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Summary: New Caledonia, a French overseas territory in the South Pacific that possesses more than 25% of the world’s
nickel reserves, is currently undergoing a process of decolonization, after a period of Civil War in the 1980s. Balanced be-
tween demands for independence of the indigenous Kanak population and political affiliation to France, there is a spatial
as well as a socio-economic and cultural division of the population. I argue for socially responsible research strategies in a
cross-cultural and politically charged context, and outline some of the factors that influenced my own ethnographic work.
The researcher’s family background and education affect the structure of relationships and behaviours. Self-presentation
and institutional affiliation play an important role in daily fieldwork. Information and data collection as well as publication of
research results have to respect intellectual property rights, which are tangible and intangible. An outsider position in a for-
eign culture can lead to discomfort, which can be tackled by working closely with local researchers and institutions. Research
can be useful in this situation, if the results are made available to local people, political actors, and business.

Zusammenfassung: Neukaledonien, ein franzosisches Uberseegebiet im Stidpazifik, das iiber 25% der weltweiten Nickel-
reserven besitzt, durchliuft nach dem Biirgerkrieg in den 1980er Jahren aktuell einen Entkolonialisierungsprozess. Hin-
und hergerissen zwischen Unabhingigkeitsforderungen der indigenen Kanaks und politischer Zugehérigkeit zu Frank-
reich zeigt sich die zweigespaltene Gesellschaft auch in der riumlichen Segregation der Bevélkerung, Dieser postkoloniale
Kontext stellt den Forscher/die Forscherin vor besondere Herausforderungen. Neben dem sozio-wirtschaftlichen und
politischen Kontext analysiert der vorliegende Artikel unterschiedliche Faktoren, die den Forscher/die Forscherin in sei-
ner ethnographischen Feldforschung beeinflussen. Familidrer Hintergrund und Erziehung der Forscherin/des Forschers
haben Auswirkungen auf den Bezichungsaufbau und das Verhalten zu anderen. Die eigene Prisentation und die institu-
tionelle Zugehérigkeit spielen bei der tiglichen Arbeit im Feld eine bedeutende Rolle. Bei der Informationsbeschaffung
und der Publikation von Forschungsergebnissen ist das Recht auf geistiges Eigentum zu berticksichtigen, welches sowohl
materielle wie auch immaterielle Dinge umfasst. Die Outsider-Situation des Forschers in einer fremden Kultur kann zu
Unbehagen fithren, welches durch Zusammenarbeit mit lokalen Forschern oder mit lokalen Institutionen durchbrochen
werden kann. Forschung kann in diesem Sinne nutzlich sein, wenn die Ergebnisse Politik, Wirtschaft und lokaler Bevol-
kerung zuginglich sind.

Keywords: Fieldwork, insider-outsider, relational positionality, social engagement, intellectual property, New Caledonia,
decolonization, mining industry, ethnography

1 Introduction which is situated 1,500 km to the East of Australia

and South-West of Vanuatu. In this paper, 1 will
question my position as a researcher conducting
fieldwork in the context of decolonization. I will
adopt an autoethnographic voice to situate the fa-
milial and educational background that influenced
my way of thinking and my fieldwork (Butz 2001,
Butz and BEesio 2009; Crossa 2012).

The anthropologist of Melanesia, MALINOWSKI,

In her paper “Playing the Field: Questions of
Fieldwork in Geography”, Katz (1994, 67) asks:
“Where are the boundaries between ‘the research’
and everyday life; between ‘the fieldwork’ und doing
fieldwork; between ‘the field’ and not; between ‘the
scholar’ and subject?”

Between 2006 and 2010, I was a PhD student

working on mining development, perception and
participation of indigenous Kanak people in New
Caledonia. I have continued with lecturing and post-
doctoral research in this French overseas territory,
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was widely praised for the richness of his work. And
yet he wrote candidly in his “A Diary in the Strict
Sense of the Term” (1967) that he sometimes wished
to be somewhere else when he was conducting field-
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work in Papua New Guinea. This led GEErTZ (1983,
56) to say that “The myth of the chameleon field-
worker, perfectly tuned to his exotic surroundings,
a walking miracle of empathy, tact, patience and
cosmopolitanism, was demolished by the man who
had perhaps done most to create it”. So with some
cautiousness I will analyse my own experience with
immersion into local Melanesian communities. To
describe and analyse strategies of participation, land
conflicts in mining affected areas and negotiations
about the distribution of mining benefits, I stayed
several months in Kanak communities close to the
construction site of a major nickel smelter and min-
ing project. Following Katz (1994, 70), the object of
my study was to understand people’s lives, as lived in
real time and space. After a description of the politi-
cal and socio-economic context of New Caledonia, [
will discuss my organisation of surveys and research
in the second part of this paper. Not just the context
of decolonization and the struggle for independence
affected my fieldwork, but also several other factors
that I will analyse in a third section. I ask how in-
tellectual property, social engagement and ethics as
well as relational positionality influenced my work.
The institutional affiliation and how I present my-
self is an important matter in “the field” and in the
relationship with the “research subject”. Often, re-
searchers forget that customary knowledge is also
intellectual property. But social engagement breaks
down the distance between researcher and subject,
challenges neutrality, and allows intellectual proper-
ty to be shared to some extent. Relational position-
ality should therefore be included in the analysis of
any fieldwork in a postcolonial context. This starts
with my school education, and continues with politi-
cal views and the language that I use in “the field”.
The key question answered in this paper is how these
personal factors influenced my fieldwork in the par-
ticular context of New Caledonia, a French overseas
territory, and its decolonization process.

2 The “field”: political and economic context
in New Caledonia

New Caledonia is officially a French overseas
territory with ‘shared sovereignty’, but it is still part
of the United Nations list of Non-Self-Governing
Territories (see MoKKADEM 2013). France took pos-
session of New Caledonia in 1853 and defeated insur-
rections by the indigenous Kanak population. After
the end of the Second World War, the French colony
became an overseas territory. In the 1970s, the indig-

enous Kanaks resumed fighting against colonialism
and started to claim political independence (BENsa
1990).

After a period of violent anti-colonial struggles in
the 1980s by Kanak independence militants against
France and white settlers (see the movie “Les média-
teurs du Pacifique”, 1997, director Charles Belmont),
New Caledonia was placed back on the UN list of
Non-Self-Governing Territories in December 1986,
with the support of the Pacific Islands Forum and the
Melanesian Spearhead Group (Grarr 2012, 66). The
Matignon Accords were signed in 1988 between the
independence party FLNKS (“Front de Libération
National Kanak et Socialiste”), the loyalist party
RPCR (“Rassemblement pour la Calédonie dans la
République”), and the French state. The Matignon
Accords conferred greater autonomy from France.
The administrative division of the territory changed:
there were now three provinces, two of them effec-
tively governed by the Kanak independence move-
ment. A policy of territorial rebalancing was imple-
mented, in favour of the Northern and the Loyalty
Islands Province where the majority of the population
is Kanak (Fig. 1). A self-determination referendum
was set for ten years in the future. When that decade
was almost over, the various political parties negoti-
ated a new agreement to avoid further clashes, and
a future referendum would adjudicate the pros and
cons of independence. The Nouméa Accord, signed
in May 1998, created legislative power, so that the
New Caledonia government was allowed to legislate
without permission from the French High Court.
The French government agreed to a gradual trans-
fer of competences to New Caledonia except sover-
eign powers (defence, foreign policy, police, courts
and currency) (Kowascu 2010a; 2010b; 2009). And
the new Congtess, to be elected in 2014, can decide
whether to proceed to a referendum on the transfer
of the remaining sovereign powers, in other words
full political independence. If the Congtress does not
organize the referendum by 2018, the French State
will have to execute the plebiscite. Even opponents
of independence have welcomed the transfer of au-
thority from Paris to Nouméa, but they are fiercely
opposed to a final breach with the French Republic
(MacLELLAN 2013, 17). In contrast, most indigenous
Kanaks see the Nouméa Accord as a roadmap to po-
litical sovereignty. It promotes Kanak culture, estab-
lishes New Caledonian citizenship for the first time,
and declares the vision of a “common destiny”. For
MokKADEM (2013, 13), New Caledonian citizenship
will still have a tough path to acceptance by the dif-
ferent communities in the country. “Colonial herit-
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Fig. 1: Nickel industry and ethnic population distribution in New Caledonia

age persists through structural inequality between
Kanaks, Caledonian communities and French people
recently arrived in New Caledonia.”

Today, New Caledonia is characterized by rich
cultural diversity, but this diversity is more readily
visible in the urban context and less so in the rural
communities and at a distance from Nouméa. The in-
digenous Kanak represent the most important ethnic
group with 40.3% of the total population in 2009, fol-
lowed by the Eutopeans (29.2%) and the Wallisians/
Futunans (8.7%). Only 8.3% of the population identi-
fied themselves as belonging to several other ethnic
groups. Some 15% of the total population were born
in France, most of them living in Nouméa and the
neighbouring districts (http://www.isee.nc). Thete
is a spatial segregation of Kanak and other ethnic
groups. While the capital Nouméa can be described
as a Buropean city in terms of its built environment
and lifestyle, Kanak people in the villages practice a
way of life balanced between custom, a subsistence
economy and new monetary incomes resulting from
the development of the nickel industry. This has led
to social upheavals.

The nickel industry plays an important role in the
independence issue, because mining products repre-
sent over 90% of Caledonia’s export value. The coun-
try possesses more than 25% of the world’s nickel
reserves. The nickel industry is currently being trans-
formed as new joint ventures and exports to Asia chal-
lenge France’s control of the strategic minerals sector
(MacLELLAN 2013, 21). Two new nickel processing
plants are being built, one in the Southern Province
by the Canadian-Brazilian corporation Vale Inco

(Goro Nickel), the other in the Northern Province
(Koniambo) by a local-Swiss joint venture, with the
SMSP (“Société Miniere du Sud Pacifique”, 51% share)
and Xstrata (49% share). The new projects break
SLN’s dominant position. Historically, SLN (“Société
Le Nickel”), a subsidiary of the French corporation
Eramet, which in turn is controlled by the French
government through its FSI strategic investment fund,
ran New Caledonia’s only nickel processing plant
called Doniambo located in Nouméa. Doniambo was
built in 1910 and produces around 60,000 t of nickel
metal annually. Figure 1 shows the three processing
plants (Doniambo, Goro Nickel and Konbiambo) as
well as the population distribution by ethnicity.

While the Kanaks are in the majority in the
Northern (74%) and Loyalty Islands Province (97%),
the Buropeans represent the most important ethnic
group in the South (36%). New Caledonia has dra-
matic spatial disparities: of the total population 67%
live in Nouméa and the neighbouring districts Mont-
Dore, Dumbéa and Paita. Some 82% of the active
population work in the Southern Province where 75%
of the businesses are located. Socio-economic dispari-
ties are also conspicuous in the health and education
sectors (KowascH 2012¢; ISEE census 2009, http://
www.isee.nc). New Caledonia possesses two different
land tenure systems: land under common law and cus-
tomary land where only Kanak live, except a few who
rent properties. Customary land is inalienable. Some
18% of the main island “Grande Terre” is classified
customary land. The Loyalty Islands are entirely cus-
tomary land, because they don’t have the same colo-
nial history of land grabbing.
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For the Northern Province, which is the major-
ity sharcholder of the SMSP through its economic
investment company SOFINOR, the nickel sector is
a kind of “instrument” for wider economic devel-
opment and political emancipation (NEAOUTYINE
2006; Prrorser and WERY 2008; KowascH 2012a;
2009, 11). The Northern Province is governed by
the independence party PALIKA (Party of Kanak
Liberation) and affiliated parties and have called
for the local population (mostly Kanak, see Fig. 1)
to participate in the project and to invest in it. The
PALIKA see the control of the mining sector as a key
part of their struggle. Mining benefits that decrease
the financial dependence on France, are reinvested
in other economic sectors — tourism and aquaculture
for example. The Koniambo project is located in a
rural area, and the public authorities want to turn
this growth pole into a real urban centre, a Pacific
city able to rival the capital Nouméa.

My research questions for doctoral and postdoc-
toral studies concern the participation of neighbout-
ing Kanak peoples in the new mining projects, soci-
etal transformations within their communities, the
relationship between customary representatives and
the mining operators, conflicts around the new min-
ing projects (about benefits, land legitimacy, etc.) and
environmental practices (KowascH 2010a; 2012a;
2012b). The local Kanak communities perceive the
Koniambo project to be “their project” capable of
generating employment, new revenues and services,
political emancipation, and “development”. In or-
der to better understand the multiple perceptions
and the complex socio-cultural transformation pro-
cesses in northern New Caledonia, I completed an
empirical study in four villages in proximity to the
Koniambo project.

3 Administrative framework, choice of “the
field” and organisation of surveys

“What is the field?” — In the case of my re-
search, I question if work in the Kanak villages, the
empirical study, was the only “fieldwork” I did, or
whether to include time spent in Nouméa, mainly
at IRD (Institute of Research for Development). In
Nouméa, I conducted interviews with officials of
the mining companies, with politicians, and with
customary representatives. So, do I consider the
whole stay in New Caledonia as fieldwork? As a
PhD student in a French/German university, was I
— following Katz (1994, 72) “always, everywhere, in
the field”? Is there a difference with researcher em-

ployed by the IRD research centre in Nouméa or the
University of New Caledonia? Am I not in the field
by living in Nouméa?

Doing a PhD at the universities of Heidelberg
and Montpellier, I had the opportunity to inte-
grate with a research unit at the local IRD centre in
Nouméa: the research group ESPACE-DEV provid-
ed an office and a grant for PhD fieldwork as part of
alarger research project. Later, when I came back for
postdoctoral studies, my work was linked to anoth-
er research unit, called GRED (Governance, Risk,
Environment, Development). DELAMONT (1992, 70)
describes the capture of fortunate opportunities
such as this as “opportunity sampling’ or, more de-
scriptively, “snowballing”, that involves seizing the
chance offered by a setting, or a respondent, when
the opportunity presents itself (see also BATTERBURY
1997, 78).

Another issue is the choice of “the field”. Karz
(1994, 67) explains: “We — ethnographers — define
a site of inquiry that is necessarily artificial in its
separations from geographical space and the flow of
time. In most cases, it is the ethnographer who draws
the lines, defining in and out.” I chose my field in the
Northern Province because the neighbouring Kanak
villages were undergoing dramatic socio-economic
change. The four villages studied, Oundjo, Gatope,
Baco and Netchaot (see Fig. 2), were selected in con-
sultation with colleagues from IRD. Oundjo and
Gatope are the closest villages to the construction
site of the new smelter, on the peninsula of Vavouto.
Baco is a village with large customary estates where
the public authorities of the Northern Province want
to build accommodation, and cultural and economic
facilities. The fourth village Netchaot is located fur-
ther away from the building site (over 30 km) in the
mountain range between East and West coast of New
Caledonia. Netchaot was chosen in order to compare
societal transformations in communities close to the
smelter with those further away (see Photo 1).

By doing fieldwork in different locations in New
Caledonia, interviewing different clans and with
various methods (semi-structured surveys, informal
interviews and social mapping), I moved away from
the single sites and local situations of conventional
ethnographic research. Marcus (1995) distinguishes
different conceptual visions and possibilities that
emerge from multi-sited spaces: the ethnographer
can follow and stay with the movements of a particu-
lar group of people, or follow a story, a metaphor, a
biography or a conflict. In New Caledonia, I followed
stories of people by mapping sacred places and the
connection of different clans to these places. I also
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Fig. 2: Geographical location of the four studied Kanak villages

followed conflicts, because land legitimacy based on
sacred places is always (re)negotiated. Moreover, the
construction of a nickel smelter leads to conflicts
over the distribution of benefits.

Together with locals, I conducted 239 semi-
structured interviews in French. New Caledonia fea-
tures a great language diversity, 28 different languag-
es and 8 dialects, but French is the official language.
The standardised survey was supplemented by many
informal interviews that I conducted myself. The
questionnaire contained closed (age, profession, ed-
ucation, desire to work in the nickel sector, etc.) and
open-ended questions (fears and hopes vis-a-vis the
mining project, etc.). Young Kanaks between 16 and
30 years old (without experience in doing surveys)
from the villages helped conduct the survey.” For
large quantitative surveys, researchers often employ
professionals who have experience with market re-
search and survey methods. Professional experience
is valuable, but to know the respondents and to cod-
ify their statements is also important. In the con-
text of independence claims and spatial segregation
between Kanaks and Furopeans, 1 felt it was more
useful to know the “research subject” in order to
get true and rea/ information. The community pat-

U Of the 239 interviews, the local research assistants
did around 100.

ticipated more in my work through the involvement
of the young Kanaks. For them, the survey was a
good working experience. Moreover, the employ-
ment of young Kanaks (paid by IRD) represented a
mechanism to vanquish isolation in another culture
and to break down barriers by working in tandem
with local people (see BATTERBURY 1997, 77). It was
a satisfactory way to bridge social distance, but also
a way for me to “give something back”. And I could
exchange and discuss my research methods with
Kanak people.

We questioned Kanak families about profes-
sional qualifications, about fears and hopes vis-a-
vis the mining project, and about the maintenance
of traditional activities including hunting and river
fishing. Conflicts over employment, subcontracting
and distribution of mining benefits were discovered,
sometimes linked to “histories” of land legitimacy.
Economic development and the environment are
part of a game of influence between different ac-
tors (clans, businessmen, mining companies, public
authorities) that leads to spatial remodelling. One of
the objectives of my thesis was to develop a spatial
analysis method to map the cultural value of space
allocated by local people and to integrate this into
regional planning. The thematic mapping of cul-
tural sites, sacred taboos and traditional activities
(fishing and hunting) was conducted with a GPS and
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Photo 1: Christmas in Netchaot 2008 (Photo: M. KowAscH)

using ArcGIS. The results from the survey, inter-
views and mapping formed the basis for analysing
the socio-economic transformations resulting from
this vast industrial project. On the one hand, the
mining project and the broader economic develop-
ment of the VKP area provide employment and new
revenues (see Fig. 2). On the other, involvement in
the nickel sector leads to rising social disparities, to
social transformation within clan organization, and
disturbance of tradition and land tenure.

4 Factors influencing “fieldwork”
4.1 Intellectual property

Pursuant to the World Intellectual Property
Organization (WIPO), intellectual property (IP)
refers to creations of the mind: inventions, literary
and artistic works, and symbols, names, images, and
designs used in commerce (http://www.wipo.int/
about-ip/en/). Imitating cultural knowledge or giv-
ing the knowledge to “foreign” researchers can be
seen as a kind of “dispossession of intellectual prop-
erty”. For example, the “Nangol” custom, an initi-
ating ritual for young men on Vanuatu’s Pentecost
Island is considered to be intellectual property.
Vanuatu’s government claimed compensation for
bungee jumping operators, because they imitated
the traditional ritual. When I started fieldwork in
northern New Caledonia, a clan chief warned me
to feed back my research results to the local com-
munities. According to article 27 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights “everyone has the
right to the protection of the moral and material
interests resulting from any scientific, literary or
artistic production of which he is the author” (UN
1948). GAGNE (2011, 264) explains the appeal of the
United Nations: “Indigenous peoples appeal to in-

ternational bodies, especially the UN, to voice their
grievances and demands. The aim is to put pressure
on states by using international opinion.”

STRATHERN (2009) goes further and adds the no-
tion of “land” to intellectual property. She describes
the definition of land in two symmetrical aspects:
land as a resource, potentially exploitable and ap-
propriated (“the land belongs to us”), and land as a
source of life, the principle of fertility (“we belong
to the earth”). StrarHERN (2009, 17) “think of the
land as a creative and its products as creations”. The
term “creativity” joins intellectual property rights
and permits a definition of land as a material and
immaterial resource (LE MEUR 2010, 94). STRATHERN
notices (2009, 19) that “in Western jurisprudence
land is often held up in contrast to intellectual prop-
erty as the example of something that is manifestly
tangible” (see also KowascH et al. (accepted)). But
in Melanesia, people value “the intangible but vi-
tal capacity for relationships that the land and its
fruits mobilize” (STRATHERN 2009, 29). BAINTON et
al. (2012, 44) emphasise the social relationship of
Melanesian people to land in an article about sacred
places on Lihir island in Papua New Guinea: “As
we have seen, changes to the landscape have been
reflected in the adaptation of ritual practice; rituals
have been reworked and reframed to make sense of
new challenges and dislocations. New ontological re-
lationships to the landscape are likely to give rise to
new ideas about death, or even a reformulation of the
existential order.”

In New Caledonia, the customary associations
CAUGERN (Indigenous committee of management
of natural resources) and Rheebu Nuu, refer to the
“Solemn Declaration of 23 August 2002 of Kanak
indigenous people, claiming the right to space
and natural heritage of Kanaky (New Caledonia)”.
Section 4 of this declaration affirms the authority of
custom in the management of natural resources: “On
behalf of the historic heritage, soil, sub-soil, marine
and terrestrial natural areas constitute the heritage of
Kanak people. Administrative and political authori-
ties can’t decide on the transformation of this herit-
age without the enlightened, prior and written con-
sent of the relevant indigenous population, which
will be given in the required forms. For any unac-
ceptable project, customary authorities will exercise
their right of veto.” (see DEMMER 2007; KowascH
2010a, 393). Rheebu Nuu used the Declaration of
2002 and the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous People of 2007 in order to
claim land rights (as material and immaterial prop-
erty) and compensation payments vis-a-vis the min-
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ing company Vale Inco that built a nickel smelter and
wanted to mine in the districts of Yaté and Mont-
Dore. Rheebu Nuu and the mining operator signed a
“Pact for Sustainable Development of the Big South”
in March 2008 that managed the question of roy-
alties. Rheebu Nuu stopped legal measures against
Vale Inco and accepted that low level discharge of
dilute acid would occur in the Southern lagoon.

The Rheebu Nuu example shows that intellectu-
al property concerns not only cultural knowledge as
myths or artefacts, but also land rights. Researchers
working on land issues have to be aware of intellec-
tual property considerations.

4.2 Insider — outsider

While conducting empirical surveys, I lived for
17 months (PhD and postdoctoral studies) in the
Kanak village of Baco, close of the provincial capi-
tal Koné. Braikie (2012, 236) notices that even if
“authentic” experience is desireable, institutional
constraints often inhibit long periods of residence by
students and researchers: “It is perhaps ironic that,
while the local is reified as the site of authentic, par-
ticipatory practice and indigenous knowledge, it is
also the site which demands in-depth experience and
knowledge of the academics who pronounce about
it, but for whom the institutional constraints upon
learning in depth about it is usually denied to them.”
In my case, my PhD supervisors encouraged a long
stay in the village in order to get reliable data and
information.

How a researcher arrives in the village is an im-
portant concern in Kanak communities. In the vil-
lage of Baco, I was introduced by the Director of the
Department for Cultural Services of the Northern
Province, a Kanak man from Lifou in the Loyalty
islands. The pastor of Baco was also originally from
Lifou. I changed my host family in Baco once, be-
cause the pastor moved to another village. The ar-
rival within the community is a kind of “identity
card”. My presence in the village was always linked
to my host family who welcomed me as their “son”.
I gave my contribution to customary ceremonies
(money and/or fabric), and I patticipated regulatly at
funerals and weddings (see Photo 2). I thought that
only as an insider would I understand the socio-eco-
nomic processes I was interested in exploring. I did
not know of MULLINGS’ (1999, 40) assertion that “the
insider/outsider binaty in reality is a boundary that
is not only highly unstable but also one that ignore
the dynamism of positionalities in time and through

M.-_“ v 1-‘-., S E
Photo 2: Wedding ceremony in Baco in August 2008 (Photo:
M. KowascH)

space.” She suggests that the researcher can to an
extent integrate village and family life of the research
subjects, but with uncertain positionalities over time.
Positionalities are in flux, and events like marriage,
death or a new occupation can change our own be-
haviour and relationship with others. A new politi-
cal situation can also transform the insider-outsider
relationship. Certainly, much information can only
be acquired in staying within the community and in
having “informal discussions” outside the research
agenda. The boundary between the researcher and
his or her subject, between the insider and the out-
sider is dynamic and unstable; it depends on the
context and the situation. Conducting an interview
at home or in a public space (restaurant, café, etc.)
changes the insider-outsider relation completely.
Even if the researcher wants to be a complete out-
sider in the field, he/she will not be outside fields of
power. Katz (1994, 68), who did her PhD fieldwork
in Sudan, highlights: “I am an outsider in this con-
text, but once there, of course, am not outside the
power dynamics of the space so marked”. When I
interviewed a family in one of the four Kanak vil-
lages who was in conflict with another family, then
I was indirectly implicated in the conflict, because
the other family was informed about my presence in
the village. In these small communities, everybody
knows each other, and everybody knows what the
others are doing during the day. So, one interview
influenced the next one, because the families already
had some information about my research, origins
and positionality. Katz (1994, 69) explains that my
“power/lessness (in the field and in my field) as well
as that of the people with whom I work are com-
plexly interwoven in the fieldwork process and the
ways 1 report on my work.” Sometimes, I remarked
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that customary representatives linked my presence in
meetings held with public authorities to their gain-
ing better understanding Western economic issues.
At customary ceremonies, people welcomed me and
expressed recognition and happiness face to face, ex-
cept during some alcohol-related situations.

The complexity of power relations implicit in the
research process is characterized by Nast (1994) as
a state of “between-ness”, which captures the una-
voidable negotiation of difference when engaging
with others (Crossa 2012, 115). For Nast (1994, 57),
“difference is an essential characteristic of all social
interactions that requires that we are always and eve-
rywhere in between or negotiating the worlds of me
and not-me”. Even if my host family in Bako received
me as their son, and that was a privilege for me, I
considered myself as an outsider. New Caledonia was
not my home; I was not born there. And I questioned
my need to keep this distance in my studies. Despite
it, the boundary between the research subject and
me subsided in many situations, because the relations
became real friendships.

4.3 Relational positionality and affiliation

My family background has shaped my life: my
thoughts and perceptions, how I carry myself in dif-
ferent contexts, how I associate with others, and how
others associate with me. Crossa (2012, 111), who
worked with street vendors in Mexico City, high-
lights: ““They [the stories of her familial background]
laid the foundations for my intellectual develop-
ment and became the initial interpretative window
through which I came to understand my surround-
ings”. CRossA is a white woman, born in Uruguay;
her family moved to Mexico in 1976, when Uruguay
was experiencing the first stages of what became a
decade-long dictatorship. Mexico welcomed politi-
cal migrants at the time. Her parents participated
in protests and Communist gatherings. These pert-
sonal experiences interweaved with her intellectual
development (Crossa 2012, 117). She uses the term
“relational positionality” to point out the complex
positionalities of researchers in relation to “others”
(Crossa 2012, 115). Hopkins (2007, 31) also explains
that “positionalities may include aspects of identity —
race, class, gender, age, sexuality, disability — as well
as personal experience of research such as research
training, previous projects worked on and the philo-
sophical persuasion of the researcher”. I was born in
Hanover in the North of Germany. I went to a pri-
vate high school whete I learnt English, French and

Latin as foreign languages. My father is originally
from Silesia which Germany lost to Poland after the
Second World War. So, my father became a foreigner
in his own country. He moved with his mother to
West Germany at the age of 18, leaving behind his
possessions and his land. My parents and teachers at
school taught me social justice, liberty of expression
and critical questioning. My education, my relation-
ship with my parents and my familial background
was influential in shaping my research activities
and in doing my fieldwork. In the New Caledonian
context, I interrogated my position as a white, rela-
tively affluent, young German man with an environ-
mentally and socially aware background in order to
achieve what ENGLAND (1994, 87) describes as the
“need to locate ourselves in our work and to reflect
on how our location influences the questions we ask,
how we conduct our research, and how we write our
research”.

But positionalities are various, and can change
in the field. Hopkins (2007, 388) underlines that
“positionalities and identities are revealed, nego-
tiated and managed in research encounters |[...]”.
Shifting personal positions depend on the relation
to the research subject, as Marcus (1995, 113—114)
explains: “In certain sites, one seems to be working
with, and in others one seems to be working against,
changing sets of subjects. This condition of shift-
ing personal positions in relation to one’s subjects
and other active discourses in a field that overlap
with one’s own generates a definite sense of doing
more than just ethnography [...].” Haraway (1991)
underlines that multi-sited ethnographic research
is always conducted with a keen awareness of being
within the landscape, and as the landscape changes
across sites, the identity of the ethnographer requires
renegotiation. In this way, the researcher is also in-
fluenced by the fieldwork context and by the research
subject. Referring to the outsider-position and to
MALINOWSKUs (1967) “discomfort with other landscapes
and cultures”, 1 tried to find similarities with own ex-
periences and personal history in a cross-cultural
situation characterized by social distance between
myself and other. HarveEy (1996, 360) clarifies:
“Difference can never be characterised, therefore, as
‘absolute otherness’, a complete absence of relation-
ship or shared attributes. [...] To discover the basis
of similarity (rather than the presume sameness) is
to uncover the basis for alliance formation between
seemingly disparate groups).” Thus, the researcher is
called to reflect critically his/her multiple position-
alities and the way in which various identities may in-
fluence and shape research processes and outcomes.
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Such reflexivity, however, focuses mainly “[...]
on examining the identities of individual research-
ers rather than on how such identities intersect with
institutional, geopolitical and material aspects of
their positionality” (NAGAR and GEIGER 2007, 268).
So, how did I present myself during fieldwork? The
construction of self affects the relationship with oth-
ers and channels the studies that follow. Generally,
the “presentation of self” (Gorrman 1959) is linked
to other organisations and institutions known to the
locals. BEBBINGTON (1990) argues there is a “herme-
neutic advantage” to affiliation with a known and
trusted international, or national, research centre.
Following BATTERBURY (1997, 65), “one’s own affilia-
tion (as a project staff member, consultant or student,
for example) is extremely important”. BATTERBURY
was a British PhD student with a research contract
with GTZ (German technical assistance organisa-
tion). After doing fieldwork in Mossi communities
in Burkina Faso, he argued that “it is important to
bear in mind what sort of impact the affiliation may
have on local perceptions of you the researcher, and
whether there will be freedom to pursue an indi-
vidual line of research which permits critique and
reflection. It is unfortunate if the organisation is un-
popular in the host region, perhaps because of the
way its previous interventions have been conducted.”
(BaTTERBURY 1997, 71). GOFFMANN (1959, 1) explains
that locals will utilise what they already know about
an organisation as a ‘sign vehicle’ guiding their as-
sessment of the person. Arriving in the Kanak vil-
lages, I presented myself as a German PhD student
affiliated to a German and a French university. The
indigenous Kanak communities all have experience
with French researchers, because there have been
many French anthropologists and social scientists.
And not all research and development projects are
welcomed. Also, there are only a very small number
of Kanak researchers in universities and research in-
stitutes and almost no social scientists. So what kind
of links allowed Kanak communities to “become ac-
quainted” with the researcher? Who is the strange
new artival? What organisation is he/she with? And
who pays her/him? An important point for the as-
sessment of local Kanak communities is the funding
of the researcher: It made a difference if the project
was funded by a mining company, by a French re-
search centre or by a “foreign” university.

This question of how the researcher’s affiliation
and funding influence the conduct of ethnographic
fieldwork is scarcely discussed. Having a German na-
tionality, not French was — in the context of French
colonial history and the current process of decolo-

nization — rather an advantage when dealing with
Kanak respondents. But the French IRD research
centre in Nouméa was for a long period seen as a co-
lonial institution, recruiting only French researchers.
After the Civil War in the 1980s, pro-independence
IRD researchers were sent back home to France. For
many years after that, there were no social sciences
at IRD. This situation is slowly changing (there are
now two anthropologists), but I preferred a more
independent and neutral standing by explaining to
the Kanak communities that I had German-French
funding for my PhD. Later, as a postdoctoral re-
searcher at IRD, I introduced myself as a German
researcher employed by IRD.

The intersection between various positionalities
and institutional affiliation represents one critique
of the discussion around “reflexivity” and “reflec-
tive identification” of the fieldworker. Rose (1997,
312) thinks that the search of positionality through
transparent reflexivity will inevitably fail, because
“the identity to be situated does not exist in isolation
but only through mutually constitutive social rela-
tions”. She sces a contradiction when a “researcher
situates both herself [himself] and her [his] research
subjects in the same landscape of power”. NAGAR
and GEIGER (2007, 271) add three other problems.
First, the discussion of the researcher’s identity and
positionality does not apply to scholars using quan-
titative research methods. Secondly, to squeeze the
multifaceted and changing relationships with the re-
search subjects into a few pages entails a translation
that necessarily does injustice to their complexities.
Thirdly, self-reflexivity can generate feelings of pa-
ralysis, because it does not redistribute income and
it does not gain political rights for the powerless (see
also WoLr 1997, 35).

The questions remains how we can avoid rela-
tional positionality and reflexivity from struggles
over legitimacy and transparent reflexivity and turn
them into conceptual tools that help us to generate
(self-) critical and useful knowledge? NaDAR and
GeuIGER (2007) propose a “speaking-with research
subjects”-approach and a “crossing borders with
situated solidarities”-approach. Fieldworkers have to
talk and listen carefully, and discuss more explicitly
with economic and political institutions. They should
not be trapped in the “first world” or in the “third
world”, but develop counter discourses by sharing
and working with others, and by “smuggling ideas
across the lines” (EDWARD SAID, quoted in Jacka
1994, 667). In the case of ethnic and social divides in
New Caledonia, open, constructive and cooperative
practices have been very important for me as a white
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researcher working in indigenous Kanak communi-
ties. Social engagement with Caledonian institutions
and ‘situated solidarities’ with local communities can
contribute to develop useful outcomes.

4.4 Engagement and ethics

The geographer Braikie (2012, 238) highlights
the pros and cons of the social engagement of re-
searchers: “On the one side there is a vertiginous
fall into co-optation, post-colonial rip-off, reinforce-
ment of centralised control and the reproduction of
environmental injustice. On the other side, there
are charges of irrelevance, coffee table talk, clever
words, introversion, academic promotion but no ac-
tion outside the Ivory Tower and a denial of social
responsibility.”

In the New Caledonian context of decoloniza-
tion, social and political engagement can be contro-
versial, but in many situations a positioning can’t
be avoided. The independence movement is largely
supported by Kanak people. By conducting surveys
within Kanak communities, the people interviewed
surmise the researchet’s opinion on independence,
even if he/she wants to stay “neutral”. In informal
interviews customary representatives, clan members
and chiefs asked what “I”” thought about the min-
ing project and what “my position” is on the politi-
cal independence issue. Because 1 was hosted by a
Kanak family, I was often associated with pro-inde-
pendence views. They may have linked me to several
anthropologists who worked within Kanak commu-
nities and who supported the independence move-
ment (for example ALBAN BENsa). Complete neutral-
ity is impossible, and the researcher has to assume
a social responsibility when in the field. Following
Burawoy (2004), Barrersury (2013, 2) explains:
“It is perfectly possible to pursue classical scholarly
work (‘professional’” in Burawoy’s terms) while doing
much more — working with constituencies outside
the university completely, designing initiatives to-
gether, and committing to practical rather than only
to in-theory concepts of justice.” BATTERBURY (2013,
2) observes that such engagement can lead to trouble
with scientific colleagues and within research insti-
tutes: “But if engaged and public work does not re-
sult in referred outputs and lucrative grants, it again
troubles the neoliberal university model.” Among
scientific colleagues in New Caledonia (University
of New Caledonia and IRD), I found that an ethno-
graphic study, a long-stay in Kanak villages and so-
cial engagement within the communities can breed

interest and encouragement, but also suspicion and
difficulties with colleagues, because there is still
a socio-cultural gap between Kanaks and French
overseas peoples.

The ADCK (Agence de Développement de la
Culture Kanak) founded in 1988 has the goal of en-
hancing Kanak linguistic and archacological her-
itage in order to preserve them for future genera-
tions. To collect myths, songs and other forms of
cultural heritage (craft arts, visual arts, etc.), the
ADCK employs “cultural collectors” in the villages,
generally customary representatives. Unfortunately,
the material collected is often not published and the
transmission to younger people is not guaranteed.
During my PhD and postdoctoral studies, I col-
laborated with cultural collectors in the villages of
Baco, Koniambo and Netchaot (all in the Northern
Province). We pointed out sacred places with a GPS
or on a paper map before exporting the data in a
GIS. The challenge was to develop a method of spa-
tial analysis to map the heritage value attributed by
Kanak people and to make this new information
available in regional planning programs (KOwAscH
2012b, 195-196). This collaboration was not “neu-
tral”. The mapping of sacred places strikes direct-
ly at identity, because Kanak identity is written in
space. It is a kind of itinerary of the places where
the clan has lived in past and present (KowascH
2012a, 203; see also BeEnsa 1995, 78; NarPELs 2000;
WinsLow 1995).

Figure 3 is one result of my collaboration with
the cultural collector in Baco. The sacred places in
the map are written in “Haeke”, the Kanak language
spoken in Baco. The legend of the original map in
my PhD thesis is in French, because it was important
for me that local people can read my thesis and can
use the maps. An example of a sacred place in the
village is “Camoadoope”, the ancient chief house
(“ancienne chefferie” in French). “Camoadoope”
signifies “big land” in Haeke language. “Foa kovai
koohné” is the confluence of a small river that has
his source at Mount Koohné (“kovai koohné” in
Hacke).

The new data contributed to mapping the cul-
tural value of place, but the collaboration signified
a commitment to the promotion of Kanak culture.
This was a choice, because both the cultural collec-
tors and I as a researcher could profit from the work,
the discussions and the exchanges. In such a case, it
is important not to fall into postcolonial rip-off situ-
ation as BLAIKIE terms it, and therefore into dispos-
session of intellectual property. A real partnership
means enough space for expression by the research-
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Fig. 3: Mapping of sacred places and Kanak clan settlement in the village of Baco

er and the cultural collector. Both are “learners” and
“teachers” at the same time. The collaboration was
an opportunity to verify preconceived notions of
ethics and understandings.

We have to distinguish an engagement inside
and outside the academy. A critical geography ac-
knowledges an appeal to an external reality and is
often more suited for communication with actors
and institutions outside the academy. In the disci-
pline of human geography, a number of researchers
have engaged with others outside the academy in
political and policy matters. RocHELEAU (2008) and
RocHELEAU et al. (1996) explain the ways in which
feminist political ecologists engage with various is-
sues of justice in their work. RoBBINS (1998) has dealt
with “institutions of authority and environment” in
Rajasthan (India). The geographer CAROLIN SCHURR
has conducted PhD research on identity and politi-
cal change in Ecuador (2008—2012); she was espe-
cially engaged in a political empowerment process
for women and the emergence of parties organized
around indigenous identity (ScHURR 2013). In my
PhD and postdoctoral research in New Caledonia, 1
worked with customary representatives, cultural col-
lectors as well as provincial institutions — all outside
the academy. Within the regional planning program
of three districts (Voh, Koné and Pouembout) in the
Northern Province, I was employed as a consultant

for an urban planning office for three months. Some
critics suggest that such work involves financial gain,
and therefore undertaking policy relevant research
of this type corrupts the project on ethical grounds.
Sure, some researchers get quite a lot of money from
consultancy. However, engagement outside the acad-
emy can be useful and contribute to exchange be-
tween researchers and public authorities. Following
BeBBINGTON (1993, 174), researchers can act as “con-
duits” or “brokers”, transmitting ideas and resourc-
es in both directions, to the institutions and to the
locals.

5 Conclusion

Fieldwork in New Caledonia is subject to pat-
ticular conditions. The French overseas territory
is undergoing a process of decolonization, after a
period of racial struggle and civil war in the 1980s.
Spatial segregation between Kanak and European
populations, and the difficult quest for a common
destiny influenced my relationship with Kanak com-
munities that I lived in and studied. New Caledonia
still has dramatic disparities between poor and rich
people, and overlapping ethnic distinctions that can
impede research work. Economic development in
recent years, based largely on the nickel sector, has
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Fig. 4: Factors influencing ethnographic fieldwork

brought cash flows to Kanak villages, but has also
led to social upheavals and conflicts between clans
and families.

Nevertheless, it was not only the particular po-
litical and socio-economic context that affected my
fieldwork. Figure 4 shows different factors that ma-
nipulate the researcher’s fieldwork and the interac-
tion between researcher and subject. The position-
alities of researchers in relation to “others” are com-
plex and various. By doing multi-sited ethnographic
research, personal position changed across the sites
and the people I interviewed. Family background
and education shape the way of thinking and the
interaction with “others”. In New Caledonia, I con-
sidered myself as a “foreigner” both on fieldwork
within Kanak communities and among European
people in the capital Nouméa. “Foreignness” was
an important quality. Nevertheless, the insider-out-
sider-relation is permanently changing. So my posi-
tion was constituted in spaces of betweenness, what
Mascia-LEEs et al. (1989, 33) call “a position that is
neither inside nor outside”.

Measurable research outputs and publication in
international journals need to consider intellectual
property. Collecting data within indigenous Kanak
communities in a context of decolonization can be
seen as “dispossession of intellectual property”.
Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral
and material interests resulting from any research
work. Recording customary knowledge, mapping
land claims or sacred places are examples of scientific
production in which Kanak people have an interest.

Geographical research in postcolonial settings
can be “useful”. Selling your soul to the devil, or be-
ing corrupted by money is undesirable and unethi-
cal. Research must be “independent”, but an engage-
ment outside the academy can contribute to regional
planning programs or to the socio-cultural policies
of public institutions. Researchers can leave their
“ivory towet” in order to collaborate with public au-
thorities. Engagement in local institutions and work
in tandem with locals is a way to “give something
back”. In New Caledonia, I was involved in family
and village life and work that that has contributed to
the deeper understanding of social transformations
and perceptions of mining projects. The mapping of
sacred places with cultural collectors contributed to
a larger research program in the Northern Province.
Referring to JEAN DREZE (quoted in The Independent 1990,
November 15), “I believe that we have to be involved
in the world to write about it. I use my research as one
way of expressing my concern for the world, just as 1
use peace action ... . Researchers take on a social re-
sponsibility by interacting with others, and when they
write about other cultures and behaviours.

I admit that disciplines use different methodo-
logical approaches. These affect the interactions with
local communities and modify one’s own behaviour
vis-a-vis others. In the field in New Caledonia, I met
a lot of anthropologists doing ethnographic studies
with longer or shorter stays in the villages. There
were only a handful of geographers working in simi-
lar conditions. Nevertheless, human and critical ge-
ography has to play a role; and it combines quanti-
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tative and qualitative studies, statistical and spatial
analysis with participatory observation. Whatever
the discipline, however, the institutional affiliation
as well as the relational positionality and the social
engagement influence the research process, disturb
power relations, and permeate everyday encounters.
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