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SOCIAL CONFLICTS AND IDENTITY-BUILDING IN MARTINIQUE

To date, the study of social conflict in the French Caribbean has not attracted much attention among specialists in the social sciences. Besides some research work published by historians twenty years ago or so, there have been no serious attempts to explain or provide global analyses of the unrest that periodically affects these societies. This hitherto neglected area of scientific research has become encumbered by a great deal of supposedly ‘common knowledge’, which is proffered along with observations of a banality that sometimes verges on the tautological. For example, the recurrent complaint as to the ‘lack of social dialogue’ in Martinique often serves as an inadequate substitute for close observations of social unrest and its nature, the way it unfolds and its political implications. Such frankly casual treatment of an object of study that abounds with possibilities for understanding mechanisms that are fundamental to any society is all the more unfortunate in that the paradigms available to explain them have been considerably enriched and renewed in recent years, and now undoubtedly have valuable potential for understanding conflict in the French speaking Caribbean.

It is true that the meaning of ‘social conflict’ is not as obvious as might appear at first sight.
 The term is spontaneously understood, as a particular form of social protest, i.e. labour disputes, especially in the French Caribbean where the concept served for many years – and still does – as a matrix for all kinds of protest activities. This is because labour has always been seen here as a fact of society, and as a value shaping relationships which are necessarily conflict-driven and over-charged with a legacy of historical conflict that was rooted in slavery, as well as in the effects of colonisation which are still perceptible to this day. More generally, ‘social conflict’ often appears in the literature as inseparable from collective work-related mobilisation, which – yesterday and today – most notably takes the form of strikes. And yet, whether or not it takes its cue from labour relations, it is ‘embodied in forms of mobilisation that affect society as a whole as well as all individuals, groups and strategies having a place within it’.
 One of the contributions made by the literature – now disputed – on the ‘new social movements’, is to have drawn attention to the multi-dimensional nature of the protest movements which emerged in the late 1960s. Focusing primarily on Europe, these studies attempted to establish that the ‘new’ social movements broke away from ‘traditional’ social movements in four different ways :


— the ‘new’ movements expressed their lack of faith in partisan and unionised structures by resorting to forms of organisation and repertoires of action that were based on more decentralised structures, by preferring to focus on single issues and by using non-institutionalised forms of protests as far as possible ;


— the values and demands motivating their actions were largely qualitative and geared to asserting claims to a particular lifestyle or identity (environmental protection, quality of life, role of women, etc.) ;


— relationships with political powers were profoundly different in that the ‘new’ movements sought not so much to overcome the State as to build up areas of autonomy in opposition to it, and forms of social interaction over which the State had no hold ;


— the ‘new’ movements were dedicated to asserting new principles of identity (Muslim, homosexual, etc.), to the detriment of class identity.

However, the discourse on the ‘new’ movements erred on several accounts, including two in particular which need to be underlined : as they were unable to distance themselves from the rather loose commentary provided by ‘immediate history’, they disregarded both the fact that similar movements had existed in the past, and also the tendency of the ‘new’ movements themselves to become institutionalised. Not only were the distinctive traits of the latter to be found in the former, they also either went into decline or went through a process of transformation whereby they reverted to much more conventional forms of organisation. 

Nevertheless, at some expense in terms of theoretical eclecticism, the literature on the ‘new’ social movements has reintroduced the dimensions of culture and ideology into analyses of social movements, as well as the importance of the political context in which they develop. Although these aspects were largely disregarded in the resource mobilisation model, they helped to flesh out such theoretical models by emphasising the way a collective identity is shaped and brought to the fore through collective mobilisation.

It goes without saying that the concept of social conflict as we have used it in this study has close links with the social movement concept. More specifically, social conflict is understood here as a social movement which perceives itself as rooted in labour, but whose implications are of concern to the whole of society, whether in terms of the way it unfolds, of the many different arenas it brings into play, of the links it has with related forms of collective mobilisation, or of the policies, strategies and political objectives which shape its course. Seen from this perspective, the analysis of social conflict in Martinique we are presenting here has several features in common with the wider analysis of social movements generally. It builds on the most recent contributions from the latter by emphasising the action repertoires called on by the protagonists, the political components of each conflict, and the mechanisms involved in building up the collective identities and solidarities which they express. The intention is in no way to reify groups which are all too often – and artificially so – seen as driven by a single issue ; rather, what is emphasised are the ‘patterns of changing alliances’, the use of protest activities and the influence of the political context in which such collective mobilisation takes place.

On this point, it is evident that the increasingly frequent instances of social unrest in Martinique over the last few years make up a particularly fertile field of inquiry. The clearly perceptible change in the action repertoires called upon seems to have resulted in a lower threshold of tolerance to the effects produced by disputes in numerous sectors (agriculture, transport, education and trade, to name but a few). One of the most striking changes in Martinique in the last few years is undoubtedly the fact that labour disputes have systematically turned into power struggles and are usually played out on public arenas, so that the local population frequently becomes involved by being called on as witnesses in confrontational situations in which they may only vaguely grasp the whys and wherefores when they are not taken as hostages by perennial road block games or the occupation of strategic sites. This bolsters the idea that the only kind of action that pays off involves exercising the power of blackmail ( which is actually very unequally divided among the various sectors concerned ( to force the government’s hand in settling the outcome of negotiations. This type of protest activity is not merely the result of a wearing down of the areas in which social dialogue is possible. Over and above the unease affecting many economic sectors, it also has to do with those privileged times when social and professional identities are forged, upheld or revived. Further, protest of this type claims to promote a political identity which is rooted in the particularly high value attached to specific local features and which, partly at least, brings the whole system of labour regulations into question and hence the political status of the island. But to grasp the full meaning and import of these identity-building phenomena, the forms of mobilisation now emerging should be compared with those that came to prevail in the past. This approach not only highlights the way collective memories are invoked, the processes involved in re-appropriating the past and how people come to identify themselves with categories hammered out during struggles that are now symbolic, but also specifies the political component of social unrest : in short, such a comparison should help to bring out all the various components that are a classic feature of the identity-building process.

Taking these preliminary considerations as read, this short paper makes no claims to be exhaustive, and even less so as the field we have looked into is still largely unexplored and the documentation on the period in question largely incomplete. We do not intend to provide a longitudinal analysis of social conflict, but rather to test a few hypotheses on how identities are built up along with the collective solidarity that characterises them. We have used two approaches : first, a reassessment – based on previous hypotheses – of the long tradition of social unrest through which, since the beginning of the century, those groups that still bore the stigma of the colonial era were able to forge their own identity while rallying to the universalist cry of the French Republic ; secondly, an inquiry into whether or not this model is still alive, and into the significance of the way new collective identities are being asserted in present-day disputes.

 A historical tradition of social unrest 

The history of the French Caribbean is dominated by a long tradition of social struggle. Despite an occasional tendency to reify social movements, which reduces them to the organisations that have carried them forward, the studies available on the period between the two world wars and their immediate aftermath provide valuable indications on the birth and subsequent consolidation of the ‘labour movement’ in Martinique.
  They also provide details on the numerous disputes that have been a regular feature of social and political life on the island since the early twentieth century. Two sets of conclusions are self-evident : 


— developing as they have done within the contours of the Republican framework, these disputes show first of all that the role of the State has been both crucial in terms of furnishing an identity, and ambivalent in terms of the pattern of alliances that developed from successive disputes ; at the same time, these disputes have made up the arena where workers fighting in support of their claims have built up their collective identities ;

— the changes in the structure of political opportunity in the 50s did not bring this pattern into question in any fundamental way ; at most, they were reflected as the early stages in the territorialisation of the labour movement. However, the social and professional identities that were forged during the course of these struggles were in no way supplanted by the political identities promoted by the unions and political organisations, which eventually ceased to act as mere relays for those based in metropolitan France.

Republican egalitarianism, social conflict and statements of identity 

It probably goes without saying that French-style State-driven unification, both within the national framework it created and in its outlying colonies, tended to be hostile to any public expression of identity other than its own and to marginalise all forms of allegiance other than citizenship. This colonial stance obviously had its own paradoxical and even contradictory aspects. Anthropologists drew attention many years ago to some of the major paradoxes in the colonial history of the Caribbean in general, and Martinique’s in particular. The colonial ambitions that developed from the French assimilationist ideal – and which were already becoming deeply entrenched as far back as the Ancien Régime, drawing on pretensions to universality that the subsequent legacy of the French Revolution has continued to support – nonetheless proved to be a tremendously effective machine for creating cultural differences.
 The forging of societies by bringing together people from widely different backgrounds – a historical process whose uniqueness can never be emphasised enough – was a powerful factor in the emergence of areas of social and cultural development that have continued to resist the dynamics of assimilation. In addition the processes which tended to confine and marginalise subordinate groups within deliberately inegalitarian systems played a far from insignificant role in the construction of specific identities among these same groups. As a result, these identities are constantly brought into play whenever social disputes arise between members of the white minority – the békés – on the one hand, who possess the greatest economic leverage, and the mass of ‘coloured’ workers on the other hand, in accordance with mechanisms that have been clearly demonstrated by Claude Dubar : statements of identity are made through the continual interplay between acts that have to do with attribution, where the principles underlying identity are imposed by others, and acts that have to do with belonging, which make statements about the categories which individuals concerned wish to be seen as theirs.

Closely linked as it is to claims in support of extending the rights that are inherent to citizenship
, social unrest of this type implies the involvement of a third protagonist   – the State. Even thought the State acts (and is perceived) as if it were a kind of thaumaturgic generator capable of guaranteeing social equality, when disputes arise, its local representatives nearly always become involved in complex alliances with the béké minority.

Thus, the major social disputes that occurred between the two world wars may be characterised by their high degree of polarisation along ethnic lines, insofar as they invariably involved opposition between the Creole plantation owners – the béké – and ‘coloured’ workers. The latter were in fact systematically  referred back to their ‘Negro’ condition by the béké minority, who thus effectively assigned a specific identity to the workers by simultaneously invoking the slavery period and reactivating the divisions it created. Nevertheless, the ‘labour movement ’ has remained fairly heterogeneous, and is moreover organised in diverse ways depending on the sectors involved : although it does indeed seem that the strike of February 1923 (at Bassignac) signalled the end of the clashes between black and Indian workers, the fact remains that agricultural workers, whether they are plantation workers involved in planting and harvesting sugar cane, or industrial labourers working in the sugar mills, fall into several distinct categories
. In addition, there are the highly complex relationships between workers and employers in rural areas, where paternalism coexists with individual situations of dependence on the béké minority. Finally, there are very obvious differences between ‘urban workers’ (coal-heavers, construction workers and dockers especially), who tend to have a high degree of awareness but may be less combative, and their rural counterparts whose working conditions are particularly tough and who are relatively isolated. It is significant that the coal-heavers of Fort-de-France (les Charbonniers et les Charbonnières de Fort-de-France), who launched a large-scale strike in 1925, make up a well-organised sector of activity based on a type of mutual benefit society which is actually run as a labour union. Conversely, the labour disputes triggered by agricultural workers tend to be more spontaneous, with little supervision from unions and political parties. Although they are described as ‘strikes’, they are really protest movements or uprisings whose fate depends on whatever inter-relationships are formed as they proceed. They are generally rooted in economic crisis and troubled relationships with employers who have little regard for labour regulations. As a result, the labour movement was by no means unified during the period we studied, and collective mobilisation was never merely the outcome of planned union and/or party political protests. 

These instances of mobilisation do show that workers were becoming aware of their condition : most of their claims centred on wage increases, although they sometimes had a qualitative dimension such as improved working conditions. This emerging awareness was held back to some extent by a tendency to consider social unrest in terms of racial conflict, whenever disputes were construed by their protagonists in terms of the divisions inherited from the plantation society (‘société d’habitation’) that prevailed in Martinique. In his analysis of the February 1935 crisis, Edouard de Lépine noted that this tendency was strengthened by the béké employers’ strategy towards the government. 

But the béké were perfectly capable of playing on the sensitivities of a government that was entirely controlled by whites who were also champions of private property. In a situation where all sugar workers are black and most employers white, labour disputes will almost inevitably take on racist connotations in the eyes of the whites. In claiming to be victims of racism, mill owners believed they could rely on the reactions of a system of repression where routine racism was not exactly unknown either.

This pattern of alliances was not immutable : the béké minority was just as likely to rail at a government made up of ‘foreigners’, or even ‘traitors’ if it did not intervene in their favour, thus signalling their difference with regard to the whites from metropolitan France and making a statement as to their own identity. The workers, for their part, continued to harbour an instinctive mistrust of the French State, which, in view of the weft of violence in its history, was seen locally, through its representatives, as an essentially repressive body. However, the State was also perceived, though in a more abstract way, as the highest regulatory authority, and in any case as the only possible guarantor of the republican equality that workers had aspired to since the abolition of slavery. This ambivalence had two different effects : on the one hand, the workers deliberately construed their battles as part of the struggle for fuller integration into the French system as a whole, and accordingly put forward claims that were modelled on universal principles and rights. In a way, protest activities of this sort allowed them to invoke the status assigned to them by the full weight of the social and ethnic categories in use. For black workers, taking part in movements in support of wage claims, 8-hour working days, the enforcement of the law on industrial accidents or the enforcement of collective agreements and labour laws meant not only claiming universal rights, but also fighting against the contempt for ‘Negroes’ they saw in the eyes of the béké – and which some would internalise as a low self-image, as Frantz Fanon showed in his classic study.
 On the other hand, in the course of their protests, the workers were quick to call up deeply entrenched memories of State violence, the better to relegate the State to the rank of a mere ally of the béké aristocracy. The statement from the Jean Jaurès communist group on the massacre of the 9th February 1923 is significant in this respect. This group, in its attempts to take control of the strike and mobilise the workers by denouncing alliances with the gendarmes, called on memories of earlier battles :

23 years ago today, at the François factory, 23 workers were mown down by the bullets of the (…( capitalist bourgeoisie. Today, 9 workers, one of whom was killed on the spot, fell under fire from the gendarmes’ revolvers.

What we have seen is that the victims are all on one side, and that all of them are from the working classes.

In other words, this organisation, whose links with the very loosely organised protest of February 1923 seem to have been equally loose, had set out to call on a collective memory to prompt incentives for action. 

The loose organisation of the labour movement between the two world wars, and the polarisation of social relationships along racial lines did not, however, prevent identity-building phenomena, which were directly linked to protest activities, from gaining strength. Sugar cane workers were identified for many years with the ‘walking strike’ (‘grève marchante’), a form of action in which the workers who started the movement would walk in groups from one plantation to the next, armed with their machetes, to encourage other workers to go on strike. This practise first emerged during the first rural labour disputes, especially the 1900 strike, which provided the inspiration for a well-known song (La greve barré mwen, Missie Michel pa lé baye 2 franc), and subsequently became widespread.
 It is still in evidence to this day, in almost identical form, in the numerous cases of social unrest which periodically erupt on the island. It has in a sense created a tradition in the truest sense, thus helping to forge a culture and an identity of conflict and protest, vested first of all in the agricultural workforce and subsequently appropriated by Martinique’s protest groups. 

Overall, the social disputes that erupted in Martinique in the first half of the twentieth century were times during which the building or revival of identities gained considerable ground among all the protagonists. However, the process coexisted with a high degree of identification with a State which was perceived as the ultimate organ of decision in the matter of laws and regulations. This tendency would not be brought into question in the period which followed, despite the changes which affected the structure of political opportunity.

Social battles and changes in the structure of political opportunity :

The triumph of assimilation policies

Over and above the heightened powers of the béké aristocracy over Martinique’s society as a whole, during Admiral Robert’s government, two sets of distinctive traits appear on analysis of social unrest in Martinique and the context in which protests broke out in the second half of the twentieth century :


— the first has to do with the considerable autonomy of these protests in relation to the unions and political organisations. The activities of the local branches of the Confédération Générale des Travailleurs (CGT) and the Communist Party (CP), became more and more specific to the territory as protests against département status increasingly came to the fore. These local organisations established themselves as the driving force behind labour movements aiming to enforce compliance with labour laws and to improve workers’ living conditions. But at the same time, they were confronted with the fact that the political protests they were trying to encourage were increasingly out of step with the expectations of the groups involved ;


— secondly, the process that was to transform Martinique into a French département, which began in 1946 (and which was soon to be contested by those who had promoted it in the first place), brought the question of status to the centre of the political stage. In parallel, it strengthened the hold of the State over local society, as it became caught up in the necessary logic of redistribution ;

It was the combination of these aspects and the way they emerged over time that outlined the backdrop to the protests that erupted from the end of the Second World War up to the early 1980s. In fact, they even helped to create the structure of political opportunity, if we accept that this, rather than merely providing a rigid framework for protest activities, is constantly changing as relationships evolve between protest movements and the situations  they stem from..
 It is true that from 1948 to 1961, the basic scenario for confrontations was essentially rural and seemingly changeless as it unfolded around the plantations, sugar mills and distilleries : workers would notify their claims, in writing or not, and try to spread the word from sector to sector until they clashed with the police once the employers had given the alert. Several of these events have become symbolic dates in working-class consciousness, such as the ‘Carbet events’ in which three agricultural workers died in March 1948, the arrest of the ‘Basse-Pointe Sixteen’ after the death of the béké Guy de Fabrique in September 1948, or the death of three strikers who were shot down by gendarmes in March 1961 at Le Lamentin. These uprisings – which undeniably also had a racial component – thus seemed to give rise to a type of ‘structural invariable’ which in turn strengthened a highly protest-linked identity which was embodied in the working class. At the same time, these movements had to come to terms with the new political context that emerged as the island became a département. As the reform came into effect from 1946, it fanned the flames of the battle for equal rights and the eradication of the colonial legacy : this was how civil servants saw the battles they waged from 1947 to 1953 to reduce the income gap with their counterparts from metropolitan France who were appointed in Martinique, and to gain access to the citizens’ rights and social services available in France. 

Thus, the principle of social solidarity embodied in the French State, which was seen both as a mitigator of conflict and a provider of new rights in accordance with the logic of public resources allocation, prevailed over all others. Hence the failure of the Communist Party and the CGT in the attempts they made, as from 1955, to forge a national identity through the social protests they intended to spearhead, at a time when the département status was widely contested in broad swathes of public opinion. Seemingly unaware of the profound changes taking place as Martinique moved towards département status, and of the fact that social unrest was not simply producing social change but was itself a product of change, Martinique’s branch of the CGT – which was to become the Confédération Générale des Travailleurs Martiniquais (CGTM), directly affiliated to the World federation of trade unions – had great difficulty in relaying the Martinique Communist (MCP) Party’s rallying cry for political autonomy to the grassroots level. Meanwhile, the MCP had artificially linked up action to back up immediate claims with the struggle for political autonomy.
 The increasing frequency of partial protests aiming primarily to demand the enforcement of rights that are inherent to the département status created still greater dependence on  metropolitan institutions and  held back the emergence of national consciousness, so that the political parties in favour of conferring administrative powers to Martinique were relegated for a long time to the margins of the electoral system. In other words, the workers involved in labour disputes, both in the public and private sectors, took action in the name of their professional identity rather than national emancipation. The difference is striking in comparison with most of the English-speaking Caribbean islands where the early and almost complete fusion between parties and unions enabled pro-independence political leaders to espouse the workers’ cause almost in the same breath, as well as to integrate the latter into the political system, especially once the islands gained sovereign status.
 Conversely, the autonomy of social movements in relation to the unions, and the fact that labour movements were formally integrated within the struggle for citizenship were powerful factors in strengthening allegiance to the French State. This, however, was associated with a new radical approach, with clearly perceptible statements of cultural identity during events that occurred from the 1980s onwards and, therefore, with new patterns of conflict.

Recent trends : new patterns of conflict

There are three sets of elements characterising recent trends : a new radical approach linked to a change in action repertoires ; the appropriation and reinvention of past forms of society and finally, the assertion of new collective identities which account for the polymorphous nature of labour disputes.

New radical approaches

One of the major characteristics of the numerous protests that have erupted in Martinique in the last fifteen years is undoubtedly the mobilisation of new action repertoires by their protagonists. Traditional forms of protest, with demonstrators taking to the streets, reached their peak in the late 70s, when they gave way to practices that were sometimes entirely original, steeped in radicalism and conflict, and called on registers that were on the fringes of the law. Classic demonstrations such as sit-down strikes and street protests did not entirely disappear,  but tended to be supplanted by practices that deliberately expressed protest through actions such as road blocks or the increasingly prevalent ‘molocoye’
 operations, blocking strategic sites such as ports or airports, or occupying the premises of local decision-makers. Furthermore, some social movements were very long-lasting, such as the bank workers’ strike in 1995, strikes in the trade and mass distribution sector in 1996 or the banana strike in 1998, to give just a few recent examples. There are at least three factors which account for this transformation of labour disputes.

First of all, the discourse on the absorption of labour disputes that gained ground in metropolitan France during the 80s and 90s had little to do with the situation on the ground in Martinique. It should be remembered that this discourse – the relevance of which is debatable – was largely based on the new representations of business that increasingly prevailed along with free market triumphalism. It led to the idea that collective mobilisation is largely conditioned by the imperatives of economic competition and productivism, whereby classic forms of protest disappear from the social arena and business culture takes over from the culture of conflict.
 Such observations cannot be readily applied to Martinique’s society : recent trends here are characterised not so much by a new and pervasive ‘business culture’ that obeys the demands of competitiveness – even though businesses themselves are subject to such constraints – as by stated intentions to promote and protect local production. However significant this trend may be, both symbolically and in terms of identity-building
, it has not fundamentally changed the issues which tend to be the focus of disputes and labour relations, and has still less changed the perceptions of business that dominate among workers. In an increasingly tough and competitive economic context, social consensus frequently breaks down : claims over maintaining or building up the workforce, wage increases or the application of collective labour agreements combine to promote the emergence and increasing frequency of disputes, which are tending to become the ‘standard’ way of regulating labour relations. The failure of dialogue-promoting mechanisms within companies is reflected in an almost conniving acceptance of conflict on both sides. The power struggle is over-determined by a historical and cultural context that tends to prevail over the inadequate possibilities left for discussion by substituting an arena in which the protagonists play out their disputes, sometimes to the detriment of the local people who are called on as witnesses to a symbolic interchange between ‘Majors’.
 So widespread and accepted has this method become that it has lent credence to the idea that the only way for various socio-professional categories to get themselves heard, quick as they are in using the same rhetoric on their own account, is to demonstrate as noisily as possible. This boils down to externalising the negative effects of a dispute and mobilising means of action which are deliberately out of proportion to the issues at stake : thus, in the late 80s, in accordance with what is now common practice, some forty employees of the Croquet S.A. factory attempted to sway the intransigence of their employers by blocking off the main entrance to Fort-de-France on several occasions.

Moreover, and this is the second observation that needs to be made, labour disputes tend to be more and more fragmented. Their relative frequency and radicalisation barely mask the incontrovertible fact that their historical and political function is largely on the wane. It is likely that the ‘labour movement’ of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries never possessed the three conditions posited by Alain Touraine – namely, awareness of an identity, of being in opposition to the world of capitalism and of the unity of the social system which defines the class struggle – that are necessary for it to be defined as a true social movement.
 What is certain is that today in Martinique, there is no such thing as a unifying struggle that would qualify as historic. On the contrary, we now have a multiplicity of juxtaposed protests which are becoming an arena in which many diverse social and professional identities are constantly forming, reforming and building up. Whereas the field of protest has broadened considerably and now encompasses far more than the conventional field of labour disputes (cf. Infra), calls for mobilisation are increasingly fragmented. The situation is evolving as if ‘specific professional and corporatist interests pile up without ever melding or adding up to an overall movement’, as noted by Guy Groux, referring to France as a whole.
 These corporatist attitudes build on the efforts of social groups or socio-professional categories engaged in various battles to create a greater impact in upholding their rights or making themselves heard within companies. Hence the use of reputedly ‘tough’ and spectacular protest activities, including blackmail, which target not only the employers but also the political authorities, through protesters’ threats to social harmony and public order. Contrary to increasingly widespread opinion, the use of the power of blackmail – which is actually very unequally  shared between the different socio-professional categories – does not necessarily mean that the unions are gaining strength, either as representational bodies or during negotiating procedures. It is certainly true that they have taken several economic sectors in hand, most notably transport, the banana industry, trade and distribution, construction, the hotel sector and some public sector branches over which they have considerable influence. They also cultivate the combative image of some socio-professional categories, as in the well-known example of the dock workers. However, the frequent use of blackmail operations,  such as  road blocks, go-slows or occupying strategic supply sites, can be a sign of weakness : the power of blackmail and union power can be mutually exclusive and are sometimes inversely proportional. It seems that the transformation of the union movement by fragmentation results in piecemeal representation which tends to deprive it, at least in part, of its capacity to drive social change. This is also reflected in the gruelling negotiations that have taken place to pave the way for discussions on representativity. 

A third and final factor is also involved in the metamorphosis and radicalisation of social protest in Martinique : this concerns the changes which affected the structure of political opportunity in the late 70s and early 80s. The high degree of polarisation around the question of status, which prevailed for a quarter of a century, the 1981 elections which brought the left to power in France, and the decentralisation process that was launched immediately after, the takeover of the decentralised institutions in Martinique by the left-wing parties, who recanted their strategy of opposition to central government in order to control the local authorities, all contributed to a shift in the political focus from narrow concerns over status to the implementation of local policies for the territory. The result was a substantial lessening of the intensity of confrontations between central authorities in metropolitan France and those on the periphery in Martinique, and a redefinition of the role of the police and gendarmerie in maintaining public order. The traditional pattern of social protest, and of political conflict up to a point – collective mobilisation, street demonstrations which were either surrounded or repressed by the police, negotiations arbitrated by representatives of  the State – was significantly disrupted. On the one hand, the decentralised institutions and Presidents of the executive authorities for the region and département were called on more and more to act when disputes arose, and sometimes became involved in negotiations ; on the other hand, the withdrawal of the police from scenes of conflict resulted in the deployment of new action repertoires on the fringes of the law. In short, the depolarisation which occurred in the early 80s generated opportunities, while the changes in action repertoires resulted in successive waves of mobilisation, with close links between the two processes which effectively fed upon each other. 

In combination with the two factors we analysed previously, the mobilisation of new action repertoires thus led to a metamorphosis of protest in Martinique society. However, as the term metamorphosis suggests, there is a dialectic here between like and unlike : the changes affecting conflict are not absolute innovations, as evidenced by the appropriation of social patterns from the past. 

Appropriation of  social patterns from the past

In many ways, conflict in Martinique society tends to reinvent the figures and examples inherited from the past. Metaphorically, they bring back the plantation model, evoking the centuries-old figure of the béké. This is especially true in sectors of activity where a strong tradition of protest combines with the vividly remembered historical presence of the béké. Thus, the successive labour disputes that have erupted in recent years in the banana sector – except for the 1992 crisis – seem to hark back to a tradition dating back to the first half of the twentieth century. They boil down to – or build up as – classic confrontations between béké bosses and black workers, because of the reasoning of their protagonists. The logic of conflict is conducive to oversimplification on two counts : on the one hand, the extremely heterogeneous nature of the banana sector tends to be disregarded, together with the tensions affecting it and the changes that have occurred with the introduction of management rules. To simplify the position somewhat, banana plantations can be divided into three different categories : small plantations which are exclusively run by ‘coloured’ people, frequently under very difficult conditions, medium-sized plantations run by ‘coloured’ managers with increasingly high qualifications, such as the vocational certificate in agriculture (BTA - Brevet de Technicien Agricole), and large plantations which are mostly run by békés.

The strategy of the large plantation owners, who have considerable influence within professional organisations, involves taking up an entrenched position behind the employers’ union, which is supposed to take all interests into account, and tends to lend weight to the idea that the banana sector is wholly dominated by the béké minority – hence the tendency for protagonists in disputes to reconstruct models borrowed from the past. 

However, such models are also historical constructions which the collective protagonists call on according to each situation. Thus, during the domestic employees’ strike of October 1988, one union representative denounced the ‘purely colonial heritage’, seeing in the employers’ behaviour the exact equivalent of attitudes that would have befitted the slave-owning masters of the past ;
 more recently, on the subject of the February 1999 France-Antilles dispute, a union delegate stated the following :

There is an old habit here of not applying labour laws and workers’ rights … We’re still back in the plantation society ! This sort of thing doesn’t even happen in the banana sector, even though it has lagged behind for years on labour regulations. There aren’t any social policies here at all. This is our 1848 !

The point here is not to settle the perpetual debate on ‘changeless history’, a notion which holds that apparent change really only supports structural continuity, whether in terms of the distribution of wealth between ethnic groups or of relationships with metropolitan France.
 Obviously, the béké minority still has a considerable hold over the island’s economy. Having expressed its hostility to the département status, which it believed would not allow it to maintain its economic privileges, the béké minority demonstrated its undeniable capacity for adjustment, to the point where it was able to exploit all the potential and opportunities that were contained in embryonic form in the 1946 reform. Culturally, as Arlene Davila expressed it in her work on Puerto Rico, the béké minority now sponsors  collective identities by reinvesting symbolic places, such as the former  plantations, and taking part in the revival of popular culture with events such as the ‘Chanté Noël’ at the Clément plantation.
 It is therefore obvious that the béké still have considerable influence, thanks especially to their position on the socio-economic playing field, and that this influence necessarily has an impact on contemporary social protest and the way it unfolds. But the point here is not so much to track down homologous situations or stances by linking today’s context to the past, as to find out how far the past is called upon, and sometimes reinterpreted, as social protest builds up. 

Therefore, this analysis deliberately gives priority to collective representations. This is why we shall simply note that, when highly evocative historical symbols are called upon to back up protests, the aim is to found a group identity by referring to past struggles and, by metaphorically reviving the divisions that arose during the colonial era. In other words, the legacies of the past are traceable not only in socio-economic structures, but are also apparent in discourse and representations, and are constantly revived in contemporary practice, not in an immutable, changeless form, but constantly reformed, sometimes reinvented, depending on the equally changeable context. This was the case, for instance, with the recent mobilisation focusing on the former head of the labour administration. This high-ranking civil servant was well integrated within the local community and considered to have made efforts to enforce the labour regulations that  were all too often flouted by various employers. After his transfer by the civil service hierarchy in France, he gained the support of most of the unions and a wide swathe of the political community in Martinique. In this case, protests were mobilised around the idea that this transfer was directly in line with the historical tradition of the béké, the colonisers who threw out anyone they didn’t like. Parallels were drawn with the Decree of 1960 and the Plénel case in an attempt to lend credence to the idea that colonialism was pursuing its historical destiny and had retained its attributes in the form of an alliance between  the ‘béké  lobby’ and the metropolitan powers over which it supposedly held sway.
 Besides this special case, the majority of recent disputes in Martinique are tending to become an arena for protests that have to do with identity-building.

Social protest and statement of identities 

Social protest, which as we have seen is somewhat fragmented, is tending more and more to associate sectional claims with the struggle for ‘the dignity of Martinique’s people’, respect for local values and the protection of local products and Martinique’s heritage. Thus, when the major crisis of 1992 broke out, bananas were perceived as a part of the island’s heritage that had come under threat as bananas from Cameroon and Ivory Coast swamped the international market. Similarly, the strategy of flooding the European market which American multinationals use as a form of social dumping regularly serves as a call to arms among those working in the sector. Setting up bananas as part of the island’s heritage may seem paradoxical in view of the fact that banana production took off in the 1930s when sugar cane production was hit by recession and the French State was concerned to find a substitute that would be suitable for export and would contribute to the emergence of an intermediate category of small plantation owners. Nevertheless, the 1992 crisis sparked off a protest movement of unprecedented scale, which blocked off both Martinique’s and Guadeloupe’s airports. The movement enjoyed unusually widespread public support : gaining strength from a seemingly united front, it momentarily wiped out social and racial tensions, bringing large and small producers together behind the same cause in the name of a traditional crop of symbolic value.

Generally speaking, contemporary protests tend to combine material demands with identity-related claims. The 1995 bank strike attempted to broaden its base by combining wage claims with others, such as  better representation of local bodies in decision-making or broadening the role of the banking sector in Martinique’s economic development :

Focusing on wage increase would come down to not seeing the wood for the trees. It proves that we are not striking just for basic necessities. What we want is to define, with the AFB [Association Française des Banques], the conditions required to establish a dialogue on the involvement of banks and financial institutions in the economic future of Martinique … We cannot keep rejecting funding applications from local small and medium businesses while funds are being granted all the time to businesses from elsewhere.

Obviously, the implicit goal of this strategy was to incorporate sectional claims within broader considerations in order to offset the negative effects of the strike among the population. The way this was achieved was very simple, and consisted in spreading values such as respect for the working population of Martinique, a theme which had been taken up earlier in the Bakoua hotel dispute. It thus became apparent that some union leaders would measure the success of a protest not only in terms of the wage increases that might be won or the satisfaction of material claims, but also in terms of the capacity for resistance among workers on strike, and consequently among the population of Martinique as a  whole – since the strategies employed in some protest movements attempted to pander to a kind of siege mentality in which Martinique was seen as a citadel besieged by external threats. This tendency was of course enhanced whenever a dispute arose between local employees and managers who came almost exclusively from metropolitan France : the protest would then be deliberately placed under the banner of dignity, and turning responsibilities over to local people (‘antillanisation’) became a major claim. Consequently, social relationships became increasingly polarised around ethnic considerations, so that business management issues were addressed from a racial and ethnic angle. Protest thus became polymorphous and polyscenic, insofar as it spilled over into ‘non productive’ areas to embody claims which concerned Martinique society as a whole.

The increasingly polymorphous nature of social protest in Martinique is comparable to the trends which have appeared in island politics. It is at least partly the result of a form of mimicry associated with the emergence of the concept of political ‘territory’. The  increasingly territorial focus of political organisations and practice, dating back to the 1950s in most left-wing parties, though more recently on the right, echoed the territorialisation of the labour movement through the establishment of bodies such as the agricultural workers’ union (UTAM - Union des Travailleurs Agricoles Martiniquais) and general workers’ unions (CSTM - Centrale Syndicale des Travailleurs Martiniquais and UGTM - Union Générale des Travailleurs Martiniquais). Just as parties and politicians mainly called on grassroots responses and were quick to dissociate themselves from partisan structures in metropolitan France, several unions ceased to function merely as branches of central organisations while others were set up as strictly local bodies. Politically speaking, the struggle for control over the territory which took place in the context of French partnership with the European Union, a process which was closely tied to the emergence of local leadership, largely arose from concepts of ‘specificity’ and ‘dignity’ that were brought to centre stage as symbols of identity. Where the unions were concerned, these concepts, which are often called upon in labour disputes, are equally relevant to the symbolic construction of collective identities. In other words, the political context – through the issues it defines – broadens the scope of social protest. Just as the movements that unfolded in the cultural domain have become vehicles for new statements of identity, so the political context acts as a reservoir of symbolic resources for collective action.
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