In the Event: Indigenous Countersigns and the Ethnohistory of Voyaging

Figure 6.4 “Sauvage de la Nouvelle-Calédonie lancant une zagaie” (engraving)

Artist, Piron; Engraver, Jacques-Louis Copia. Source: La Billardiere 1800b: pl. 35. Photograph: Bronwen
Douglas.
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Within the total textual corpus of this voyage, visual and verbal, the apparent
polarity in visual representations of Tongans and Kanak clearly did not signify
the racialisation of observed human differences in the Pacific Islands and should
not be taken as a precursor to Dumont d’Urville’s named racial types. It was not
pro-“Polynesian” prejudice that inspired these eighteenth-century voyagers to
represent Tongans as less violent than Kanak. Rather, their antithetical
representations are countersigns of dominant motifs in the collective
self-presentations of significant numbers of Tongans and Kanak respectively.
As d’Entrecasteaux (1808, 1: 308) acknowledged, Tongans generally dissimulated
their intentions the better to plunder the visitors, using force as required, while
many Kanak endeavoured openly to intimidate and control them. Indeed, what
prejudice there was favoured Kanak, thanks to the precedents set by Cook and
Forster, and inflected the d’Entrecasteaux voyage narratives with the added
bitterness of thwarted expectations. In contrast, ambivalence was the norm in
European voyagers’ accounts of meetings with Tongans, a countersign of Tongan
unpredictability as judged by European standards of propriety, consistency and
order. Years later, de Rossel, who had sailed with d’Entrecasteaux and edited
his dead captain’s journal for publication, wrote an official report on Dumont
d’'Urville’s voyage of 1826—29. He found Dumont d’'Urville’s relations with
Tongans painfully familiar:

These men, in appearance so sociable, and in actual fact so seductive,
are never more to be feared than when one believes one can abandon
oneself to live among them with the most complete confidence; it is then
they indulge in acts of violence that one is obliged rigorously to repress.
... |Like Cook and d’Entrecasteaux,] M. d’Urville was in turn forced to
punish the audaciousness and guile of these islanders (Rossel 1830,
Ixxxii—Ixxxiii).

Nearing the end of his voyage and, indeed, his life, d’Entrecasteaux’s optimistic
curiosity to engage with natural man on a friendly, mutually beneficial basis
had dissolved into despair in the face of cumulative indigenous intransigence,
unpredictability, seemingly unprovoked violence, or cannibalism in Tonga,
New Caledonia and, subsequently, in islands further north toward New Guinea.
By this stage rumour alone sufficed for him to damn whole groups as “cannibals”
and to deplore “the excesses in which the human species can indulge when
customs are not moderated and softened by civilisation” (1808, 1: 422—3). It was
a far cry from d’Entrecasteaux’s “simple and good,” “natural” Tasmanians and
his early strictures against the corrupting “vices of the state of civilisation”
(1808, 1: 242). Indigenous agency — their largely inscrutable demeanour, actions
and desires — forced d’Entrecasteaux to confront the paradox and the dilemma
of the Enlightenment vision of peaceful, philanthropic, scientific encounters
with so-called “savages” who were also regarded as fellow human beings: that
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ethnocentric, hierarchical, paternalist, prescriptive and acquisitive strands in
Enlightenment humanism would not accommodate other people’s assessments
and exercise of their rights, desires and autonomy. “[I]t seems certain to me,”
he wrote on leaving New Caledonia, “that [either] we must renounce visiting
[Pacific Islanders] ... , or we must inspire respect in them by very great severity”
(1808, 1: 359). This was a chilling portent.

Race

In the course of his extensive voyaging in Oceania, Dumont d'Urville never met
the indigenous people of New Caledonia. He nonetheless classed them with
Tasmanians on the basis of previous voyage literature: “It appears that in New
Caledonia ... the Melanesian essence has undergone scarcely perceptible
modifications: so La Billardiére naturally approximated the New Caledonians to
the Tasmanians” (Dumont d'Urville 1832, 15; my emphasis). La Billardiére had,
indeed, noted a physical resemblance: “The black colour of ... [Kanak] skin is
almost as deep as that of the natives of ... [Van Diemen’s Land], whose
characteristic physiognomy much resembles theirs” (1800a, 2: 186).
D’Entrecasteaux remarked not only a physical likeness between Kanak and
Tasmanians but explicitly distinguished both from Tongans: “[Kanak]| have the
same physique and adopt the same postures as the inhabitants of Van Diemen'’s
Land. This tells us that their height is much inferior to that of the natives of the
Friendly Islands” (1808, 1: 330). Yet, as has been seen, La Billardiére and his
shipmates had unstintingly admired Tasmanian behaviour, sociality and
appearance, whereas they were revolted by Kanak cannibalism, dismayed by
their aggression toward the French, and represented them accordingly (Richard
1986b, 308—-23; La Billardiere 1800a, 2: 28—79, 182—248). D'Entrecasteaux himself
compared the physical appearance of the Tasmanians and the Maori (later to be
Dumont d’Urville’s favourite Polynesians) to Maori disadvantage: “[Maori] are
less black; their limbs are more muscular and their height greater: but their
physiognomy proclaims much less goodness; it even has in it something dark
and ferocious” (1808, 1: 271). For Dumont d'Urville, La Billardiere’s analogy
between Tasmanians and Kanak was ipso facto damning and literally naturalised
his own low racial ranking of Kanak, but he had to wrench the physical
comparison out of textual and experiential contexts and construe it in terms of
an anachronistic racial grammar. The descriptions of skin colour, hair type and
facial features in La Billardiére’s Relation are incidental and empirical rather
than systemically ethnological or biological, as was the nineteenth-century norm.
Neither he nor d’Entrecasteaux argued for a broad differentiation or
hierarchisation of Oceanian people on the basis of race or even Forster’s flexible
“varieties.”

Both d’Entrecasteaux and his naturalist were Enlightenment men — La
Billardiére was a committed republican — whose evaluations of indigenous people
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were muted, fluid, mainly aesthetic and at least as significantly shaped by
experience of native actions and demeanours as by their own preconceptions.
Both undoubtedly took for granted the reality of an environmentally-determined
developmental hierarchy of humanity ranging from “natural” man in a state of
“savagery” to “civilisation,” within which the different indigenous groups
encountered were implicitly located on the basis of experience; but no fixed
evolutionary trajectory was implied and neither author was uncritical of
“advance” or “civilisation” as he knew it. D’Entrecasteaux remarked that while
the Tasmanians were “undoubtedly less advanced in civilisation than the peoples
of New Zealand, neither do they have their ferocious temperament.” Elsewhere
he opined that “the inhabitants of the Friendly Islands [Tonga] are ... much
more advanced than the inhabitants of New Caledonia” (1808, 1: 243, 343). It is
clear from the foregoing, however, that he regarded “advance” as an equivocal
blessing, which in Tonga had produced a “feudal”-style government with
" “effeminate” chiefs, whose “voluptuous” lifestyle and arbitrary “abuses”
led to a “state of anarchy” and forced the ordinary people into dissimulation
and theft (298, 305—12). For his part, La Billardiere conceived social and material
progress as strongly influenced by environment and did not doubt that
Aborigines were ultimately civilisable — he hoped that a pregnant female goat
and a young male left by d’Entrecasteaux at Adventure Bay in Van Diemen’s
Land might multiply and “occasion total change in the lifestyle of the inhabitants,
who, able to become a pastoral people, would abandon the coast without regret
and enjoy the pleasure of no longer having to dive for their food, at risk of being
devoured by sharks.” The women, “condemned to this arduous labour,” would
benefit most, though he feared that the goats would be killed before they could
reproduce (1800a, 2: 79). An ethnocentric, quixotic vision perhaps, but in stark
contrast to Dumont d’Urville’s bleak, racially-determined prognostication
thirty-five years later: “Everything suggests that the Tasmanian, and later the
Australian, incapable of ever being civilised, will end up disappearing entirely”
(1830-33, 5: 96).

“weak,

Conclusions

The details of indigenous motivations, the content of their strategies, the
meanings of their words and actions reported in long-ago encounters with
European voyagers are now difficult, if not impossible, to recover, even where
rich local traditions subsist (but cf. Salmond 1991, 1997). For example, we cannot
now know, though we can speculate, what “one of the chiefs” standing on the
platform of a canoe in the Admiralty Islands said in his “speech” to the French,
or why he made “signs” which “did not allow us to doubt that he wished to
induce us to land,” or what his actual relations were with the “paddlers” who
“probably did not have permission to speak, but joined their signs of invitation
to the chief’s” (La Billardiere 1800a, 1: 258). But I am convinced not only that
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there was — obviously — always a range of local strategies and motivations,
conscious and unconscious, in play in every situation of encounter but also that
what indigenous people wanted, meant and did — and how they looked —
profoundly influenced European reactions, expectations and representations in
the always fraught and vulnerable settings of voyaging in frail, wooden sailing
ships in unknown or little-known waters (see Douglas 2003).

The theory of indigenous countersigns developed in this chapter decentres
— though it does not discount — European authors and their “pre-programmed”
systems of knowledge and language which are assumed by most scholars to
determine travellers” “perceptions, consequent interpretations, and consequent
actions” (Porter 1990, 122; Strack 1996, 286 n. 4). This is notably the case in
text-focused disciplines, like literary studies, cultural studies, art history and
the history of ideas (e.g. Guest 1992; Pagden 1993; Porter 1990; Strack 1996).
The historical strategy implemented here, in contrast, takes seriously the complex
interplay of discourse, presupposition, personality, experience, action and
indigenous countersigns, which is encoded in voyagers’ representations of
Oceanian people and particular encounters with them. In the late eighteenth
century and much of the nineteenth, travellers’ narratives, drawings and
ethnographies provided important raw material for the emergent anthropological
science of race. The indigenous countersigns that permeate voyagers’ written
and visual representations were usually vitiated in the process of appropriation
of such knowledge by metropolitan savants, but they remain key building blocks
for the construction of modern ethnohistorical narratives.
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Notes

1 In modern usage, the term Oceania is often limited to the Pacific Islands, but I give it its inclusive
nineteenth-century sense, which encompassed Australia, the Pacific Islands, Aotearoa New Zealand,
New Guinea, and adjacent islands in eastern Indonesia. All translations are my own.

2 The French term expérience retains the dual meaning of “experience” and “experiment,” whereas
English has lost the second sense since the mid-seventeenth century; “empirical” can connote either or
both meanings (Oxford English Dictionary, online). Both apply to the ethos of scientific voyaging.

3 Following d’Entrecasteaux’s death in New Guinea waters in the latter stages of the voyage, the
expedition disintegrated in the East Indies under the multiple pressures of external war, national political
divisions and disease. On La Billardicre’s departure from Batavia, Piron had “begged” him to accept a
duplicate set of “the drawings of costumes and landscape, which he had made in the course of the
campaign” (La Billardiere 1800a, x). La Billardiére’s Relation was duly illustrated by Copia’s engravings
of Piron’s drawings. Two separate English translations appeared the following year, testimony to the
huge popularity of voyage literature. A collection of Piron's drawings, long held by the Musée de
I’'Homme, is now in the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris. None is included in this chapter because the
fee charged for reproduction rights is exorbitant. D’Entrecasteaux’s narrative was edited belatedly by
a surviving officer, Elisabeth-Paul-Edouard de Rossel (1765-1829) and finally published in 1808
accompanied by a magnificent collection of charts, but without pictures.

4 “Décret de I'assemblée nationale,” Feb. 9, 1791 (La Pérouse 1798 [1797], 1: 1-3). See also “Mémoire
du roi, pour servir d'Instruction particuliére au sieur Bruny-Dentrecasteaux, chef de division des Armées
navales, commandant les frégates la Recherche et I'Espérance” (d’Entrecasteaux 1808, 1: xliii—xliv;
Richard 1986a, 21-82, 133-48).

> “Hard” primitivism was Smith’s term for a discourse which extolled “the harsh but virtuous primitive
life” in counterpoint to expressions of distaste for “the luxuries and excesses of civilization” (1960,
126-27).

® La Billardiére (1800a, 1: 262).

7 In their historical reconstruction of early colonial political relations in Ponam — a small island north
of Manus, the largest of the Admiralty Islands — Achsah and James Carrier discussed the position of
lapan “leader, rich man,” who sought to strengthen his own and his group’s position by dominating
ceremonial exchanges and recruiting new members to the group. The Carriers’ argument that “economic
success and political prestige” depended on the ability to “manage trade intelligently” and “control”
people, together with their production and labour, has suggestive implications for the actions of “chiefs”
described in the d’Entrecasteaux voyage texts (Carrier and Carrier 1991, 55-72).

8 Piron, “Homme des iles de l'amireauté,” pencil drawing, 34 x 43 cm. MQB ICONO PP0154838 (Paris:
Musée du Quai Branly). Online
<http://www.quaibranly.fr/fr/documentation/le-catalogue-de-l-iconotheque/index.html>.

9 In 1826, following his initial voyage in Oceania as first officer on the Coquille but before his return
to the Pacific in command of that vessel, renamed Astrolabe, Dumont d'Urville wrote a long, unfinished
essay in response to the offer by the Société de Géographie of one of its annual prizes for work on “the
peoples of Oceania, revealing their differences and their similarities to other peoples, with regard to
their form and physical constitution, ... their morals, customs, civil and religious institutions and
languages.” His “three great divisions” were: (1) “Australians,” “Blacks,” or “Melanians”; (2) “peoples
of Tonga,” the “true Polynesians,” “adherents of tabou”; (3) “Carolines.” The “Malay race properly
speaking” remained outside the classification (Dumont d'Urville 1826). This manuscript anticipated the
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well-known, far more pithy and schematic paper on the same theme that he read to the Société in January
1832 and published in its Bulletin (Dumont d’Urville 1832).

10 p’Entrecasteaux (1808, 1: 230).

1 see Stephanie Anderson’s (2000) recent interpretation of cross-cultural encounters during
d’Entrecasteaux’s visit to Van Diemen’s Land.

12 The French were evidently able to do a careful census of the people they met in Recherche Bay —
another marker of the cross-cultural intimacy of this episode. D’Entrecasteaux enumerated, as follows,
the “forty-eight individuals” comprising “the tribe we saw”: ten old or young men, fourteen women
of various ages, and twenty-four children from 1 to 12 years divided equally between girls and boys
(1808, 1: 245; see also Richard 1986b, 311-2).

13 The meeting and its gratifying antecedent event were described in detail by La Billardiere, who was
a participant along with the expedition’s gardener and two armed seamen. He counted forty-two
“savages,” amongst whom were seven men and eight women, while “the others appeared to be their
children” (1800a, 2: 27-40).

14 p'Entrecasteaux (1808, 1: 308, 313).

15 m Tonga, the highest-ranking titleholder was the deeply sacred Tu'i Tonga, while the pragmatic
exercise of power was the domain of the hau or paramount ruler. Niel Gunson has discussed the
relationship between sacred and secular leadership, Tu'i Tonga and kau, both in general terms and
historically, at the end of the eighteenth-century when contending chiefs engaged in lethal competition
for the position of hau and local leaders rejected the authority of the hau over their districts, with
resultant violent conflict and political fragmentation (1979, 28-43).

16 see, for example, Dumont d'Urville (1832); Quoy and Gaimard (1830, 15-59); see also Douglas (1999a:
86, 1999b).

17 For accounts of the French stay in Tonga see d’Entrecasteaux (1808, 1: 276-99); La Billardiere (1800a,
2: 92-177). For the commander’s ethnographic reflections on Tongans, see d'Entrecasteaux (1808, 1:
300-23).

18 The stark variation in the cultural construction of punishment was graphically displayed in La
Billardiere’s report that a chief who advocated the execution of a captured thief nonetheless “begged
that he be pardoned” and “seemed to be extremely affected” when the man was flogged (1800a, 2: 140).
19 p’Entrecasteaux’s predecessor Louis-Antoine de Bougainville (1729-1814) had applied the term race
to Tahiti in a similarly ambiguous sense, when he discerned “two very different races of men, yet with
the same language, the same customs and seeming to mix together without distinction” (1771, 214). He
did not correlate colour difference with class, whereas Joseph Banks (1743-1820), the naturalist on
Cook’s first voyage, linked class, climate and lifestyle to account for “the colours of different Nations.”
In “the South sea Islands,” he wrote, “many of the Better sort of people who keep themselves close at
home are nearly as white as Europeans, while the poorer sort, obligd in their business of fishing &c. to
expose their naked bodies to all the inclemencies of the Climate, have some among them but little lighter
than the New Hollanders” (Banks 1962, 2: 124). For his part, La Billardiere attributed an analogous
difference in the colour of Tongans to gendered behaviours rather than class: whereas men “have
swarthy skin because they very often expose themselves to the ardour of the sun; ... the women, who
stay fairly constantly in their houses or in the shade of trees, have a very white complexion” (1800a,
2: 176-7).

20 D’Entrecasteaux’s expedition was provided with a very well-equipped library, including a copy of
La Pérouse’s manuscript journal (Richard 1986a, 70).

21 The blacksmith of the Recherche was seriously wounded while in pursuit of a thief, and in reprisal
at least two Tongans died, one reportedly a chief, and two high-ranking chiefs were taken hostage
(d’Entrecasteaux 1808, 1: 294-8; La Billardiére 1800a, 2: 155-61).

22 'Entrecasteaux’s orders here replicated those of La Pérouse (Dunmore 1995, 1: cxlviii). Published
reports of Cook’s use of violence against Pacific Islanders had inspired widespread controversy (Smith
1992, 199-202). Both d’Entrecasteaux (1808, 1: 359—60) and La Billardiére (1800a, 2: 175) reported that
many Tongans complained of “the harsh treatment he had inflicted on them.”

23 D'Entrecasteaux (1808, 1: 359).

24 Piron, “Homme de Balade,” pencil drawing, 41 x 46 cm. MQB ICONO PP01544787. (Paris: Musée du
Quai Branly). Online
<http://www.quaibranly.fr/fr/documentation/le-catalogue-de-l-iconotheque/index.html>.





