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The twentieth-century environmental 

history of French Polynesia can be 

defined by either la bombe or la pelle. 

While the former has stirred the 

indignation of many, my thesis reminds 

us that before the 193 French nuclear 

tests on Moruroa and Fangataufa, 

eleven million tons of phosphate were 

mined from Makatea from 1910 to the 

year nuclear testing began, 1966. As 

lieux de mémoire, all three islands work 

as potent reminders of the colonial 

state’s shortcomings. But whereas the French state has worked to neutralise the political 

potency of the two nuclear testing zones, the history of Makatea has re-entered the 

public’s consciousness thanks to an Australian re-mining project. During this pre-

submission seminar I investigate the social and environmental effects of the initial mining 

period on Makatea and discuss how best to present these narratives of the past in a 

moment where history is still being made on and around the island. I argue that while the 

mine brought an unprecedented degree of change to the local community, so too did its 

overnight departure. Moreover, the imperial debris left in the mine's wake serve as what 

Ann Laura Stoler might label reminder of futures lost, adding currency to the idea that 

Makatea is French Polynesia's forgotten island and adding further weight to the local 

population's sense of abandonment. 

 

 
Nick Hoare came to the ANU in 2015 after completing an MA at Victoria 

University of Wellington which received the Bert Roth Award for best 

work in New Zealand labour history for 2014. He has published in History 

Australia and the Journal of Pacific History. The latter for which he now 

works alongside providing occasional research assistance for the Oceania 

Working Party of the Australian Dictionary of Biography. 
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