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graph. Like many other perceptive
writers, Tanis raises more questions
than anyone could possibly answer.
He asks about the nature of Papua
New Guinea’s stake in Bougainville;
he ponders Australia’s interests in
Panguna; and he wonders what
unseen forces—global and regional—
contributed to the destruction of the
environment and years of civil war in
Bougainville. And he concludes with
the most radical of all questions:
“After gaining political independence
from colonial masters, do all third
world nations enjoy only brief periods
of real independence? Must they all
then experience civil wars and revolu-
tions and go bankrupt and join the
queue awaiting solutions from else-
where?” (472)

donald denoon
The Australian
National University

* * *
Ce souffle venu des ancêtres . . .
L’œuvre politique de Jean-Marie Tji-
baou (1936–1989), by Hamid Mokad-
dem. Nouméa: Expressions – Province
Nord, 2005. isbn 2-9519371-2-1; 411
pages, appendixes, written in French,
bibliography, index. cfp3900.

When Jean-Marie Tjibaou was assas-
sinated on Ouvéa in May 1989, shock
waves swept across the Pacific. His
face figured on the front covers of the
following month’s issue of both
Pacific Islands Monthly and Islands
Business, while seven months later
Pacific Islands Monthly declared him
“Man of the Decade.” Yet, ironically,
many Anglophone Oceanian intellec-
tuals spontaneously wept over the
death of his assassin, Djubelly Wéa.

The reason was simple: Wéa was a
radical, uncompromising, and an
avowed Anglophile who had studied
in Fiji. Tjibaou was, in comparison, a
somewhat mysterious figure, prone to
compromise and with a limited profi-
ciency in English. He navigated in a
universe that was unequivocally
Oceanian, but was also grounded in
the larger realm of the world’s colo-
nized peoples, and characterized by a
marked attachment to certain aspects
of French and European civilizations. 

Unlike the vast majority of Pacific
leaders of his generation, Tjibaou left
an enormous legacy of interviews and
speeches, as well as several important
writings. He also deeply marked those
that crossed his path, for he had
charisma, vision, and a remarkable
command of the spoken word. A
biography by the Le Monde journalist
Alain Rollat was published shortly
after his death (Tjibaou le Kanak,
1989), while the French anthropolo-
gists Alban Bensa and Éric Witter-
sheim produced a collection of his
speeches, writings, and interviews a
decade ago (Jean-Marie Tjibaou, La
Présence Kanak, 1996). Otherwise,
until very recently, there has been lit-
tle apart from a scattering of articles.
The tide is, however, turning. An
English translation of La Présence
Kanak was published a few months
ago in Australia ( Jean-Marie Tjibaou,
Kanaky, 2005), while at virtually the
same time, this substantial study of
Tjibaou’s political thought and actions
appeared in New Caledonia. 

Ce souffle venu des ancêtres is,
without a doubt, an important book.
It is also, at first sight, a somewhat
disconcerting one for Oceanian schol-
ars nurtured principally on the writ-
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ings of anthropologists, geographers,
and historians. Hamid Mokaddem
teaches philosophy at an école nor-
male (teachers’ training college) in
New Caledonia and his pioneering
study is couched in a multitude of
references to key figures in Western
philosophy—above all Hegel, but
also Badiou, Foucault, Plato, Deleuze,
Elias, Barthes, Lardreau, as well as to
other thinkers, such as Halbwachs
and Blanchot—who are unlikely to be
familiar to most Anglophones. At the
same time, Mokaddem makes it clear
that his intent is not to encapsulate
the trajectory of Tjibaou in philo-
sophical discourse, in the manner that
others have imposed an anthropologi-
cal discourse in their studies of
Oceanian lives and experiences. 

Mokaddem affirms that, in Jean-
Marie Tjibaou, he is in the presence
of a Great Man, in a civilizational
sense—as distinct from a Big Man, in
Melanesian anthropological terms—
and his concern is to explore the
greatness of the person. Specifically,
his intent is to reveal the political phi-
losophy of the leader of the Kanak
independence movement in the late
1970s and 1980s, in a context where
Tjibaou’s politics are inscribed in cul-
ture, where his thoughts and actions
are closely interwoven, and where he
occupies the center stage at a critical
moment in the history of a people
trapped in a violent colonial experi-
ence. The intellectual portrait that
Mokaddem proposes is one of a
leader nourished by the quiet voice
of the ancestors, confronted by the
harsh reality of the present, and pos-
sessing the ability to dream of the
future. Yet the book does not claim
to be a biography. Its avowed aim is

rather to “explain and make under-
stood the greatness of a work of
politics” (expliquer et faire com-
prendre la grandeur d’une œuvre
politique) (24).

This particular objective renders
Ce souffle venu des ancêtres a dis-
tinctly unconventional scholarly work.
The book has a certain linear struc-
ture to it, in the sense that Tjibaou’s
life is related in a chronological sense,
from his tribal childhood in north-
eastern New Caledonia, on to his
Catholic education, his experience as
a priest, tertiary education in France,
and then back to New Caledonia,
where Tjibaou (and Mokaddem)
shifts progressively from social, to
cultural, and then political action.
However this linearity is only of
nominal significance; more important
is “the repeated cyclical movements
around an axis, the chronological
line” (retours cycliques autour d’un
axe, la ligne chronologique) (13), for
Mokaddem’s intentions are much
more ambitious: “I am not writing a
biography but seeking to retrace an
existential curve, or more precisely, a
trajectory the conversion of which
transforms a life into a work. The
intense development of this political
figure corresponds closely with this
aesthetic preoccupation (understood
in terms of the converting of a contin-
gency into a necessity): ‘To make of
his life a work of art.’ It is what I call
the style (of life).” ( Je n’écris pas une
biographie mais tente de retracer une
courbe existentielle, ou plus précisé-
ment, une trajectoire dont la transmu-
tation transforme une vie en une
œuvre. Le devenir intense de cette
figure politique correspond beaucoup
à ce souci esthétique [à entendre au
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sens de conversion de la contingence
en nécessité]: ‘Faire de sa vie une
œuvre d’art.’ Ce que j’appelle le
style.) (17)

Une œuvre: a work, actions,
achievements, heritage, something
that moves the soul by virtue of its
great strength and beauty . . . Mokad-
dem’s goal is, in a very real sense, an
aesthetic one, for it transcends the
events of an individual’s life. In
exploring Tjibaou’s stature, the writer
inevitably comes face-to-face with the
words and actions of the architect of
a cultural revolution that was, at one
level, eminently local, and at another,
universal and eternal. In this sense the
book’s philosophical bearings are in
no way superfluous. 

Not surprisingly, under the circum-
stances, the book has no table of con-
tents, no chapters. Rather it is com-
posed of nine “lines” that are scanned,
as in a poem: An unchanging line;
Cracks; Training, Exile; Concerning
the ideal in politics; Maxa, the revolu-
tionary act; and so on (Une ligne
invariable; Brisures; Se former,
s’exiler; De l’idéel en politique; Maxa,
l’acte révolutionnaire; etc.). Individu-
ally they refer to specific stages in
Tjibaou’s life. Taken together—in a
poetic sense—they simultaneously
evoke an emerging consciousness and
an order that is indelibly marked by
the “souffle” of the ancestors. By
souffle, Mokaddem means not simply
breath or even murmur, but patience,
depth, and timelessness: a voice that
is steeped in silence and has the
capacity to reinvent the future. The
point is, of course, that the book is as
much about the spiritual as about the
physical survival of a numerically
insignificant colonized people.

Inevitably Ce souffle venu des
ancêtres is an extremely dense book,
with regard to the recounting of
events, people interviewed, observa-
tions made, and tentative conclusions
drawn. For those unfamiliar with the
recent history of New Caledonia,
passionate though the analysis is, it
probably needs to be read in conjunc-
tion with a general overview of the
territory, for example Alban Bensa’s
Nouvelle-Calédonie, vers l’émanci-
pation (1998). Two other cautionary
notes are in order. First, while Anglo-
phone readers will be delighted to
discover that the book contains an
index, they will be frustrated by the
fact that it is broken up into some-
what arbitrary categories or themes.
The bibliography has similar short-
comings. Second, Ce souffle is the
product of what can best be described
as a micro-publisher proposing very
limited editions. Indeed, I have the
sneaking suspicion that it is Mokad-
dem himself who is to all intents and
purposes the publisher! This means
that the book has many of the attri-
butes of a rough diamond (ie, “editor-
ial insufficiencies”!) and it is almost
certainly poorly distributed. Prospec-
tive purchasers will probably need to
turn to a Nouméa bookshop in order
to acquire a copy. Both constraints
are regrettable, for Ce souffle venu
des ancêtres is a crucial building block
in improving our understanding of
Tjibaou and in making known a dis-
tinctively Melanesian voice and intel-
lectual heritage. 

Hamid Mokaddem is an innovative
independent scholar whose own
already substantial body of writings
merit being more widely known.
Philosophy apart, he occupies a
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particular position in Pacific scholar-
ship, between the clinical regard of the
transient scholar and the impassioned
Oceanian voice, thereby occupying
the middle ground that so effectively
links the local with the universal, or
what he characterizes as the link
between Kanak microhistory and
universal history: “a descendent of
Algerian immigrant workers, born
in France, finds himself professor of
philosophy located, in spite of him-
self, in a configuration created by the
colonial power, then meets, in the
context of a colonial ritual, the man
who incarnates Kanak sovereignty.
The strangeness of the situation took
the form of a fold that I had to open
in order to appreciate the cunningness
of history.” (un descendant de travail-
leurs immigrés algériens, né en France,
se retrouve professeur de philosophie
situé, malgré lui, dans une configura-
tion instituée par la puissance colo-
niale, puis rencontre, à l’occasion d’un
rite colonial, l’homme, incarnant la
souveraineté kanak. L’étrangeté de la
situation configurait un pli qu’il me
fallait déplier pour comprendre les
ruses de l’Histoire.) (343)

Jean-Marie Tjibaou was in part
nourished by the Algerian experience
and it is, no doubt, one of those
strange configurations of history that
helps explain why this is a fascinating
book.

eric waddell
Université Laval

* * *

The Sweet Potato in Oceania: 
A Reappraisal, edited by Chris
Ballard, Paula Brown, R Michael
Bourke, and Tracey Harwood.
Ethnology Monographs 19, Oceania
Monograph 56. Pittsburgh: University
of Pittsburgh; Sydney: University of
Sydney, 2005. isbn 0-945428-13-8;
viii + 227 pages, tables, figures, maps,
photographs, index. us$43.65.

As ethnobotanist Douglas Yen tells us
in the concluding chapter of this hefty
volume, academic discussion about
the dispersal of the sweet potato (Ipo-
moea batatas) in Oceania may be
traced back to the 1786 doctoral the-
sis of the younger Georg Forster (De
Plantis Esculentis Insularum Oceani
Australis), who, in reviewing the
economic botany of Cook’s voyages,
attributed to sixteenth-century Span-
ish voyagers the introduction of this
American crop into the Philippines
and the East Indies. But Forster left
without comment the source of the
varieties in Tahiti and “the Southern
Ocean.” Over the intervening centu-
ries, much comment has been offered
about the mechanisms and chronol-
ogy of the sweet potato’s dispersals
throughout Oceania. In recent
decades the principal foundation for
continuing research on the sweet
potato in Oceania has been the work
of Yen himself, whose 1974 publica-
tion, The Sweet Potato and Oceania:
An Essay in Ethnobotany (Bernice P
Bishop Museum Bulletin 236), the
volume under review honors in retro-
spect. And the debate that has sur-
rounded Yen’s depiction of the three-
part hypothesis of the dispersal of
the sweet potato, from Mexico and
northern South America into farthest


