customary structure of
Marquesan land ownership was through the 1902 land reform requiring the registration
of private property throughout the islands [14,15]. The decree allowed landowners a year
to declare their ownership, after which point all vacant2 or unclaimed lands were to be
declared the property of the French government. In the end the Marquesans were given
two years, yet this process still shamelessly privileged colonial interests and those of the
government, the church, and those closely connected to them [15]. Since claims under
the new law were made by registering the owners of buildings (immeubles), most pieces
of land without structures on them were converted to state property [21,22]. Huge tracts
of land were claimed by the state. The resulting process of dispossession continues even
today, illustrating the colonial government’s calculated effort to make the Marquesas more
‘legible’ and therefore governable [23].
Issued when the islands were nearing their all-time population low, the 1902 decree
brought the majority of land under the ownership of a few select Marquesan families, the
descendants of French expatriates, the church and the territorial government.3 Since the
government subsequently found little use for its lands in the Marquesas, access to and
use of state lands were rarely enforced, and thus many Marquesans were never physically
dispossessed of the land where they had lived or worked for generations. Instead, they
continued occupying such lands without any legal ownership status. In the recent push to
register individual titles to land, most of these unofficial residents of state land have either
filed a legal claim for ownership based on their long-term residency or bought the property
from the territorial government.
Unlike many other Pacific Islanders, Marquesans were never displaced from their land
en masse through conquest or commercial purchase. Even today, strict laws and residency
requirements strongly discourage foreigners from buying land in French Polynesia [19].
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Meanwhile, the implementation of French land reform remains incomplete. Much of the
private, non-government land in the Marquesas belongs to either absentee landowners or
extended families and is known as family land (terre familiale or fenua toto). The colonial,
and broadly used, term for these large tracts of commonly-owned land is indivision, a French
word for land that is undivided. It could alternatively be called customary land tenure, yet
the lack of any legal support for land claims based on the historic system prevents this kind
of reinterpretation.4
Since the early records are often the only existing documentation of fenua toto, the name
registered in 1904 may still be listed as the ‘owner’ of that land (Personal communication,
Tehaumate Tetahiotupa, 14 May 2013). Today’s family land is thus subject to use by myriad
aunts, uncles and cousins, all of whom claim the original owner as either their biological or adoptive grandparent or great-grandparent. The flexible use of such lands appears
to have worked smoothly in the past, because of trust in communal use and respect. In
recent decades, more and more families have begun restructuring their land rights by hiring
surveyors, obtaining documentation, dividing land among individuals and even building
fences. Faith in community and the customary tenure system is wavering, and accusations
of jealousy and greed are common. As one elder remarked, ‘before [an agreement] could be
by mouth – when you said something, it was done. The word was sacred. But today, words
mean nothing unless they’re on a page with your signature’ (Personal communication, Marie
Louise Barsinas Tetahiotupa, 19 April 2013).
This process is aggravated by pressure to accumulate wealth in order to pay for electricity, school fees, computers, washing machines and cars. Large tracts of family land have
the potential to strengthen essential familial ties and communal values, yet more often the
growing split between family members living in and outside of the Marquesas leads to misunderstandings and distrust. More than 10,000 Marquesans live in Tahiti, many of whom
already own land or can choose to place a claim on family lands at home, depending on
their family connections and length of absence. For family members who have remained
behind, often cultivating and maintaining such lands, these claims can be unwelcome. The
resulting tensions are severe, since most Marquesans rely on agriculture for both survival
and economic income. For the great majority, life depends on access to land.
Still, like other indigenous groups, Marquesans have responded to depopulation and
state land reform in creative ways, by evading the introduced restrictions on local tenure
and often negotiating access and use quietly, on their own terms [13,14,23,24]. Despite its
minimal enforcement, state authority over land is well publicised. Marquesan refusals are
therefore a calculated response that occurs in small but significant ways. Some secretly
plant and harvest fast-growing crops like bananas and other fruit on state lands. Others
resist the division of land into private, individually-owned parcels. This decision appears to
originate in the excessive patience and expense to obtain land records, hire a surveyor and
a lawyer, and use the courts to divide land. Yet, by placing their trust instead in customary
rights negotiated through family relations, some also find reassurance in what is familiar.
For example, farmer Manu Fournier5 emphasised the need for caution when dealing
with the surveyors hired to map the land that is to be divided. When I asked him about
land boundaries, he explained how his parents had taught him which rocks, trees, rivers
and other features marked the edges of different properties. But then ‘there’s also the map.
It’s not only what you have heard, or because you have lived [on the land]. There are surveyors who have come, so that [what you see] in the bush is the same as on the map. And
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if there are some new things [or changes], that means they’re trying to steal!’ (Personal
communication, 29 September 2013). Echoing the same processes that were triggered by
missionization, the imposition of new property boundaries urges Marquesans to doubt and
reject what little remains of their ancestral knowledge of the land in favor of a new view,
and new rules. Though they may appear to have accepted these changes in large part, many
islanders have resisted them, as well.
In subtle ways, Marquesans maintain a unique connection to the land that does not
correspond with legal ownership. Instead the true value of land lies in whether, and how,
its history is bound up with your own, as well as the relationships it represents. Similar to
what Marilyn Strathern has documented among Melanesians, this intangible value springs
from the ‘vital capacity for relationships that the land and its fruits mobilize’ [25]. Above all,
it implies a ‘cosmological concern with land as a source of life, with ancestral regeneration
and custodial responsibilities’ [25].
Speaking of how islanders caring for a piece of land owned by an absentee owner will
treat it differently, farmer Philippe Teikitohe said:
It’s better if it’s you, the owner of the land, who takes care of it. Because you know the value of
the land. But if I’m taking care of someone else’s land, I don’t have the same vision because it’s
not mine … and with paepae,6 that’s an inheritance that was left on the land. An owner inherits
the land with the paepae. So it’s better if it’s the owner who takes care of it … [If] I am sure
that it’s my land, then it’s certain that those who lived there were part of my tribe. So it makes
you think, it’s my land. And if it’s my land, then those who built the paepae are my family.
And if it’s my family, then I must take care of it. (Personal communication, 10 October 2013)

Others noted that if they are caring for someone else’s land, they may not choose to clear
all the weeds unless the owner requires it. Those working on family land tend to invest
more in it, both through planting and proper care or maintenance (Figure 5). Many view
this as a crucial responsibility to one’s family. Germaine, an elderly woman from Fatu Hiva,
explained: ‘You must respect the land, where you have your land.’ Her family understands
this, she said, except that sometimes her sister allows someone else to harvest the land,
‘and that annoys me. I say, if you don’t want to [harvest], why don’t you let me? The land
must be cleared … you must clean it, clear the brush, collect the coconuts, pile them up
and burn [the husks].’ Speaking passionately, she went on: ‘I go myself and clear the land …
and when I go there I hear the [ancestral spirits]. Like [my husband] says, if you don’t love
your land, the source of life that you are given, one day that memory will be cut’ (Personal
communication, Germaine Hapateiki,7 August 18, 2013).
Land under customary, shared family ownership thus cultivates a particular connection to the environment and the past. Transmitted across generations, particular types
of emplaced knowledge about, and memories of, the land have weathered the ravages of
change and depopulation because of their relationship to family, survival and cosmological
beliefs. The ‘right’ way to treat the land is with respect, not only because regular maintenance
improves productivity and potential profits, but because you owe it to your ancestors to help
prolong the life of ancient ruins and historic trees. ‘Respect’ includes a certain approach to
resources as well as attentiveness to the ancestral spirits that often inhabit cultivated lands,
illustrating the fluidity between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ in the Marquesan (and, more broadly,
Polynesian) world view [26,27]. Indeed, historic sites often blend with agricultural land and
include sacred trees, such as banyan trees (Ficus prolixa), as well as stone structures and other
features (Figure 6). This particular social understanding of land relies heavily on specific
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Figure 5. Women clearing and burning brush, or ‘cleaning,’ a lime plantation on family land in Vaitahu
in 2013.

Figure 6. A rough map (not to scale) and photograph show one example of the typical overlap between
historic site and agricultural land on Fatu Hiva: a copra road cuts straight through an historic site that
includes two stone paepae (left and right), a banyan tree (left) and a banana plantation.

spiritual, social and familial ties [28]. In its rejection of existing colonial power structures,
the survival of this perspective also represents a form of sovereignty [8].
From a philosophical standpoint, Richard Joyce argues that this expression of sovereignty
rests upon the contingency and perpetual tension inherent in any sovereign authority [29].
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The continued use of customary tenure illustrates such tension, as Marquesans adapt French
land reform to fit their own pre-existing understandings of the land. Decisions to plant,
harvest or build on a piece of family land are carefully negotiated among relations, and a
violation of these rules can cost the vital support of one’s family. An artist from Ua Huka
described one experience with this process: ‘I got some aid from the territory to build a
house, and normally it was supposed to be down by the ocean. But when we started talking
about the land, there were other families on that land who didn’t want me to build my house
there. So I asked my wife if she could ask for some land here, and we built here. This land
belongs to my wife – all this land belongs to my wife’s family’ (Personal communication,
Jean Matio Tamarii, 7 October 2013). By negotiating their rights to land through the use
of personal and family relationships, individuals create, reinforce, and in some cases break
social connections, as they have for centuries.
The Marquesan approach to land use likewise reveals a continuity between the land
tenure of today and what existed before European contact. Despite the growing reliance
on documented title, maps and official paperwork, most islanders continue to follow the
customary understanding that use can represent ownership [18]. One landowner from
the island of Ua Pou described a hypothetical situation where the municipal government
might want to maintain a small part of her land. For instance, if the mayor asked to fix up
a paepae on her land and take care of it, she said, ‘I’m doubtful. I fear that if I ever give you
that place, you will become the owner of it … because will the town clean a place that isn’t
theirs?’ (Personal communication, Sandrine Katupa,8 15 October 2013).
Thus, as illustrated by the use of state lands for illegal cultivation, many continue to
approach land ownership as separate from right of access, and more as part of a bundle of
powers [20]. In a similar vein, sustained access and use can ultimately come to represent a
form of ownership nested within the communal property, and some use their investment of
labor on family lands as a rights claim, saying ‘you can’t go there, I’m the one who planted
it’ (Personal communication, Augustin Vaki, 23 August 2013). On the island of Nuku Hiva,
one woman spoke of how her grandmother had taken care of someone else’s land until she
died, ‘because she was the one who planted [the coconut trees there]. That’s why they were
allowed to live on [that land] and eat everything they’d planted, until their death’ (Personal
communication, Tehina Upoko, 22 October 2013).
As a result, planting alone can be a statement of Marquesan ownership. On a piece of
family land owned by numerous grandparents, the two grandchildren of the grandfather
who planted a particular part of that land with trees can continue to claim first right to the
fruit of those trees. In my own experience, the planting of an historic site with fruit trees
can thus be interpreted as an assertion of sovereignty.
This particular site, a ceremonial dance grounds, is located on the same parcel that caused
the great controversy over the map I brought to Vaitahu from the DAF. The tract is family
land, but precisely which local families are involved remains murky and highly disputed.
One of the heads of these families, also the former mayor of the island, led the effort to
restore the site and use it for a Marquesan Arts Mini-Festival in 2006, with the full support
of state, territorial and municipal governments. Another family who stakes a claim in that
land and has harvested coconuts there for years reclaimed it after the festival, and within a
year had planted it with limes, bananas and other fruit trees (Figure 7). Their message was
heard: when Vaitahu hosts the next arts festival in 2017, the mayor has chosen a different
site, on town land.

11

Downloaded by [70.16.213.155] at 19:15 10 September 2017

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES 

Figure 7. Two photos show the restored ceremonial dance grounds in Vaitahu, shortly after the Marquesan
Arts Mini-Festival in 2006 (top) and again, from roughly the same angle, in 2013 (bottom) (top photo
credit: Mairie de Tahuata).

The decision to plant this particular land not only had an impact at the local level, but
rippled across thousands of miles of ocean. As the dance site disappears beneath thick weeds
and hungry roots, it gives physical expression to a widespread ambivalence surrounding
an effort to add the Marquesas to the UNESCO World Heritage List. This project was
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initiated by Marquesans but has since developed under direct guidance from both France
and the French Polynesian government. Viewed with suspicion by many islanders because
of its association with non-local organizations and the control of land, it has encountered
many political and financial obstacles as well as questions about its size and scope. Still,
several Marquesan leaders, territorial administrators and scientists in Tahiti have committed
years to it, investing in the hope that Marquesan natural and cultural heritage might be
internationally recognised and preserved. This case, like many others, illustrates how such
initiatives must be prepared to navigate complex land tenure challenges deeply rooted in
history, culture and politics.
The delicate tension between government land reform and customary Marquesan tenure
has turned land into a powerful tool. Islanders who rely on it for a living are also using it to
assert their rights, their Marquesan identity and their sovereignty. Above all, their reliance
on customary relationships and shared responsibility resists colonial hegemony by perpetuating a unique, cultural connection to ancestral lands.

Capitalism and the Marquesan Polyvalent
The relationships that allow Marquesans to use the land as an expression of sovereignty are
not only social but economic. As illustrated by Michel Foucault’s theory of territorialization,
power over land relies upon both judicial and market processes. Political influence over
territory is supported by parallel social, epistemological and economic networks, constituting a ‘grid of sovereignty’ that allows the State to exercise control over large areas [30].
The ingenious, resilient response of local communities in the Marquesas and elsewhere
refutes this vision of hegemonic power. Mechanisms of control based loosely upon Foucault’s
model, including resource management and protected area initiatives, have repeatedly
encountered a complex and fluid relationship between people and their environments that
clashes with administrative influences [31–34]. The negotiation of resource management by
a variety of local, state and territorial actors therefore represents the conjuncture of ‘local
histories, commercial interests, conflicting polities, forms of resistance, landscapes and
natures’ [35]. The way in which Marquesans express their sovereignty demonstrates their
distinctive approach to capitalism as well as livelihoods.
Framed within an island environment, life in the Marquesas depends both on what is
necessary and what the limited land provides. Thus, ‘people here live a bit from everything:
farming, fishing, some of this and that’ (Personal communication, Timona Tereino, 14
October 2013). The core principle here is inconsistency. An innovative resourcefulness
allows islanders to rebound in response to ceaseless fluctuations in the market, the number
of visiting tourists, the weather, and the availability of land and materials [36]. Similarly
flexible strategies have been observed elsewhere in the Pacific [37], where other residents
of small islands cope with volatile capitalist economies.
Marquesans approach employment as a fluid pursuit, rarely relying on any single source
of income for a living. They call this the lifestyle of the polyvalent, or a versatile person who
makes do. A polyvalent is someone who does a bit of everything: chops copra,9 harvests
fruit, fishes, plants, creates and sells art, and occasionally works under government contracts. Thus, when I asked 22-year-old Jeffrey Naani Faua if he chops copra he answered:
‘Sometimes copra. And if not, hunting, tapa,10 fishing …’ (Personal communication, 28
August 2013).
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For many, the rejection of a ‘job’ also means refusing to pursue the modern ideal of
universal higher education. As Marquesan unemployment rates soar, many islanders prefer
to remain at home and work the land, rather than go to Tahiti to pursue an education and
specialised skills that will not help them to make a living in the Marquesas. Among them
is Matapua Priscilla Kohuemoetini (age 23), who currently works on her family’s land in
Hohoi. She struggled with the decision to return home, but stands by her choice.
I disappointed a lot of people. Not so much my parents, but other people like teachers. Since I
was one of the good students from Ua Pou … and they hadn’t envisioned my future being like
that. But I said they didn’t live what I did, there in Tahiti … I don’t regret coming back to Ua
Pou. Because I know that my future is here, at home. With all the problems you see in Tahiti
… people ask me if I don’t want to go back and get my BAC,11 but I say why? Most BACs who
come back here, they just do what I do! They find themselves in the same position … but for
them, I don’t know how they do it. It’s like those years are lost, the time they spent in Tahiti.
That’s how I see it. I like my life here, I don’t regret it. I make money from my own sweat.
(Personal communication, October 10, 2013)

The first Marquesan generation with broad access to specialised training and educational
qualifications like the baccalaureate is now in their thirties. Confronted with financial obstacles and challenges like those Matapua describes, many have been forced to embrace the
life of a polyvalent. As noted by Catherine Tiaiho12 (age 36):
I trained to become a secretary in Tahiti, but I only did one year because I lost my father when
I was eleven and my mother was paying for my studies, and she couldn’t pay for my second
year. So I stopped … and then I came back here … . I worked for a while as a CPIA,13 but
[generally] I’m a stay at home mom….I [also] do copra with my husband, and some wood
carving. (Personal communication, 21 August 2013)

These choices reflect not only necessity, but a broader rejection of the power hierarchies
established by Western ideals of ‘knowledge.’
Some have argued that the ‘lack of formal property rights, particularly for land, hampers business activities and economic development’ among independent nations of the
Pacific [38]. The same economists further observe that ‘communal ownership precludes
the economic use of land, binding rural land to subsistence agriculture’ [38] (ibid.). This
belief in a direct association between land privatisation and development persists in various
development policies [36] as well as the popular imagination, despite heavy criticism and
ample contradictory evidence [39]. In the Marquesas, inconsistent access to family-owned
or other usable land discourages islanders from long-term investment or agricultural specialisation, a non-causal correlation that could be seen to confirm continuing local and
government efforts to privatise land. Other perceived obstacles to development and commercial specialisation, noted in a government report on sustainable development, include
the inconsistency of entrepreneurial trade with Tahiti and the intermittent, unpredictable
visits from tourist yachts and cruise ships [36].
Yet in fact, for most Marquesans, their use of subsistence represents a valued sort of
freedom, rather than a limitation. Their polyvalent lifestyle is a strategy for navigating sovereignty and the issues associated with land ownership, offering a degree of independence
from the constraints of a market capitalist system. This process also makes the land and its
use into a mechanism for maintaining cultural identity. Agricultural decisions are made in
concert with family members, based on mutual trust in family networks of support that exist
outside of state laws. With access to cultivated land either through family or by permission
from a landowner, a young and fit Marquesan can make a modest living almost entirely from
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harvesting and selling coconuts to the monthly freighters. Whereas an independent person
trying to make a living this way might encounter difficulties, it works well for Marquesans
who have strong networks of obligation and exchange between family and friends. Many
single men and women, and some married ones, continue to live with their parents into
adulthood. Though they may only work sporadically, their individual income is enough
to contribute to the payment of food, gas, electricity and other shared family expenses.
Young and old also continually feed relationships of reciprocal exchange by, for example,
occasionally using their earnings to party with friends.
In this way, the pursuit of diverse, simultaneous livelihoods allows Marquesans to both
navigate the commercial limitations of their tiny islands and reject the capitalist approach
to land as inalienable, privatised property. Unreliable sales of things like art and fruit feed
the flexible polyvalent approach to making a living and also support the underlying rich,
reciprocal social relationships. This dynamic approach to a limited cash economy can likewise be seen elsewhere in the Pacific, where land use can express unique values in stark
contrast to the mores of Western capitalism [28], even as Pacific Islanders engage with the
market to varying degrees [40].
Above all, being polyvalent allows Marquesans to be more independent in how they use
the land. Although copra is a purely commercial crop supported by government subsidies,
most other cultivars can be consumed, sold or exchanged, depending on the timing of the
harvest. A full 77% of Marquesan agricultural products are either consumed directly or
sold locally and informally, a trend encouraged by the islands’ distance from Tahiti’s commercial market [41]. Islanders often sell raised meat to family members or other villagers
according to demand or opportunity, but relatively little livestock or fish is sold commercially. Most fruits and other products of the land and sea are likewise harvested and eaten
locally, outside of formal commerce. This includes fish, fe’i (Musa troglodytarum) and fresh
bananas, manioc, taro, breadfruit, and most tropical fruits. Hunted meat remains largely
non-commercialised and tends to be consumed within the household or given away as gifts.
Large quantities of limes, grapefruits, fish, dried bananas and other local products are
informally marketed in Tahiti through family-based exchanges [42]. Islanders living in the
Marquesas harvest these items and send them to family in Tahiti, who sell them and use the
money to buy food, supplies and other merchandise in Papeete that they then send back to
the Marquesas. For example, one of my adoptive brothers regularly sends fish he catches
to his in-laws in Tahiti, and in return receives cartons of frozen chicken or giant containers
of rice, sugar, oil, mayonnaise or mustard. Such items can be bought much more cheaply,
and in bulk, in the capital.
Marquesan bingo also illustrates how social relationships are supported by material
exchange. Unlike in the American game, a Marquesan bingo winner shares his or her winnings with friends and relatives. For example, you might give a couple hundred francs to
your sister or the person sitting next to you that day. The distribution of money depends
not only on how much you win but with whom you are sitting, how you are related and the
size or number of other players in the game. Ultimately, the sharing of bingo profits between
family and friends reinforces patterns of social obligation, kin relations and reciprocity, a
characteristic also observed among other Pacific bingo games [43].
This exchange network of money and things means that many Marquesan products are
not treated as commodities. Fruit harvested from the land often carries the same value and
importance, whether it is harvested for sale or to share with family. Since the balance of
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available resources can shift at any time, this fluidity is essential to both Marquesan life and
sovereignty, on a communal and an individual level [29]. Grandmother Suzanne Kautai
spoke of a piece of land where she worked as a child, and how the absentee owner told her
father exactly what to plant. ‘It was coffee, coconuts, manioc, and bananas,’ all of which
they planted and ate. When the woman died and her son assumed ownership, he kicked
Suzanne’s family off of the land. Luckily this was not a problem, she said, because ‘while
we were chopping copra [on that land] we were also planting limes and coconuts on our
[own] land, along with mangos, breadfruit, bananas … pineapples, and some goats. And
so we were ready … we had lots of things!’ (Personal communication, 11 October 2013).
On family lands under customary tenure, islanders cannot always plant exactly what they
would like, but fast-growing crops like bananas or limes are popular, in part because they
mean that the land is maintained (Personal communication, Tea Mohuioho, 17 October
2013). One family explained how they knowingly planted limes on town land because they
had no land of their own, at the time. As with state lands, this kind of poaching is often
tolerated. For those who plant, the potential for profit is not a priority since control over
these crops remains uncertain. Instead, they act on the assurance that their labor will pay
off in one way or another. Bananas or limes can be consumed, sold fresh or shipped to
Tahiti. Most importantly, their crucial role in the Marquesan diet makes them an important playing piece in local relationships of support and exchange. Dried bananas are stored
and frequently given away as gifts, while fresh ones are used like bread at meals. Limes go
into limeade or raw fish salad consumed in massive quantities at family events. Thus, by
investing in a system of value based as much on social relationships and informal exchange
as on money, the decision to plant these fruits becomes a statement of Marquesan culture
as well as sovereignty.

Conclusion
The persistence of supportive, reciprocal relationships and the polyvalent lifestyle, like customary approaches to land ownership and use, illustrate how Marquesans continue to assert
an indigenous sovereignty through cultivation. Echoing Audra Simpson’s politics of refusal
among Native Americans, Marquesans’ sustained yet tacit form of resistance to colonial
influence feeds a network of underlying, customary social and political relations. Unlike the
Haudenosaunee, islanders make no claim to nationhood [8], yet their distinctive approach
to livelihoods and the land represents a sovereignty and cultural independence that similarly
nest within the broader layers of government power [8].
In perhaps the narrowest sense, sovereignty concerns the ability of a group or individual to make decisions about, and laws pertaining to, the land [29]. In the Marquesas,
choices about where and what to plant are made in a uniquely Marquesan way, based on
social, spiritual and economic factors that do not correlate with a typical Western capitalist approach. Marquesans cultivate this sovereignty in defiance of broader regional power
structures, drawing upon their ancestral connections to the land and each other. Their
cultivation of the land thus becomes an expression of their culture and its continuity, demonstrating how ‘indigenous identity is foundational to the structure, exercise, and character’ of
Marquesan sovereignty [2]. Ultimately this power, and not the more obvious structures of
state governance, demonstrates a persistent and enduring authority over land and resources
that cannot be traced to any ‘absolute power to govern’ [2]. This situation echoes others
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around the world, as members of dispossessed, post-colonial or indigenous communities
pursue a sovereignty based on dynamic, culturally-situated social relationships rooted in
local histories and the land, itself.
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Notes
1. 
Similar complexities have been encountered throughout French Polynesia, as documented
by Tamatoa Bambridge and Philippe Neuffer [13,14].
2. 
Lands ‘not actually occupied’, or ‘pas occupés d’une manière effective,’ as judged by the French
government.
3. 
Most of the parcels that once belonged to the State have now been transferred to the territorial
government [1].
4. 
The result is problematic: combined with the government’s refusal to recognise customary land
rights, indivision broils at the center of tensions, debate and conflict concerning ownership
and development of land throughout French Polynesia.
5. 
Pseudonym to protect the speaker’s identity.
6. 
Historic stone structures including building foundations, walls and terraces.
7. 
Pseudonym to protect the speaker’s identity.
8. 
Pseudonym to protect the speaker’s identity, at her request.
9. 
Dried coconut meat. Copra is the main cash crop of the islands and its harvest, known as
‘chopping copra,’ represents a primary income for most Marquesan families.
10. 
Traditional bark cloth.
11. 
Baccalauréat, or the French equivalent of a high school diploma.
12. Pseudonym to protect the speaker’s identity, at her request.
13. ‘Working as a CPIA’ means being hired as a temporary, contract employee for one or two
years through the CPIA program (endnote i).
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