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Nouméa at the Crossroad of
New Caledonian Multilingualism:

Diasporas and Linguistic Norms

Anne-Laure Dotte, Stéphanie Geneix-Rabault,
and Leslie Vandeputte

1. Introduction

New Caledonia is home to a rich linguistic and cultural diversity: 28
Kanak languages and dialects from the indigenous population are
still spoken today, in addition to approximately 10 additional lan-
guages that have been imported through multiple migrations from
Europe, the Pacific, and Asia. This has resulted in a complex mul-
tilingual mosaic where linguistic conflicts and “multi-level diglos-
sia”! shape language practices and representations.? In this context,
the capital city of Nouméa represents an exemplary fieldwork loca-
tion where the country’s diversity converges. It is where migrations
from the rest of New Caledonia and diasporic communities from
neighboring islands join and build up a multicultural and multilin-
gual urban landscape.?

Yet French is the only official language and occupies a hegemon-
ic position* in this French collectivity depending on a special transi-
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tory status. Itis only after the Nouméa Accord (1998) that Kanak
languages were officially promoted to the status of “languages
of education and culture” (section 1.3.3). Later, the Kanak Lan-
guages Academy (in French Académie des Langues Kanak, hereaf-
ter ALK) was launched in January 2007. Its missions are to “nor-
malize” and “promote” Kanak languages and dialects in order
to preserve them®. Nevertheless, institutional discourses crystal-
lize representations held by speakers on language standards and
geographical breakdown. It therefore contributes to linguistic in-
security and stigmatization, which is particularly true for urban
speakers that are blamed for speaking “nonstandard” varieties.®

This paper aims at questioning two diasporic communities in
Nouméa: the first one consisting of an internal (domestic) mo-
bility (from Lifou and Ouvéa) and the second one from Vanuatu,
the product of external (inter-regional) migration. From these case
studies, we examine the weight of linguistic norms on everyday
language practices of diasporic urban speakers. This contribution
also investigates the strategies used by diasporas’ speakers as well
as institutions, like the ALK, to maintain their languages and pre-
serve their heritage.

2. Nouméa: Multilingualism in
the capital city of New Caledonia

New Caledonia is an archipelago composed of one main island
called the Grande Terre and several other inhabited islands and
atolls, including the four Loyalty Islands (composed of Ouvéa,
Lifou, Tiga, and Maré), which stretch alongside the east coast
of the Grande Terre. The population of New Caledonia was
270,000 inhabitants in 2014 (ISEE): Approximately 40.3 percent
of New Caledonia inhabitants declare themselves Kanak; 29.2
percent European; 8.7 percent Wallisian or Futunian; and the re-
maining part of the population identifies as being from more
than one group or from other communities, originating from
the rest of Oceania or East Asia (Tahitian, Indonesian and Ni-
Vanuatu).”

Kanak® languages belong to the Oceanic branch of the Aus-
tronesian language family.’ In addition to these indigenous lan-
guages, contact between the French and the Kanak around the
Saint Louis Mission (near Nouméa) during the second half of the
nineteenth century led to the emergence of Tayo, a French lexi-
fier creole' that remains spoken only in this small village. In this
article, we refer to Kanak languages and Tayo as indigenous lan-



guages. Colonization, deportation, and recent migrations from
the end of the twentieth century have brought to New Caledo-
nia other languages which are still practiced at various levels,
including French, Japanese, Javanese, Vietnamese, Bislama, as
well as other Oceanic languages like Tahitian, Est Uvean, Futun-
ian, among others. These are referred as non-native languages of
New Caledonia in the paper.

Regarding a geographical breakdown of where speakers
live, 66 percent of the total population of the archipelago lives in
the capital city of Nouméa, with 25 percent of these urban inhab-
itants (over 14 years of age) who declares speaking a Kanak lan-
guage." Itis important to note that the three more spoken Kanak
languages in Nouméa all originate from the Loyalty Islands.”? It
is also important to underline that, in contrast to other Melane-
sian countries such as Vanuatu, Solomon Islands or Papua New
Guinea, there is no widespread creole or pidgin spoken in Nou-
méa or in the rest of the country. None of the Kanak languages
has a function of vehicular language'® and French is seen as the
“natural” lingua franca between communities of different lan-
guages, both in urban or rural areas of New Caledonia.

Consequently, as it is the New Caledonian lingua franca,
French coexists in the capital with Kanak and non-native lan-
guages. It is the language of education, administration and ev-
eryday life used by speakers who do not share a common first
language, such as domestic and regional migrants living in town.
Even though French or native languages may be used in daily
conversation, migrants often refer to their languages practices as
“bad,” “not good enough,” or “not the proper one.”

3. Methodological background:
Data collection and terminology
Sources and methods of data collection

Before going further into our discussion, a short presentation
of the methodology and a brief terminological clarification are
needed. Through two case studies—Drehu/Iaai and Ni-Vanu-
atu—this research investigates urban speakers’ representations
and practices in a multi/ plurilingual context. This paper aims at
presenting an interdisciplinary approach as the combination of
and “dialogue between disciplines.”'* From this perspective, our
research combines linguistic, sociolinguistic, anthropolinguistic,
and ethnographic methods in order to:
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* investigate how people or institutions see, experience and
represent their multi/ plurilingual context;

* collect, analyze and contextualize data on the subject;

* examine and understand how speakers interpret their multi/
plurilingual environment and practices (as a socially construct-
ed phenomena not fixed but dynamic), defined as a “system of
values, ideas, and practices that establish a consensual order
among phenomena” and “enable communication to take place
among the members of a community by providing them with a
code for social exchange.”?®

This is in line with Limb and Dwyer’s definition that denies
“that there is a preexisting world that can be known, but see the
social world as something dynamic and changing, always being
constructed through the intersection of cultural, economic, social
and political processes.”'®

These assumptions result in adopting qualitative methods'
based on the understanding of social representations and prac-
tices rather than statistical interpretations of quantitative data (or
number of people interviewed and observed). The ethnographic
extensive fieldworks conducted in Nouméa in order to collect
the present data (between 2010 and 2016) allow a combination
of different approaches, including solicited or unsolicited data
and open or semi-structured interviews with speakers, the urban
population, students of the University of New Caledonia, agents
of linguistic or cultural institutions (public and private), and lin-
guistic associations. These interviews are triangulated with data
obtained from direct and participatory observations, in different
areas of Nouméa city and at different moments of daily activities
(in public and private situations).

Therefore, data included a range of different sources:

* audio records and/or videos (solicited /unsolicited, informal
conversations, interviews, etc.);

* posts on social networks (mainly on Facebook);
* newspaper articles;
* field notes;

* fieldwork pictures of urban linguistic landscapes.

This paper results from the cross-analyses of data collected for the
purpose of a Ph.D. project'® and of a collaborative research pro-
gram." All the translations of corpus extracts (interviews, conver-
sations, etc.) reproduced in this paper are translated from French,



Bislama or Drehu into English by us.

Background on terminology: Diaspora and standard variety

Defining diaspora and migration is not an easy task. Indeed, the
two concepts are difficult to determine precisely, and one does not
exclude the other. Definitions have changed over the years and
led to a more open conception. The term diaspora refers today to
wider categories that reflect processes of moving populations and
voluntary migration. Sheffer proposed the following definition:
“modern diasporas are ethnic minority groups of migrant origins
residing and acting in host countries but maintaining strong sen-
timental and material links with their countries of origin — their
homelands.”?" Even if researchers do not completely agree on
all the criteria, we can say that what defines a diaspora includes:
myths/memories of homeland; desire of (eventual) return; feeling
of alienation within the host country; collective identity defined by
the relationship between homeland and host land.

In this article, we are considering “homeland” and “coun-
try of origin” not strictly as states, but more widely as lands or
places. Consequently, we consider that people from the Loyalty
Islands living in Nouméa belong to a diasporic community. In-
deed, they are living away from their home island and are main-
taining strong links with families that stayed there. Many island-
ers from the Loyalty living in Nouméa consider themselves as
“outsiders” who are living temporarily in a host land and have
a strong desire to return to their home island. Even if there are
historical, political and cultural links between the Grande Terre
and the Loyalty Islands or, to a lesser extent, Vanuatu, people
feel away from home, particularly in an urban environment such
as that of Nouméa. Here, we are also considering Ni-Vanuatu
people as diasporic for the same reasons. Ni-Vanuatu from the
first and second generations who are living in New Caledonia
consider themselves migrants and outsiders. People feel they are
Ni-Vanuatu even if they have a geographic, historic, and cultural
proximity to New Caledonia. This approach allows us to define
Ni-Vanuatu people living in New Caledonia as migrants experi-
encing a sense of diaspora.

An important criterion used to maintain links with home-
land and to claim a community’s identity is the practice and
the use of indigenous or national languages. For Ni-Vanuatu
and for people from the Loyalty Islands, as is true for diasporic
populations in general, language appears to be a powerful tool
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to show one’s identity affiliation. According to Gershon, “lin-
guistic ability becomes a controversial sign post for the degree to
which various people are connected to the very practices that en-
able them to circulate knowledge in diaspora.”? However, even
if migrants are able to speak their home language, we observe
negative representations of their language practices when com-
pared to an ideal view of a perceived standard. This may be a
common experience for diasporic communities, but in Nouméa,
it is reinforced by a particular sociolinguistic landscape and lin-
guistic policy. Since the advent of colonial administration, the
linguistic policy of New Caledonia has imposed French as the
unique language of education and social promotion.* Language
has been used as an instrument of marginalization against oth-
er languages, and Standard French? appears to be overvalued,
even against the local French varieties. To urban speakers, the
central position of Standard French reinforces a complex repre-
sentation of the linguistic diversity. In this context, many young
urban speakers reject this standard, associated to their underper-
formance at school and their opposition to French domination.
They answer these linguistic norms by creating a new linguistic
variety with French “Kaya,” which is socially depreciated and
considered “bad French.”? This phenomenon has been studied
by Barnéche (2004 and 2005) in Riviere Salée, a working class
neighborhood of Nouméa, whose research showed that urban
speakers coined new words and new orthographic conventions,
leading to the emergence of hybridized linguistic forms and to
the fusion of French varieties.” Speakers are forced into a situa-
tion where French and native languages practices are compared
to an idealized standard.”

4. Loyalty Islands and Vanuatu languages in diaspora

Here, we explore more precisely how languages are mobilized
by diasporic communities living in Nouméa. According to the
last census (ISEE, 2014), Nouméa and its suburbs include about
180,000 inhabitants, that is to say two-thirds of the total popula-
tion of the archipelago.

laai/Drehu communities in Nouméa

The recent census reveals that the largest proportion of speakers
of Loyalty Islands languages are inhabitants of the urban area of
Nouméa, and not the homeland islands. According to the official
census, Drehu speakers living in Nouméa represent 59.6 percent



of the total speakers of this language; Nengone speakers, 53.4
percent; and Iaai speakers 56.6 percent, as shown in Table 1.%

Table 1: Geographical breakdown of
Loyalty languages speakers (ISEE, 2009)

Language Drehu Nengone | laai (Ouvéa)
Place of residence (Lifou) (Maré)
Loyalty Islands 5,712 3,711 1,566
North Province 454 262 127
South Province (excluding Nouméa) 125 89 75
Nouméa (urban area) 9,295 4,659 2,310
Total for New Caledonia 15,586 8,721 4,078

Circular migrations are common between the Loyalty Is-
lands and the capital city because of job opportunities and
schooling—there is, for example, no secondary school in Ouvéa.
Consequently, many Iaai speakers move to Nouméa at the age of
14 or 15 and commonly undergo, as a result, a strong linguistic
rupture. Although urban Loyalty Islanders maintain strong links
with the homeland island and frequently travel back, those who
stop practicing their ancestral language during a prolonged pe-
riod in the capital city emphasize their linguistic insecurity and
are unlikely to maintain or continue transmitting the language.

Ni-Vanuatu community in Nouméa

Ni-Vanuatu people represent 1 percent of the New Caledonian
population. Referring to the Vanuatu Consul in New Caledonia,
Raymond Manuake claims that there are officially 5,000 Ni-Van-
uatu (people with the “grin”* passport reporting themselves).
But he also notes that there are probably over 7,000 Ni-Vanuatu
who live in New Caledonia, mainly in Nouméa.** Relationships
between the two archipelagos have been ongoing for more than
3,000 years and has taken on many forms: marriage, adoption,
food and commodities exchange, etc. From the nineteenth century
until recently, Ni-Vanuatu have been employed in nickel mines;
many of these workers decided to stay and settle in Nouméa.
Ni-Vanuatu people form an aggregated community in Nou-
méa and spontaneously use their national language, Bislama,
when they meet. As Bislama plays an essential role in identity
claim in Vanuatu, this function is transposed in the diasporic
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context of Ni-Vanuatu in Nouméa.®!

5. Diasporic language practices of the two case studies

When people from the Loyalty Islands or from rural areas of the
Grande Terre move to Nouméa, they do experience cultural and
linguistic uprooting. Together with their material belongings,
they establish themselves in the urban location bearing their lin-
guistic baggage, experiences, and representations.

Code-switching

Language practices by these two diasporic communities are
characterized by frequent code-switching. Kanak languages,
like Drehu in example 1 below, are spontaneously mixed with
French. The French comprehensive competencies of all conver-
sational participants are always implicitly assumed, and the al-
ternation can occur between different participants of a dialogue,
even within a single sentence.

Example 1: Drehu and French speakers (Riviere Salée, Nou-
méa, Geneix-Rabault, 2016)

#1: ?
“What is it?”
#2: 11111 .. viens faire un bisou a grand-mere. . .

“Wow!!!! Come here. . .Come kiss your grandma. . .”
#3: Repas offert par la famille apres le

“Meal is offered by the host family who organized the mar-
riage.”

#2: O6”Ha, who was it for?”

#3: Ben Nana, .

“Uh, Nana, grandpa’s little girl.”

#1:

“Where was it?”

#3: bah a la maison commune.

“Friday, well, to the community house.”

The code-switching is evidenced in spontaneous speech mixing
Bislama, French, and Drehu. In the following, Example 2, French
enters the Bislama conversation, whether it be in whole sentenc-
es (by #2); by a lexical borrowing (by #3), or by a metaphorical
expression based on a borrowing (by #1). In speaker #4’s quote,
it is interesting to note how migrants freely integrate Drehu as a
proof of the integration of local languages.



Example 2: Bislama, French, Drehu speakers (Kowekara naka-
mal, Nouméa, Vandeputte, 2015)

#1: “So how did it go?”

#2: Baah elle est partie comme ¢a, tu veux qu’elle aille ou?

“Baah she just left, where do you want her to go?”

#3: J'te jure ga m’énerve. . .embéter”l am telling you this is piss-
ing me off. . .people can’t just be quiet at home? They need to
annoy each other every time.”

#2: “Bastard!”

#1: Lever?

“Drink?”

#4: Tro!

“Let’s go!”

French hegemony and language shift

Migrant practices of indigenous language use undergo a colossal
shift that leads to a reconstruction of their linguistic ideologies
and representations. In such a multilingual context, character-
ized by a linguistic conflict that places French as a hegemonic
language (the language of education, literacy, media, public life,
and vehicular language), the intergenerational transmission of
the ancestral language is frequently abandoned to the profit of an
intensive immersion into a monolingual francophone surround-
ing.
On the one hand, many Kanak (Example 3) and Ni-Vanuatu
parents (Example 4) assume that shifting to French at home is the
best solution to help their children be successful at school and in
life, as indicated by the following examples:

Example 3: Drehu and French speaker (Nouméa, Geneix-Ra-
bault, 2015), in French

Le frangais est la langue de la réussite: pour I'école, le travail et tout.
“French is the language of success: at school, at work and ev-
erything.”

Example 4: Bislama and French speaker (Nutchian Dringan,
Ducos, Nouméa, Vandeputte, 2015)

pour l'école pour qui réussissent quoi. . .mais y comprennent. des
fois quand je parle la langue y comprennent aussi .

“I want my boys to know well French, for school, for them to
succeed at school. . .but they understand [Bislama]. When we
[her and her husband] discuss in Bislama, they understand but

apn



2017

Amerasia Journal

they answer in French, sometimes when I speak language [ver-
nacular] they understand as well but not everything.”

French is seen as the prestige language in Nouméa, even if the
people themselves suffer a strong sense of linguistic insecurity
with French:

Example 5: Drehu and French speaker (Montravel, Nouméa,
Geneix-Rabault, 2014), in French

Ici, au quartier Montravel a Nouméa, les gens ne parlent pas
bien le francais. On chope et on mélange des fois des mots
en drehu, en nengone, en paici ou dans d’autres dialectes, que
parfois on comprend pas. Je kiffe la langue francaise. Mais le
frangais qu’on parle ici n’est pas tres bien c’est du ‘kaya fou’
avec une prononciation spéciale de chez nous: y’a beaucoup
de différences avec le francais.

“Here, in Nouméa, in the suburb of Montravel, people don't
speak French well. We sometimes use and mix Drehu, Nen-
gone, Paici, dialectal words, that sometimes we ourselves don't
understand. I like the French language. But the French we
speak here isn’t very good. . .It is ‘kaya fou’ with specific pro-
nunciations: there is a lot of difference with French.”

On the other hand, a strong identity claim is entangled in the
extreme attachment to the ancestral language, even when people
have fragile speaking skills in these very languages. This is a
phenomenon commonly outlined within migrants, as Billiez de-
scribed for Algerian migrants in France with the famous quote
“C’est ma langue, mais je ne la parle pas” (“This is my language, but
I do not speak it”).

Example 6: laai and French speaker (Vallée-du-Tir, Nouméa,
Geneix-Rabault, 2012), in French

Moi j’ai grandi ici a la Vallée. Mes parents m’ont toujours parlé
d’Ouvéa et y ont voulu me transmettre I'éducation des vieux du
pays. Mais j'y suis jamais allé. On faisait le travail coutumier ici a
la Vallée. . . .En méme temps, mes vieux m’ont toujours parlé frangais
parce que fallait parler le bon frangais pour avoir un bon travail. . .
J'ai toujours gratté le yuk [yukulele] avec la bande dans le quartier.
C’est comme ¢a que j'ai appris avec le couz’ y chantait en iaai, faga,
drehu, nengone, wallisien. . . .En méme temps, on pouvait inven-
ter nos feintes a nous. Ca faisait rire et tout le monde les reprenait
ensuite. . . .Ben y sont fiers aujourd’hui que je chante les chants tra-
ditionnels de chez nous, la culture iaai.

“I grew up here in la Vallée (the Valley). My parents talked
to me about Ouvéa and they wanted to transmit the local an-



cestral knowledge to me. But I've never been there. We were
doing the customary duties here in la Vallée. . . .So that means,
my parents always talked to me in French because we had to
speak good French to have a job. . . .I always played yuk [yu-
kulele] with friends from the neighborhood. It's how I learned
with my bro he was singing in Iaai, West Uvean, Drehu, Nen-
gone, East Uvean. . . .So that means we could invent our own
jokes. It was making everyone laugh and then it was shared
by everybody. . . .They are proud today that I'm singing tradi-
tional songs from our place, laai culture.”

This dichotomy characterizes the linguistic conflict defined
by Fillol and Vernaudon as a “double contradiction”* that mix-
es up the “desire of integration” by promoting French, with the
“fear of assimilation” that reclaims the need for ancestral /Kanak
languages. At the same time, whether it be for the generation of
islander children born and raised in Nouméa, or for their parents
who settled in the capital city as a result of a migration, their
island homeland encompasses mythic images of the untouched
and pure nest where their culture, way of life and, of course,
language are preserved from the alienation of the urban space.
Concerning the linguistic dimension, this nostalgia establishes a
linguistic purism and the rise of a homeland norm for language,
as opposed to its urban variation.

As a consequence, the Loyalty communities in Nouméa ap-
pear culturally and linguistically familiar:

Example 7: Drehu and French speaker (Riviere Salée, Nouméa,
Geneix-Rabault, 2015), in French

Ici, quand tu vas dans des quartiers 4 Nouméa, tu sais d’ou (ils)
viennent. Tu sais si ils sont de Nouméa, de Lifou, Maré ou Ouvéa. .
.ou ben d'une zone: les Losi par exemple, tu sais qu’ils sont du sud
de Lifou. Ou d’un quartier de Nouméa: Riverstar, VDT. Quand tu
parles avec I'un d’eux, tu sais qu’ils sont de part la. Et je veux dire
que tu es de Riverstar, c’est important de parler comme les autres,
avec des feintes spéciales.

“Here, there are places where you go in Nouméa, and you
know where the people come from. You know that they are
from around here Nouméa, Drehu, Nengone or laai. . . .Or
some part of an area: in the South of Lifou for example. Or
some part of Nouméa: Riverstar, VDT [Vallée du Tir]. When
you speak with one of them, you know that they are from
there. And I would say that to be from Riverstar, it's important
to speak like the others, with specific jokes or features.”

apn
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Idealized norms

Regarding Iaai and Drehu, in particular, many discourses from ur-
ban speakers reveal this linguistic insecurity in the traditional lan-
guage, crystalized by the ideology that the real language is strictly
spoken on the island of origin. It refers to the concept of idealized
norms (“normes fantasmées”) proposed by Moreau in her typology
of linguistic norms," as illustrated in the following response:

Example 8: Iaai and French speaker (Koutio, Nouméa, Dotte,
2010), in French

A Ohnyat ils parlent encore le 100 percent iaai pur!

“In Ohnyat [one of the northern Iaai villages in Ouvéa Island],
they still speak a 100 percent pure laai!”

This ideology that an idealized version of a language, faithful to
the form spoken long ago by the ancestors, only remains on tra-
ditional land is reinforced by the notion that speakers and their
language are kept “untouched” there—and only there—far away
from degeneration and obsolescence caused by contact. This
sense is underscored by the same urban Iaai speaker:

Example 9: Iaai and French speaker (Koutio, Nouméa, Dotte,
2010), in French

[La-bas] ils ont moins de contact avec l'extérieur, la langue est plus
conservée. . 1ls sont pas partis longtemps de Iaai. Y’a moins de fran-
¢ais dans leur langue.

“[There] they have less contact with the outside world, the lan-
guage is more preserved. . .They didn’t left Iaai for a long time.
There is less French in their language.”

An indigenous diglossia is therefore emerging, bringing a
high-value variety of Iaai or Drehu, spoken on Ouvéa or Lifou,
face to face with a low-value variety spoken in an urban context.
At this stage of our study, this indigenous diglossia is noticed
in metalinguistic discourses, but has not been substantiated by
linguistic data yet. Further research on the linguistic specificities
that characterized the emergence of urban varieties should be of
great interest to further our understanding of linguistic diaspo-
ras in New Caledonia.

Meanwhile, for some young urban Kanak speakers, Nouméa
is appreciated as a cradle for the modern form of their language,
enriched by the mixtures and switching brought about by cul-
tural contact, as this interview reveals:



Example 10: Drehu and French speaker (Montravel, Nouméa,
Geneix-Rabault, 2014), in French

Ici @ Montravel, y'a un héritage de plein de langues. Ben ¢a fait
que les vieux disent que dans la zone (quartier de Nouméa), les gens
parlent pas un bon drehu. Ben parce que nous on mélange tout: le
drehu, le frangais, le nengone, le wallisien, le javanais aussi. Mais ici
nous on est comme des vrais Drehu. Parce que pour moi le drehu y
vient de Montravel hein mon frere. [Rires]

“Here in Montravel, there is a heritage of many languages. So,
old people say that in that area of Nouméa, people don’t speak
real Drehu. We mix everything: Drehu, French, Nengone, East
Uvean, Javanese too. But here we are as if we were authentic
Drehu. Because for me the Drehu language come from Mon-
travel, doesn’t it, bro?” [Laughs]

French plays its role of being a vehicular language in a multicul-
tural and multilingual context such as that of Nouméa, where
a myriad of languages and communities are in contact. In this
context, circular migrations are seen as opportunities to practice
the vernacular language both by going back to the homeland and
by welcoming kin at home.

The mobility of speakers has often been perceived as the
cause of young people being uprooted and the reason why in-
digenous people were unable to practice or to speak indigenous
languages “correctly.” In order to help social and educational
readjustment (rééquilibrage) between the Kanak community and
other social groups that compose New Caledonia, Kanak lan-
guages were introduced at school; some institutions, such as the
Academy of Kanak Languages (ALK), were created to revitalize
transmission and practice of ancestral languages, mainly among
young speakers. But the introduction of a linguistic normative
institution, launched in the city center of Nouméa, also plays a
role in the imposition of a linguistic norm.

6. The Academy of Kanak Languages (ALK): A normative,
authoritative, or prescriptive institution?

In 1863, the Guillain decree banned the use of indigenous lan-
guages at schools, and in 1921 any publication in Kanak lan-
guages was forbidden.” It was not until 1984 that these kinds of
laws officially disappeared. In line with the Matignon-Oudinot
agreements (1988) and the extension of the Deixonne law in New
Caledonia (1992), four Kanak languages were to be taught and
used at the baccalaureate exams: Paici, Aji¢, Nengone and Dre-
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hu. The Nouméa Agreements (1998) stipulate that: “Kanak lan-
guages are, along with French, languages of education and cul-
ture in New Caledonia. Their place in education and the media
must be developed and reflected on deeply. A Kanak Languages
Academy will be created.” For this purpose, an undergraduate
degree program in Oceanic Cultures and Languages (LCO) was
launched at the University of New Caledonia in 1999. In 2005,
the Congress introduced the teaching of Kanak and Oceanic lan-
guages and cultures into official programs at primary schools.
Currently, twenty Kanak languages are being taught in primary
and secondary public and private schools in the country.- How-
ever, even if Kanak languages are becoming more and more vis-
ible, French maintains its hegemonic position in the society—in
schools, in the media, the administration—and is still considered
(and, effectively) as the prestige language that people must be
fluent in to be successful. For their part, other non-Kanak lan-
guages are not officially recognized nor involved in the local lan-
guage planning. They are invisible at the institutional level.

Founded in January 2007, the ALK is a public organization in
New Caledonia. Administered by a governing board, which is as-
sisted by a scientific and technical committee, the ALK has a staff
of eight Chargés de mission and eight academicians who work in
close collaboration with reference linguists and native speakers in
their homelands. Each of the ALK sections corresponds to and is
located in one of the eight Customary Areas of the archipelago.
The main mission of the Academy is to “fix the rules of usage and
to contribute to promoting and developing Kanak languages and
dialects as a whole,” according to the deliberation of creation," so
as to examine questions related to graphic standardization, the
dissemination of writing, and the promotion of Kanak languages
and oral heritage.

This Academy helps to convey standards for normative and
prescriptive speech, defined as “good or bad,” “authentic or de-
formed,”* as well as for practices (phonology, grammar, syntax,
lexicon) and the territorial division of Kanak languages. The
ALK contributes to the way languages are represented, but the
group does not mention or consider the real practices of the ur-
ban speakers, as we see in the interview below:

Example 11: Drehu and French Speaker (Montravel, Nouméa,
Geneix-Rabault, 2014), in French

Je ne sais pas pourquoi, mais on prend souvent des mots nengone,



anglais ou frangais en drehu. Ben ¢a fait qu’on finit rarement une
conversation rien qu’en drehu.

“I don’t know why but we often put Nengone, English or
French words into Drehu. So we rarely finish a conversation
entirely in Drehu.”

While urban speakers accept code-switching as an effective way
of utilizing all their linguistic skills, as far as they are concerned,
institutions, academicians, and older speakers generally see such
hybrid forms as undesirable and erroneous. They consider such
practices as representing a “deterioriation” of the “real” lan-
guage:

Example 12: Drehu and French speaker, Academician at the

ALK (Nouméa, Geneix-Rabault, 2013), in French

Pour nous (Académiciens), le mélange avec d’autres langues c’est pas

bien vu.

“For us (Academicians), the mixing with other languages is
seen as undesirable.”

Academicians criticize that urban speakers for “deformed
Drehu” and claim that they “can’t pronounce the real, the pure
Drehu properly.” The latter are also perceived by the ALK as us-
ing a less respectful register than the “real ones”—the speakers
from homeland. This ideology also reveals the stigmatization of
the language practices of urban and young speakers. The position
of the ALK does not, therefore, intend to recognize indigenous lan-
guages as legitimate, but rather to impose a normative vision of
uses and practices, which, in the end, might only discourage the
maintenance of the indigenous languages among diasporic peo-
ple. In this way, the symbolic upgrading of the “homeland vari-
ety” of indigenous languages over urban adaptations conveys the
linguistic insecurity and stigmatization of the vernaculars used
in the area where the majority of the speakers are settled—Nou-
méa—even though the stated goal of the ALK is to preserve and
promote Kanak languages.

In contrast to the norms imposed on Kanak languages, there
is no linguistic policy for non-native languages in New Caledo-
nia. In this context, Bislama and Vanuatu indigenous languages
do not benefit from any linguistic planning, promotion activities,
or visibility in the public sphere of Nouméa. At the same time,
this lack of institutionalization can be seen in an advantageous
light because it allows speakers to freely practice, transmit, and
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create in their language(s) without any standardizing pressure.
For instance, there is no contrast made between a “real Bislama”
from Vanuatu and a “poor variety” spoken by diasporic Ni-Van-
uatu. Bislama speakers do not seem to suffer from a purist influ-
ence, and they use and speak their language in a more uninhib-
ited way. They might use more French borrowings, but they do
not endure the mocking about their way of speaking when they
are back visiting Port-Vila.

7. Conclusion

In this paper, we discussed two diasporic case studies aimed at
illustrating the complexity of Nouméa sociolinguistic landscape.
We found that Bislama and Iaai/Drehu speakers experience dia-
sporic realities differently. On the one hand, they do share the
monolingual ideology that places French at the top of the sym-
bolic linguistic value scale, which encourages parents to privi-
lege French at the cost of indigenous and non-native language
transmission. We showed that French hegemony participates
to the linguistic insecurity reinforced by an idealized vision of
homeland seen as the untouched and original place of an ances-
tral language. This heightens the gap between speakers’ repre-
sentations of urban versus homeland linguistic varieties. More-
over, this dichotomy between linguistic representations and
daily practices is also attested to in the territorial mapping that
illustrates a linguistic breakdown: one language corresponds to
only one “customary area,” and there is no visibility of mobility
or multi/ plurilingualism.

On the other hand, the two diasporic communities studied
in this article experience different daily language practices. We
argued that institutional discourses have crystallized speakers’
representations of Kanak languages. For domestic diasporic com-
munities speaking Iaai and Drehu, institutional pressure produces
norms that judge speakers and make them feel insecure. Conse-
quently, in Nouméa, they do not feel comfortable speaking their
language, especially with homeland interlocutors. On the con-
trary, Bislama and indigenous languages from Vanuatu may be
completely invisible institutionally, but their situation leads to
slightly different representations and diversity of language prac-
tices. Indeed, Ni-Vanuatu people escape from normative frame-
works and they feel free to use their native language(s). While
the cultural and linguistic diversity of New Caledonia is recog-
nized and valued as a pillar of “common destiny” in the Nouméa



Accord (section 1.3.3), nothing is done for the promotion of non-
Kanak languages.

To sum up, migrations and diasporas brought to Nouméa an
incredible cultural and linguistic richness, but they are still man-
aged unevenly. Indeed, we observed a contrast between in vitro
outline (official language planning) and in vivo practices (every-
day language uses).” For the future, it would be beneficial to en-
courage a more egalitarian approach to language planning that
reflects the entire cultural and linguistic diversity of the country.
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