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‘Uviea (WALLIS) AND FuTUNA

While this review does not cover the
full spectrum of politically significant
events and happenings of 2019—2020,
it draws attention to one particularly
significant moment in early 2020,
which casts light on a number of criti-
cal currents in contemporary ‘Uvea
(Wallis) and Futuna.

From 18 to 21 February 2020, the
international conference “Langues
autochtones en Océanie francophone”
(Indigenous languages in franco-
phone Oceania), the first organized
by the Académie des Langues Wal-
lisienne et Futunienne (ALWF), was
held in ‘Aka‘aka (Hahake District,
‘Uvea Island). The conference brought
together some of the researchers who
have worked in the Territory of Wallis
and Futuna over the last forty years
in the fields of archaeology, history,
linguistics, and cultural anthropology;
the académiciens of ‘Uvea and Futuna;
and delegations from New Caledonia/
Kanaky and French Polynesia (Tahiti,
Tuamotu, Marquesas), which included
heads and representatives of the
respective language academies. I was
invited to the conference because of
my research on political anthropology
in Futuna (I carried out field research
in 1996, 1997, 2006, and 2010). The
aim of this review is not to give an
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account of the scientific content of the
conference (the proceedings of which
will be published soon), but to provide
an overview of some contemporary
social and political issues that the
conference highlighted.

Wallis and Futuna, a pair of islands
now home to about 11,500 people
(though the number is constantly
decreasing due to massive emigration
to New Caledonia and metropolitan
France, where over 20,000 people
originating from the two islands
live) (Michoudet 2019), has many
peculiarities compared to the other
two French overseas communities in
the Pacific. “Wallis and Futuna is an
overseas territory that has never been
colonised, but which decided to join
the French Republic, preserving its
three kingdoms”—so says a bro-
chure, written in French and ‘Uvean
(Wallisian), that was presented to
the speakers at the ALwF Conference
(ALWF 20719, 3). While it is debat-
able that the two islands have never
been colonized (a Marist Catholic
mission landed in 1837, radically
transforming the local societies), it
is true that three title chiefdoms, or
“kingdoms,” are still fully opera-
tional in ‘Uvea and Futuna. They are
led by three sau (bearers of the titles
Lavelua in ‘Uvea and Tu‘i Agaifo and
Keletaona in Futuna) and made up of
‘aliki lasi (high chiefs), while a tight
network of ‘aliki pule kolo (village
chiefs) lead the two islands’ various
villages. As I have written elsewhere,
‘Uvea and Futuna can be described as
“polyarchies” characterized by several
leaders (‘aliki) and assemblies (fono),
in which traditional figures of power,
French-inspired institutions (the Pre-
fecture, the Territorial Assembly), and
church institutions (the bishop, priests,
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and the Division de ’Enseignement
Catholique [the Catholic Education
Department], a powerful body of the
church to which the whole primary
school is entrusted) are creatively
intertwined (Favole 2007).

Moreover, in ‘Uvea and Futuna,
practically all of the land, with the
exception of land “rented” to the
French administration (eg, public
offices, hospitals, the runways of the
two airports), is managed accord-
ing to traditional methods, and there
is no land register (and therefore no
possibility to buy or sell the land)
(Favole 2014). While it is true that
colonization was less traumatic here
than in New Caledonia and some
parts of French Polynesia, Wallis
and Futuna remains the only Pacific
overseas territory where the high-
est authority, the prefect appointed
by the government in Paris, is not
elected and holds the role, according
to the statute in force since 19671, of
chef du territoire (“head of the terri-
tory”). From this point of view, Wallis
and Futuna could paradoxically be
described as the last “real” French
colony.

The conference’s organization
itself offered visibility to the political
and hierarchical structure of ‘Uvea in
particular. In 2005, following the long
reign of Tomasi Kulimoetoke—and as
in other parts of the Pacific (Tonga,
Samoa)—a movement of reformers,
known locally as “rénovateurs,”
claimed an “innovation” of custom,
highlighting what they considered to
be “archaic” aspects of the ‘Uvean
royalty. The protest highlighted a
major fracture in local society, cul-
minating in the appointment of two
kings in 2016. After lengthy negotia-
tions, the French state recognized the
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authority of Patalione Kanimoa, the
current Lavelua.

As soon as the guests of the con-
ference disembarked in ‘Uvea on 18
February, they were brought before
the Lavelua to take part in a royal
kava ceremony. The distribution of
kava was followed by the exchange of
coutume, or ritual gifts offered by the
individual researchers and delegations
to His Majesty Patelione Kanimoa.
On this point, it is noteworthy that
the kava ceremony was preceded by
an interesting “negotiation” phase
to decide which styles of ceremonial
exchange and gifts would take place.
The Kanak delegation from New
Caledonia, led by Weniko Thage,
director of the Academie des Langue
Kanak, had initially requested that the
Kanak coutume be presented before
the ceremony on entering the royal
fale (house). According to Kanak
customs, the coutume is a gesture
of humility and respect toward the
host and must be presented, accom-
panied by speeches, on entering the
house or land to which one has been
invited. The coutume included Kanak
traditional money wrapped in tapa,
CcFP banknotes, fabrics, and a fleche
faitiere (the sculpture that crowns
traditional Kanak huts). However,
the king’s representative considered
this way of faire la coutume (doing
custom) to be inadmissible in ‘Uvea
and Futuna. According to local
etiquette, guests are required to sit
among the common people (seka) in
front of the kava circle (‘alofi), which
is made up of the king, the masters of
ceremonies, and the ‘aliki, and must
stay absolutely silent and seated. Only
at the end of the ceremony (which
lasted more than an hour), were the
guests asked to say a few words and
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given the chance to speak privately
with the king while handing over their
ceremonial gifts.

If we consider the long history of
conflicts that have set the Kanaks
against the immigrants from ‘Uvea
and Futuna in New Caledonia, the
negotiation of this new form of the
coutume can be seen as a significant
gesture of relaxation and reconcilia-
tion between Kanak and Polynesians
in the French-speaking area. The
delegations from the Marquesas,
Tahiti, and the Tuamotu Islands, who
had chosen tiki and other carved
wooden objects highly symbolic of
their cultures as their coutume, also
followed the protocol imposed by the
king’s representative.

After the visit to the sau, the
conference guests were taken (in a
hierarchical order already highlighted
by the distribution of the kava) to
see the prefect, Thierry Quéffélec,
who stressed the “complexity” of the
political system of ‘Uvea and Futuna
and the “sluggishness” of the French
government in recognizing the value
of native languages. In his address to
the conference participants at the seat
of the episcopate of Lano (the seat
of the first missionary who landed
in ‘Uvea, Pierre Bataillon, who later
became the first bishop of central
Oceania), the current Bishop Susitino
Sionepoe stressed the issue of Chris-
tian “acknowledgement” of the value
of linguistic diversity. He quoted a
passage from Acts I, verses 7-11:
“Behold, are not all these which speak
Galilacans? And how hear we every
man in our own tongue, wherein we
were born? Parthians, and Medes, and
Elamites, and the dwellers in Mesopo-
tamia, and in Judaea, and Cappado-
cia, in Pontus, and Asia, Phrygia, and
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Pamphylia, in Egypt, and in the parts
of Libya about Cyrene, and strangers
of Rome, Jews and proselytes, Cretes
and Arabians, we do hear them speak
in our tongues the wonderful works of
God.” The bishop told us that Batail-
lon and his successors learned “‘Uvean
and Futunan and translated parts of
the Bible into the local languages.
It was only with the creation of the
Territory of Wallis and Futuna in
19671 (after a referendum on acces-
sion to France in 1959, which also
gave access to French citizenship) that
the French language became com-
pulsory in schools, in the institutions
of the French Republic, and in com-
munication with the outside world,
thus inaugurating a process of loss
and impoverishment that the ALWE
is now committed to stopping. This
“native” representation of the destiny
of native languages (defended by the
church, opposed by the state) was then
confirmed to the conference partici-
pants by Atoloto Kokokilagi, the
Speaker of the Territorial Assembly,
where the last leg of the preconference
“gift tour” took place. “When I went
to school,” said Kokokilagi, “those
who uttered a word in Wallisian were
made to wear a necklace made of tin
cans. Every time you moved, he made
a noise that told everyone that this
student had dared still to speak in that
wild and primitive language!” The use
of the necklace was not abandoned
until the 1980s. The creation of the
ALWF, financed by the territory and
the French state, should be inter-
preted, according to the Speaker, as
a sort of remediation for France’s
long-enduring hostility toward native
languages.

With the organization of this con-
ference, the ALWF, its director, Malia
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Laufoaulu, and its president, Sioli
Pilioko—the first Wallisian to pro-
mote heritage policies on the island,
starting back in the 1970s—tried to
show the Kanak and French Polyne-
sian delegations the vibrancy of the
local languages and coutume. The
meals and the decoration of the fale
where the conference was held, as well
as the evening dances in tapa costumes
and the recitations of traditional oral
texts (particularly mio and fakamisi-
misi from the island of Futuna), were
prepared in turn by the villages of
the two islands under the supervision
of the ‘aliki, who invoked fatogia,
the “responsibility” that binds ordi-
nary peoples of ‘Uvea and Futuna to
their respective customary chiefs. On
Futuna in particular, the keeping of
fatogia (which has been defined as a
sort of native “citizenship”; see Favole
2006) toward the chiefs coincides
with the initiation ceremony through
which boys and girls acquire rights
and obligations towards the “aliki,
typical of adults who reside perma-
nently on the islands. Furthermore,
the massive and widespread use of
the local languages in everyday and
formal relations greatly impressed the
Oceanian members of the delegations
that participated in the conference.
Excluding the islands’ small com-
munity of papalagi (Europeans), who
account for about 3 percent of the
population, all of the Islanders speak
their mother tongue. However, the
two languages of the territory, Lea
Faka‘uvea (‘Uvean) and Masau Faka-
futuna (Futunan), are quite different:
the first has been strongly influenced
by Tongan (the Tongans conquered
the island, probably in the fifteenth
century, building the fort of Kolonui,
which is probably the largest stone
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construction in the Pacific), while the
second is closely related to Samoan.
On Futuna, the language of the two
traditional kingdoms, Alo and Sigave,
differs in some terms and pronuncia-
tions, although without generating
local dialects. Over the years, both
‘Uvean and Futunan have borrowed
some words from English, French, and
the medieval Latin of the church.
‘Uvea and Futuna became an
“archipelago” only after evangeliza-
tion. It was the presence of the mis-
sionaries of the Society of Mary, who
arrived in 1837, that convinced France
to proclaim a protectorate over the
islands at the end of the nineteenth
century. The creation of the territory
in 1967 reinforced the bond between
the two islands, although they never
became a political and cultural unit.
The preparation of the conference
highlighted some persistent divisions:
the ALWF’s satellite on Futuna had for
a long time threatened not to partici-
pate in the conference because the
island’s academy members had not yet
been officially appointed and because
the newly founded ALWF was yet
another institution in the territory that
was based on ‘Uvea instead of Futuna.
For some time now, the inhabitants
of Futuna have been complaining that
they have become the periphery of
“Uvea, the “island of an island,” which
itself is peripheral to New Caledo-
nia. As has been observed elsewhere
(Favole and Giordana 2018), it was
both the initial colonization processes
and the later institutionalization of
territories, collectivities, provinces,
and so on by the French state that
ended up spreading the “fractal
logics” of center versus periphery all
over the Pacific (and beyond). Futuna
today is a distant periphery of ‘Uvea,
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since the latter is the seat of the Ter-
ritorial Assembly, the Prefecture, the
only international airport, the only
hospital equipped with an intensive
care unit, the two high schools, and
a port capable of accommodating big
cargo ships. In the early 2000s, the
political and traditional authorities of
Futuna tried, unsuccessfully, to negoti-
ate with Paris for the creation of a
“Collectivité d’Outre Mer de Futuna,”
which would have been dependent
on the Metropole but independent of
‘Uvea. The application was rejected,
mainly on the grounds of the cost of
this operation to the French govern-
ment (Favole 2007).

While the native languages are still
very much alive, there is obviously
no shortage of problems: the increas-
ingly frequent grafting of English
terms taken from new technologies,
the return to the islands of people who
had immigrated to New Caledonia
and therefore do not speak the local
languages (or do so poorly), the loss of
knowledge of sea and land activities,
and more. A bigger problem is posed
by the fact that many health-care
workers are native to metropolitan
France and have no knowledge of
local languages and the correspond-
ing native etiologies and narratives of
pain and illness. It is no coincidence
that the ALWF has decided to invest
future efforts in this direction as well.
Since the early 2000s, local languages
have been introduced into schools.
In primary school, 9o percent of
instruction is in ‘Uvean and Futunan,
and 1o percent is in French, but in
middle school and high school, there
is only one hour per week of ‘Uvean
and Futunan instruction, which is not
compulsory. The local television sta-
tion, RFO, broadcasts news in ‘Uvean
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and French, and these languages also
alternate on the local radio; unfortu-
nately, only a brief summary of the
news is translated into the local lan-
guage on Futuna. The lack of appreci-
ation for or even hostility toward local
languages, which has long character-
ized French politics, is regrettably still
responsible for the high failure rate of
Polynesian students from ‘Uvea and
Futuna in their university studies in
Nouméa and metropolitan France.

The February conference closed
just as the Coronavirus Disease 2019
(covip-19) pandemic was sweeping
across the world. As of this writing,
Wallis and Futuna is one of the few
territories with no cases of infection
at the moment. However, the islands’
protection, sought by the customary
chiefs, who closed the airport before
international measures were taken,
has come at significant economic and
social costs. Between 21 March and
4 July 2020, Aircalin, the only airline
that serves the territory, suspended
most flights, with just a few taking
off to take migrants home. It wasn’t
until mid-July that the two weekly
flights linking the islands to Nouméa
resumed, with obvious inconvenience
to the large community needing to
travel back and forth. Trips between
‘Uvea and Futuna, still made using a
small Twin Otter, which is often out of
service due to repairs, have also been
limited. The covip-19 pandemic has
revived in Futuna the memory of the
isolation the island experienced dur-
ing the Second World War; for more
than two years, no ships docked at the
small port of Sigave, where even today
ships can only dock if the sea condi-
tions permit.

The conference hosted by the
academy can be considered a highly
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significant event of the period from 1
July 2019 to 30 June 2020, since the
policies of the Territory of Wallis and
Futuna are largely focused on regional
cooperation (in particular with New
Caledonia and French Polynesia, but
also with Fiji). During a mission to
Paris in February 2020, the president
of the Territorial Assembly, Ato-

loto Kokokilagi, asked Minister for
Overseas Territories Annick Girardin
for Wallis and Futuna to participate
permanently in the France-Oceania
summits and urged a review of the
1999 Special Agreement, which has
linked the territory to New Caledonia
since the time of the Nouméa Accord
(Outremers 360°, 20 Feb 2020). On

5 February 2020, Kokokilagi and
Thierry Santa, the president of the
government of New Caledonia, signed
an agreement for the training of
‘Uvean and Futunan teachers, which
will take place in New Caledonia for
the next five years (Government of
New Caledonia 2020). On 19 July
2020, the Assembly approved a proj-
ect funded by the French state called
“Campus connecté” (Connected Cam-
pus), which involves the construction
of a structure equipped with advanced
digital technology that will allow some
students of the territory to follow uni-
versity lessons from a distance, thus
integrating the substantial budget that
allows many students to attend univer-
sities in New Caledonia and metropol-
itan France (Outremers 360°, 20 July
2020). Still in a regional perspective,
the political authorities of Wallis and
Futuna met French Polynesia President
Edouard Fritch on 27 February 2020
in Papeete, with the aim of implement-
ing partnerships in fishing, boat build-
ing, the fight against some endemic
diseases, policies in favor of people
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with disabilities, and the creation of

a rugby campus in Wallis and Futuna
(Presidency of French Polynesia 2020).
Finally, it is relevant to note that
Wallis and Futuna will most likely

be integrated into Aircalin’s board

of directors (Outremers 360°, 11

Aug 2020). The regional cooperation
policies were slowed down not only
by covip-19 but also by the illness

(a brain hemorrhage) that affected
Deputy Sylvain Brial in October 2019.
After a long convalescence, Brial, a
member of one of the most important
families in the territory, resumed his
political activity in late spring 2020
(Lussien 2020).

It is to be hoped that the creation
of the aLwr will be, first and foremost,
a tool for the reopening of the islands
of ‘Uvea and Futuna to the world
of its Oceanian neighbors (Rotuma,
Fiji, Tonga, Samoa) and the world of
Western Polynesia, which, in precolo-
nial times, represented a tightly woven
net of relations but is now torn by a
persistent division between English
and French speakers, as well as by
persistent postcolonial policies that
make communication between largely
similar Polynesian languages difficult.

ADRIANO FAVOLE
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