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CLAUDIA LEDDERUCCI

Erasing the Empire through the Restitution of
Military Land: Military Bases and Processes of
Re-appropriation in French Polynesia

Abstract

Following several years of tense worldwide protests against nuclear testing, the
French campaign in the Pacific ended in 1996. In the years that followed, military
facilities in French Polynesia, at least those most strictly connected with nuclear
activities, shut down. After the exploitation and detonation of the atolls Moruroa
and Fangataufa (and symbolically of the Polynesian minds and bodies), land is fi-
nally being given back to French Polynesians. Military bases are closing and mili-
tary personnel are returning to France. Some of these building complexes are now
property of local towns. The questions raised in this article revolve around the sym-
bolic power of military bases’ dismantlement, which can be interpreted as the eras-
ure of the French empire. What do such erasures of military facilities represent? Is
it just an economic reorganization of the national defense or does it represent the
will to materially erase colonial and nuclear history? Moreover, | argue that these
ongoing processes can be analyzed as a form of re-appropriation of land by the
Polynesian communities and a new form of sovereignty.

Keywords: militarization, restitution, nuclear testing, military bases, sovereignty,
French Polynesia, Tahiti

Tahiti is unmade as it is made.
— Jean-Francois Baré

Introduction

Despite transitioning from being a French protectorate in 1842 to a colony in 1880
and then to an Overseas Territory following the Second World War, status changes
in French Polynesia nominally gave Ma‘ohi (the Indigenous people of French Pol-
ynesia) more rights while continuing the asymmetry of power between the French
empire and these Polynesian islands.? From the 18th century, first explorers such
as Bougainville and Cook viewed French Polynesia as a garden of Eden, an isolated
and empty land. The Western imaginary built around the presumed remoteness
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and isolation of the Pacific Islands had two major outcomes: on the one hand, the
perception of these islands as pristine and beautiful (precisely because they are
isolated and remote) made possible the metaphor of the garden of Eden. On the
other hand, their remoteness and emptiness condemned them as expendable,
precisely because they were considered far from the metropole, contributing to
the creation of a nuclear hell.

This particular rhetoric of isolated islands goes hand in hand with that of
finite spaces as perfect island laboratories, making possible the French nuclear
project during the Cold War.3 For instance, Moruroa and Fangataufa, the two det-
onated atolls in the Tuamotu archipelago located south of Tahiti, were uninhab-
ited when they were “graciously” given to the French government for nuclear pur-
poses, but this does not mean they were empty.* In fact, they had a symbolic role
in Ma‘ohi life as fishing grounds and places for foraging. The French army gained
access to other lands through leasing directly from private land owners, as is the
case in Hao, or through land purchase, as in Tahiti.

The wider aim of my research is to investigate the militarization process
that took place in French Polynesia beginning in the 1960s and its impact on
Ma‘ohi practices of place-based sovereignty, specifically in relation to a spatial
analysis of French military bases and structures associated with these. The sudden
military infrastructural development by the French contributed to the upheaval of
the economic and cultural life of local indigenous communities. Some of these ba-
ses were progressively shut down as nuclear testing came to an end in the 1990s,
while other bases are still being restructured or dismantled, while restitution pro-
cesses continue to this day. These processes are consequential and top-down: af-
ter the end of the nuclear era, the French army was reduced in numbers, the re-
maining soldiers reassigned among the Polynesian islands and moved primarily to
Tahiti. Many existing military sites were dismantled and the military infrastruc-
tures emptied. In a next phase, as will be explained later, some of the military-
occupied lands were given back to the respective local municipalities.

This study looks at the deconstruction of French military sites in Tahiti and
the subsequent transformation of the land. While the lands have legally been re-
turned to the towns, the actual restitution process has left the terrain visibly un-
touched, still bearing its original military fencing and with little to no public access
(Fig. 1). Walking around Pira‘e and ‘Arue, the sites of two military bases still pre-
sent in Tahiti today, one can see barbed wire and fences all along the military pe-
rimeter and signs informing people that the area is restricted to military person-
nel. Yet, what is striking is the easy accessibility to other sections of the bases: the
gates are open, there are no armed soldiers defending the entrance and indeed,
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there is a surprisingly active recruitment section in ‘Arue open to the public (Fig.
2). In addition to the lax security, there appear to be few soldiers in uniform inside
the base and the open spaces are well maintained and can be viewed from the
outside, with coconut palms, mango and papaya trees, and wild chickens singing
in the fields. This is not the usual background for a military setting.
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Figure 1. Restitution plan posted by the local municipality in ‘Arue, June 15, 2021. Photograph
courtesy of the author
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Figure 2. ‘Arue military base entrance, June 15, 2021. Photograph cburtesy of the author

This material erasure of any military presence, although not complete, rep-
resents both a physical and symbolic reconfiguration of the relationship between
France and French Polynesia. Nevertheless, this Pacific scene contrasts with the
recent arrival of the French fighter jets that will be discussed below. The fighter
jets stopped in French Polynesia before moving on to Hawai‘i for a joint mission,
a further example of the deep-seated colonial connections throughout the Pacific
Islands.

While this research is specific to the importance of the military presence, |
believe that sovereignty practices go beyond the restitution of the land and can
be seen in everyday life through the enactment of cultural expression. Throughout
this Research Note, | aim to connect military spaces and their symbolic and spatial
role to contemporary and new forms of sovereignty, intended here not as a mere
mode of survival, but instead as an art of living. Building on what Ann Laura Stoler
defines as ruination, my research questions revolve around the less spectacular
forms in which colonialisms leave their mark. More specifically, | investigate the
enduring memory of what the land and the infrastructures built on it represent
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and how communities are forging new forms of sovereignty.”> What is the histori-
cal and colonial heritage that these bases leave behind?

Building Sovereignty Practices in the Wake of Militarization

Before discussing these spatial dis-positions and re-appropriation processes and
practices, it is useful to briefly summarize the establishment of the bases and to
present the history of militarization and its impact on French Polynesia. Militari-
zation, and defense more broadly, is a core mechanism used to allow nation-states
to maintain their power and become hegemonic forces—that is, to exert their sov-
ereignty.® It was precisely in order to protect this sovereign power that French
President Charles de Gaulle decided, at the end of the 1950s, to empower France
with the nuclear bomb—it was an attempt to preserve the image of the once prev-
alent but rapidly vanishing French Empire.

The 1960s marked the arrival of so-called modernity in French Polynesia in
the form of French soldiers and military infrastructures that were at the core of
the French nuclear strategy. The process of militarization started with the con-
struction of an airport in Fa‘a‘a. Officially inaugurated in 1961, it expanded Tahiti’s
connections to the outside world and made possible the arrival of people—both
soldiers and tourists—and different kinds of machinery. Pape‘ete’s port was en-
larged in order to accommodate larger shipments of supplies for military construc-
tion projects and infrastructural development. Shortly after, the military base in
‘Arue was built, the Commissariat a I'Energie Atomique (CEA) was brought to
Mahina, and the headquarters of Centre d’Experimentation du Pacifique (CEP)
was established in Pira‘e. This work was done in part by French soldiers and in part
by the local population, although the French were largely white-collar workers
while the local population made up the blue-collar workforce. The construction of
the military infrastructure involved measures such as clearing coconut fields and
dredging stretches of the lagoon, drastically changing the socio-environmental
landscape. These alterations were accompanied by restricted access to the new
military properties; Ma‘ohi were now prohibited from utilizing their customary
fishing and farming lands. Moreover, the influx of money had significant social and
cultural effects, and prompted changes in the locals’ appetites, aspirations, and
desires. Indigenous landowners began selling their properties for small fortunes,
while the middle class, due to an influx in jobs from the nuclear testing, began
building family houses using concrete and other Western techniques.

Today, what 1960s military structures remain are faded versions of what
they used to be, despite the fact that French President Emmanuel Macron recently
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described French Polynesia as the core of the French Indo-Pacific military strat-
egy.” Nevertheless, the impact these bases and infrastructures have on the land-
scape and the lives of local communities is not debatable. For instance, in July
2021 three fighter jets, two refueling planes, and two other military planes landed
on the airstrip in Fa‘a‘a, their deafening thunder reminding the islanders of the
lasting military presence in Tahiti. Beside their acoustic pollution, their visual im-
pact did not pass unnoticed; when they were not training in the air, they were

visibly parked at the military airport, next to the commercial one, with its airstrips
adjacent to the water (Fig. 3).2
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Fiéure 3. Fighter jet (left) and fuel tanker plane (right) at Fa‘a‘a International Airport, Tahiti, June
24, 2021. Photograph courtesy of the author

Despite this strong contemporary assertion of the French presence in
French Polynesia, | argue that the ongoing restitution of military land might rep-
resent a new opportunity for local communities to reclaim lands as a means of
exerting new forms of sovereignties. Drawing on studies of non-self-governing ter-
ritories, my understanding of sovereignty is wider than the classical Westphalian
definition of the concept. In particular, | highlight the central importance of per-
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ceiving sovereignty beyond the state.’ This is very important today, for it is a pe-
riod of effervescence and of active (re)articulations of sovereignty as enacted
through the everyday engagements with the built and natural island environ-
ments.10

Preliminary research

My preliminary research indicates that military bases and, more broadly, the mil-
itarization process are a particular material heritage left by nuclear testing and its
related infrastructural development of the 1960s. This infrastructural develop-
ment not only changed economic and social dynamics for the local population, but
also altered geographical space, as is clearly visible with the installation of the CEP
in French Polynesia.

After the end of the French nuclear program in the 1990s, adjustments
were necessary to facilitate the transition from a nuclear to a normalized econ-
omy. Territories once occupied by the French army for military and nuclear pur-
poses are now experiencing renewed attention and a process of restitution. In the
case of the closure of nuclear military structures, the rehabilitation of the environ-
ment is needed. One way to regenerate the space is the partial or total reconver-
sion of a site. Another way is the patrimonialization of a site—its preservation as
a historical and symbolic monument. Usually, the rehabilitation process of a site
goes through three phases—landscape requalification, reintegration of the struct-
ure into the city, and economic reconversion—often performed simultaneously.!!

In France, processes of restitution began in 2008 with a budgetary law that
proposed cuts to the army and addressed military sites that were redundant; this
resulted in reduced numbers of troops and the reassignment of forces. In French
Polynesia, land areas that had been claimed by the French military were not legally
returned to their towns until 2017. Such a delay is the paradoxical consequence
of the special legislation sanctioned by Article 74 of the French Constitution, ac-
cording to which French laws do not apply automatically to French Polynesia un-
less specified in the law itself. In other words, the ample sovereignty and admin-
istrative autonomy acquired by the territory after long negotiations with the
metropole was, at least in this case, an obstacle and the cause of the impasse.

A further example of the impasse is demonstrated by the incomplete res-
titution in Fa‘a‘a, which hosts the commercial and military airports and the Ré-
sidence Bopp-Dupont, a military barrack that was partially restituted to the local
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municipality. The Résidence Bopp-Dupont is a small structure that is not very visi-
ble; the fence, barbed wire, and “restricted area” signs that surround it are almost
completely covered by vegetation. The name of the area itself does not indicate
that it is a military residence. Along with its unassuming gate, which | only saw
open a handful of times so that resident cars could pass through, the site blends
in with the surrounding area, as demonstrated by one of the numerous local food
stands selling roasted chicken at the entrance (Fig. 4). The juxtaposition of the
elite community inside with the fried chicken stand on the corner is a clear exam-
ple of the asymmetry of power embedded in daily life.

Figure 4. Food stand in front of the entrance to the Résidence Bopp-Dupont. Interestingly, the
residence bears the name of the family who owned the land before it was sold to the French Army.
Fa‘a‘a, August 8, 2021. Photograph courtesy of the author

This military site in Fa‘a‘ais a clear example of how complex the restitution
process is. First, the parcel of land that is now owned by the local municipality is
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completely enclosed within a surrounding military residence, with no public en-
trance. City hall officers and technicians need written permission from the military
to enter the residence to access the returned land, even if just to assess the feasi-
bility of a project. Second, and this is true for the majority of the restituted land,
the space was not cleaned and remediated by the French before it was returned,
meaning that the town of Fa‘a‘a has to pay for the cost of clean-up. The chemicals
present in the majority of the restituted sites are mostly asbestos and lead; the
costs of the clean-up vary from town to town and more than once the mayors of
the towns involved asked the French state to pay, since it was the army who pol-
luted the land. As of this writing, the town of Fa‘a‘a is ready to begin an aquaponic
greenhouse project, but they must come to an agreement with the army to obtain
the entry permission. The responsible person for the process told me that the
town does not want to spend public money on a project that might not be bene-
ficial for the community.'? Beside these problems, products of a never-ending tug
of war over sovereignty and autonomy between the Polynesian government and
the French state, | argue that the project itself bears the potential for new forms
of re-appropriation and new practices of local sovereignty. After an earlier pro-
posal to build a community market was discarded, a new project to build an aqua-
ponic greenhouse was approved. Its main goal is to achieve food sovereignty and
to improve nutrition for the local population®3. Although the project has been on
hold for the last few years, during his visit to French Polynesia in July 2021, Presi-
dent Macron stated that the French government will pay for the clean-up costs,
giving new hope to the mayors and communities.4

The city of Fa‘a‘a is itself a meaningful amalgam. Unlike the nearby capital
city of Pape‘ete, Fa‘a‘ais a densely populated town and it is known to be the head-
quarters of Tavini Huira‘atira no te Ao Ma‘ohi (Ma‘ohi Liberation Front), the local
independentist party, whose president, Oscar Temaru, has been the mayor of
Fa‘a‘a since the 1980s. Marches to commemorate the loss of sovereignty and pro-
tests against the upcoming visit of French president Emmanuel Macron utilizing
customary and new forms of aesthetic representation took place in June and July
2021 on the streets of Fa‘a‘a. A march to the Tavararo memorial dedicated to the
Fa‘a‘a residents who died in 1844 defending their land and independence against
French soldiers took place on June 29, 2021. The demonstration was designed to
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Figure 5. Oscar Temaru, mayor of Fa‘a‘a and President of the independentist party Tavini
Huira‘atira, in front of the Tavararo Memorial, founded in 1985. Fa‘a‘a, June 29, 2021. Photograph
courtesy of the author

commemorate the Polynesian loss of sovereignty and consisted of a funeral sim-
ulation to celebrate the death of the Ma‘ohi sovereignty. At the same time, the
protesters were emphasizing Polynesian cultural identity and heritage and ex-
pressing discontent with the French government through the use of Ma‘ohi rhet-
oric (in its etymological sense, as art of the speech) and the presentation of woven
and flower offerings to a symbolic tomb, meant to mourn the sovereign kingdom
of Tahiti before it was colonized (Fig. 5). As for Macron’s July 2021 visit, Tavini
Huira‘atira activists organized a protest on July 25, the day of the president arrival,
during which they unveiled a Polynesian Statue of Liberty—adorned with a blue
and white robe and their party’s flag waving over her shoulder—in front of the
airport (Fig. 6). One of my local interlocutors told me during the protest that this
use of blue and white—the colors of the independentist party as well as of the
Virgin Mother—represented the dual-relationship between the party and the
church. The statue also has a double meaning, symbolically representing Ma‘ohi's
guest for freedom from the colonial yoke while reiterating the local relationship
with the United Nations General Assembly in New York.!> The importance of the
party’s link to the UN is demonstrated throughout each Tavini Huira‘atira gather-
ing, including the June 29 protest, when the UN flag was draped over the lectern

(Fig. 5).
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Figure 6. A Ma‘ohi Statue of Liberty was unveiled in Tahiti to greet French president Emmanuel
Macron and his entourage. Fa‘a‘a, July 25, 2021. Photograph courtesy of the author
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Conclusion

Considering the colonial history of French Polynesia, it is particularly important to
analyze the concept of sovereignty and specifically question how it is interpreted
by the populations affected by the restitution process of military bases. Uncanny
practices of sovereignty can be seen through the re-appropriation of public
spaces, like that of the roasted chicken stand in front of the military residence
gate. Its fading military presence in the Pacific notwithstanding, France is still sym-
bolically and materially very present in French Polynesia, developing a new form
of soft power through the militarization of civilian tasks. An example of this is the
expansion of the Régiment du Service Militaire Adapté, an educational military
program tailor-made for the struggling young indigenous population.® This form
of power is not, of course, just related to French military and national power; it is
also exerted through cultural and economic influences, often subtle and invisible,
exercised by the French government on the local communities. Symbolically, the
erasure of military bases in French Polynesia could be read as the material erasure
of the French empire, but also as the symbolic erasure of colonial and nuclear
memory. Yet, social memory cannot be erased and will re-emerge through social
practices. This research originates from the assumption that colonization and the
consequent militarization of French Polynesia brought structural violence. This is
linked to nuclear testing but goes beyond that and includes the violence of the
colonial situation more broadly, embodied by the Ma‘ohi in their daily living
spaces and in the ways they assert renewed claims to their lands and culture. The
situation has shaped—and continues to shape—the natural and social environ-
ment of Tahitians while simultaneously translating into the emergence of new cul-
tural practices and forms of expression, as we can see through these restitution
projects.

Claudia Ledderucciis a PhD candidate at the University of Florence and the Univer-
sity of Turin. Her current research focuses on militarization and the nuclear legacy
in French Polynesia, specifically on processes of restitution and re-appropriation of
military bases on the island of Tahiti. She is also interested in new forms of sover-
eignty in non-self-governing islands and territories. She earned a master’s degree
in cultural anthropology from Sapienza University of Rome in 2018. Her disserta-
tion examined the social construction of climate change and Indigenous narratives
and was based on her fieldwork in New Caledonia.
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