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Click, connect, karakia!
Tikanga for online connections

Valance Smith

In Maori culture, oral traditions persist as the pre-eminent mode of
knowledge transmission; stories are repeated and passed down through
generations (Wehi et al., 2013). When examining the cultural constructs,
environmental wisdom and learned best practices of contemporary Maori
society, all that is known today is due to the careful and considered
preservation of records through kérero tuku iho—oral histories and stories
of the past (Walker, 1990). Maori proverbs—known as whakatauki—are an
enduring device used for transmitting critical information about all aspects
of life and society (Wehi et al., 2013, p. 59). The whakatauki ‘Mate kainga
tahi, ora kainga rua’ draws upon the famous whakatauaki of Tawharetoa
chief, Tamamutu. In preparation for battle, Tamamutu called out to his
warriors, urging them to always have a back-up plan (ora kainga rua) as a
means of survival.

This guideline became urgently relevant when, with the onset of the
Covid-19 pandemic, community relationships in large institutions changed
radically and suddenly. As at many universities, for example, almost
all activities at Auckland University of Technology (AUT) in Aotearoa
New Zealand were moved online. In this situation, the Office of Maori
Advancement (OMA) at AUT was inspired by the words of Tamamurtu
in developing and implementing e-Inoi—online morning karakia (prayer,
blessing) as a means of maintaining the health and wellbeing of all staff and
students under the lockdown restrictions then imposed by the government.
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The challenge to support student and staff needs and expectations was
enormous across all AUT communities, given the organisational and
technological difficulties associated with remote and online delivery.
Particularly important, though, was to support people’s mental health and
wellbeing, and to retain a sense of connection and belonging to place. After
all, students and staff were removed not only from the physical location of
shared learning but also from the social spaces that provided the ground for
relationships. For Maori staff and students, there were additional questions,
such as: Can Maori values and principles be exercised in the online space?
How might tikanga Maori perpetuate whanaungatanga (community
relationships) virtually? Can connecting to one’s wider community through
online karakia improve one’s health and wellbeing?

This chapter will attempt to address these questions, and discuss the
challenges and opportunities of online communities, by drawing not only
on personal and collective experiences of Maori online engagement and the
existing literature on this topic, but also by reflecting on Pacific notions
of va as a relational realm that needs activation and care. These reflections
resonate with a need identified by Maori and Pacific communities for a new
ethics of leadership and governance in education, social and environmental

policy to prepare for the global challenges ahead of us.

Setting the scene

In te a0 Maiori, there exists an abundance of well-known whakatauki
(proverbs) that serve as tools for the oral transmission of knowledge across
generations. The whakatauki ‘He aha te kai a te rangatira? He korero’
asks: “What is the sustenance of chiefs? It is dialogue.” This speaks to the
importance of korero (speaking), whakarongo (listening), hui (meeting) and
rangahau (researching) to the perpetuation of rangatiratanga (sovereignty):
sharing knowledge is key to the survival and prosperity of Maori culture
(Walker et al., 2006). The ways in which we go about sharing knowledge
are of particular importance when acting within te a0 Maori. Therefore,
the purpose of this chapter is to articulate stories connected to my lived
experience as an OMA staff member at AUT as a framing device to answer
the aforementioned questions.

Since the ontology or lived reality of my experience during this time will be on
full display in this chapter, operating within a Kaupapa Maori methodology
(utilising tikanga, Maori protocol) will help to keep me and what I say here
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culturally safe (Henry & Foley, 2018).! There is, in Kaupapa Maori research,
no one particular way of doing things; rather, it begins as a challenge to the
accepted norms of Western ways of knowing and continues as an exercise
in understanding according to a Maori worldview (Barnes, 2000). Kaupapa
Maori research considers the meaning and value of indigeneity according
to tangata whenua (Indigenous people) and examines how this affects
research practice (Barnes, 2000). I will therefore triangulate Kaupapa Maori
methodology with additional Indigenous methodologies and qualitative
research approaches, in particular, conversations with repositories and
knowledge holders of va. In this way, qualitative research builds on korero
to construct stories about the kaupapa (topic), and it is the individuals
particular interpretation of their own experience (including feelings and
thoughts) that matters (Reid, 2010). Much of the korero quoted in this
chapter was captured during an interview with renowned international
Maori and Samoan artists and researchers Brett Graham and Albert L. Refiti
on 11 February 2021 concerning my understanding of va/wa.?

A conversational method is of particular significance to Maori research;
it allows researchers to gather information in a manner based on the oral
transmission of knowledge and congruent with Indigenous paradigms
(Kovach, 2010). Whanaungatanga (relationships) can play a significant
role if there is a pre-existing connection between the researcher and the
participant. For this method to succeed, and for participants to willingly
engage in the research, the researcher must be held in a certain regard and be
viewed as trusted and credible. A deeper level of trust increases the likelihood

1 Kaupapa Miori research is an Indigenous—namely Maori—research paradigm and, simultaneously,
a methodology that exists to serve the interests of te a0 Maori (Bishop, 2010). Kaupapa Maori research
fits some of the definitions of what constitutes a paradigm; further, it is an exercise in walking between
the worlds of Western knowledge and politics, on the one hand, and Maori values, beliefs, histories
and experiences on the other (L. T. Smith, 2012). As a theory, Kaupapa Maori is driven by matauranga
Maori, which provides a cultural grounding to ensure that the theoretical framework is applied in a
manner consistent with Maori ways of knowing and understanding (Pihama, 2010). This form of
Indigenous research reflects on what it means to ‘be Maori’; it is research that is informed by Maori
philosophy, exalts the importance of Maori culture and language, and is concerned with the pursuit of
tino rangatiratanga (L. T. Smith, 2012).

2 See: V. Smith (2021). The aim of the interview was to elicit my personal stories in action within
theories of context, otherwise known as accounts of situated individuals. Life-history method allows
korero to flow organically, encouraging the sharing of information through guided conversation, with
prompts to dive deeper into contexts and gain understanding of personal experiences and perceptions.
Life-history method fits well into Kaupapa Maori research, as it engages reciprocity, mutuality, empathy
and respect (Henry & Foley, 2018).
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of richer and more reflective conversations, and more meaningful insights
into the research questions (Kovach, 2010). This is the case in my personal
relationships with both Graham and Refiti.

Inequitable access to health care and the positive determinants of health
ultimately results in worse health outcomes for Maori (Reid & Robson,
20006). This affects all aspects of life—not just disease and physical illness,
but also mental, social, spiritual and cultural wellbeing—as it inhibits
the ability to be Maori and to exercise tino rangatiratanga (Came et al.,
2021). For the purpose of this chapter, tino rangatiratanga refers to Maori-
determined, transformational change that might lead to meaningful health
outcomes for Maori. Tino rangatiratanga also includes Maori culture,
matauranga Maori (Maori knowledge), te reo Maori (Maori language) and
korero tuku iho (oral histories and stories of the past) (Walker, 1990)—these
are taonga (treasures) that are imperative to improving health outcomes for
Maori as guaranteed to tangata whenua in Article II of Te Tiriti o Waitangi
(Came et al., 2021).2

Matauranga Maori is a decolonial concept that refers to Maori knowledge
and understanding. Before colonisation, the stories, histories, knowledge and
wisdom of past generations would have been known as kérero tuku iho,
or simply korero (Walker, 1990). Both concepts, matauranga Maori and
korero tuku iho, have a place in addressing challenges facing Maori in
contemporary times; the values and practices associated with concepts such
as kaitiakitanga, manaakitanga, whanaungatanga, tikanga and aroha are
all deeply underpinned by matauranga Maori and kérero tuku iho (Durie,
1999). For Maori who still retain a connection to traditional ways of being,
living by the values and practices of matauranga Maori and kérero tuku iho
is an expression of tino rangatiratanga (Durie, 1999). This cultural stance is
fundamental in addressing the health and wellbeing of Maori.

3 Taonga, today, has a range of everyday, formal and technical meanings. 7¢ Aka defines taonga as
‘1. (noun) property, goods, possession, effects, object; 2. (noun) treasure, anything prized—applied
to anything considered to be of value including socially or culturally valuable objects, resources,
phenomenon, ideas and techniques. Examples of the word’s use in early texts show that this broad
range of meanings is not recent, while a similar range of meanings from some other Eastern Polynesian
languages supports this (e.g. Tuamotuan)’ (Moorfield, 2020). At the same time, the Waitangi Tribunal
hearings, from 1984 in the Kaituna River Claim (WAI4) to the latest, have co-shaped the semantic field
of taonga by determining what is included in the ‘valued resources and intangible cultural assets; that
Te Tiriti o Waitangi protects (established examples in 1988 were “tangibles such as fishing grounds,
harbours and foreshores, and intangibles such as the Maori language and the mauri or ‘life-force’ of a
river”)’. Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (1988).
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Therefore, when Covid-19 began to impact staff and students at AUT, this
ensemble of values and practices had to inform any remedies designed to
alleviate its consequences. As in many other tertiary education organisations
(TEOs) in Aotearoa New Zealand, the onset of Covid-19 galvanised existing
inequities and gave rise to new online sites of engagement. Universities
across the motu (country) were forced to close their campuses completely
for significant periods of time in early 2020 and late 2021. For many TEOs,
this meant that they suddenly had to deliver previously standard, face-to-
face courses exclusively online, attempting to continue bringing students a
productive and enjoyable educational experience through videoconferencing
and various connectivity tools. This sudden change did not come without
severe challenges, testing both staff and students throughout an extended
period of acute crisis.

Amid the organisational and technological challenges associated with remote
and online delivery, various AUT communities faced demanding situations
in their efforts to support student and staff needs and expectations. The
sudden shift also required AUT lecturers to upskill to be able to deliver their
programs—the content of which they may have been very familiar with—
into a format that was potentially foreign to them. Lecturers who transition
to e-learning models often perceive that the same or even more time has to
be invested in e-learning compared with face-to-face situations. In addition,
teaching hours become more flexible in those models, ‘forcing lecturers into
the role of the 24/7 professor’ (Bright, 2012). Inevitably, this increase in
demand for time and bandwidth adds to the pressure on a lecturer and can
lead to a downward health and wellbeing spiral if unaddressed.

The impact on tauira Maori (Maori students) across Aotearoa was also
significant. Generally, the Crown’s responsibilities to work collaboratively
with iwi to help improve Maori achievement, and to recognise the
economic benefits to individuals, groups and society from improved levels
of skills and education, are clearly recognised in the Ministry of Education’s
Maori education strategy Ka Hikitia—Accelerating Success (2020), and its
strategy relating to Maori language 7au Mai 1e Reo (2020). In the June 2020
report, ‘Impacts of the Covid-19 Lockdown on Maori University Students’,
Te Mana Akonga® found that a lockdown was an overwhelmingly negative
experience for Maori students. The most significant aspects of the findings
were digital inequity and lack of access to strong and reliable wi-fi, lack of

4 Te Mana Akonga is the National Maori Tertiary Students’ Association currently comprising 14 Maori
tertiary student associations from all eight universities and four polytechnics.
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communication from their university, concern and anxiety about academic
progress, and not feeling valued by their university (Te Mana Akonga,
2020). In the same vein, the Digital Government New Zealand website
called attention to the importance of digital equity, digital inclusion and
digital competency, and identified their lack as key challenges for Maori
in the Covid-19 era (Digital. Gov.NZ, 2021). Many AUT students were
affected by these problems. In response, AUT quickly identified students in
need and provided resources in the home to mitigate the harmful effects of
studying remotely. This allowed students to connect with lecturers and their
peers during the periods when Covid-19 restrictions denied physical contact.

Further, Te Kaitakawaenga Maori (Maori Student Liaison, AUT) assisted
tauira Maori with issues that impacted their oranga (wellbeing) and
academic performance during this time. Issues such as isolation, loss of
income, online learning difficulties, lack of appropriate learning resources,
caring for dependants and lack of motivation were concerns and problems
students dealt with over this period. Te Kaitakawaenga Maori continued
to offer support to tauira utilising tikanga Maori approaches, such as
whanaungatanga (connection, belonging), manaakitanga (holistic uplift)
and kotahitanga (community). Parallel to this, Te Tari Takawaenga Maori
(Maori Student Support) consistently delivered online services to tauira to
address the challenge of remote learning. Notably, their Pae Papaho Parori
social media platform endeavoured to continue to connect students to job
opportunities, as well as to enhance their sense of community.

For education purposes then, tauira community engagement is about
creating ways for all whanau Maori’ (all belonging to the Maori community)
to contribute to what and how Maori students learn; it is also about working
together to provide support for Maori students, not only for their learning
but also, ultimately, for their health and wellbeing.

For that, Maori culture is critical. As an expression of tino rangatiratanga,
the creativity found within Matauranga Maori, te reo Maori and kérero
tuku iho has the potential to enhance connection and belonging to place.
Another contributor is the sense of community both staff and students share

5  Inagenealogical sense, whanau means extended family, but the concept has been adopted by Maori
members of institutions, for example, who rally around the same cause. A distinction has therefore
been made between descent-based whanau (whakapapa whanau) and whanau who come together for
a common purpose (kaupapa whanau). Kaupapa (-based) whanau ‘place particular stress on the other
characteristic feature of the whakapapa-based-whanau, that is, whanau values and the ways of working

derived from them’ (Medge, cited in Walker, 2017).
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with their peers outside the classroom; this is integral to a positive experience
of university life and supporting health and wellbeing. Our students’ lives
improve whenever they feel that they are ‘connected, accepted and that they
belong; self-confidence fosters learning competence’ (Rawlings & Wilson,
2013). Matauranga Maori has the potential to provide ancient solutions to
complex contemporary problems, the benefits of which became tangible
when we planned and implemented our e-Inoi, online morning karakia,
in early 2020.

Whanaungatanga describes the relationality that is developed and maintained
through culturally appropriate settings and activities. Karakia provides a
metaphysical space of divine kinship and whanaungatanga. It acknowledges
the wairua (spirituality) of all and brings everyone together through karakia,
under a spiritual mantle of kotahitanga (unity of expression and connection).
In this, a sense of spiritual connection and kinship is crucial: it provides all
participants with an opportunity to connect to their spirituality and to find
spiritual kinship with others. At AUT’s OMA, we thought this, in turn,
would help us to address the challenges of remote learning and working
from home during Covid-19.

Thus, a virtual space had to be created where everyone could connect
into a tarangawaewae (place to stand and belong). OMA developed and
implemented e-Inoi, which went online in May—June 2020—and again in
August—December 2021, when Aotearoa was once again closed down due
to the highly infectious Delta variant of the Covid-19 coronavirus. During
those periods, e-Inoi provided a tiarangawaewae through which AUT
students and staff could connect. As a metaphysical space of divine kinship,
e-Inoi occurred every weekday morning at 9 am and was open not only to
all staff and students of AUT but also, through whanaungatanga, to our
wider AUT communities to which we belong.

It was a success. At OMA, we received numerous emails from whianau who
attended e-Inoi, commenting that it did give them a sense of connection to
the wider whianau, even if there were only a few participants on a particular
day. This was not about numbers, but about concentrating on who was
present, and with whom one could connect on this occasion. It was also
about a feeling of trust, of being spiritually and culturally safe, which
required e-Inoi to be led by our cultural leaders well versed in karakia, rather
than handing over a script for someone to follow.
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Sometime earlier, my colleagues in the Va Moana research cluster in
the School of Art and Design had invited me to participate in meetings
about translating Maori and Pacific core values into online environments.
They planned to make access to a conference for their Marsden project,
‘Va Moana: Space and Relationality in Pacific Thought and Identity’,
available to communities outside academia and Aotearoa. They wondered
how much overlap there was in the use and meaning of the Samoan concept
of va and the Maori concept of wa—and how a shared understanding and
practice might help them in maintaining the most important aspects of
kanohi ki te kanohi (face-to-face) interactions and collaborations in a virtual
environment.

From these conversations, I understood va to be that relational space
where both secular and wairua (spiritual) connections coalesce. This
space is activated through social, spiritual and relational exchanges where
opportunities of growth and transformation unfold and reveal themselves.
Through this understanding I was enabled to reconcile va with the Maori
concept of wa and, in February 2021, Graham and Refiti interviewed me
about my understanding of wa. The following thoughts were prompted by
our korero.

Thoughts on wa

In a customary context as much as today, wa is important to understand
our world. In the communities I engage with, that is, in my communities
in Waikato at Taniwha Marae and in Ngapuhi towards Te Parawhau, a short
distance from Whangarei, wa belongs to the Maori paradigm that guides
how we conduct our business. The wa is very cyclic, and I use that term
deliberately: cyclic refers to cycles of life. There is a notion of an eternal
‘tai timu, tai pari’ (the incoming tide, the outgoing tide), or, ‘ka 5 te ra,
ka whiti te r2’ (the rising of the sun, the setting of the sun). All this goes
back to the origin of Te Ao Marama (the interconnected natural world) in
its transition through different spheres and different spirals of wa, until we
come into the world of light.

1é wa i rua ai a Ranginui me Papa is the moment when the sky father
Ranginui and the earth mother Papataanuku were separated. In that creation
narrative, Te Kore (nothingness) begat Te P6 (perpetual darkness). Within
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the perpetual darkness were Rangi and Papa, locked, in a loving embrace
until they were separated, and, at that time, according to some narratives,
wairua (spirituality) first came into the world. So, the idea of wa links back
to our connection and our relationship with the natural environment,
in which things happen when they are meant to happen: we harvest at a
particular time, not in accordance with a date but when conditions are
right. The cyclic nature of wa is related to the different creation narratives
that allow us to make sense of the world, right in front of us in 2021, and
its equilibrium or harmony is related to its transitional moments, as in ‘tai
timu, tai pari’.

Wa is contained in many other words like wananga: te wa ka ngana—the
time when we persevere and persist. Perhaps we enter a wananga under a veil
of misunderstanding, of not knowing, and, through the process of wananga,
of persistence, of resilience, of getting through robust and courageous
conversations, we come out at the other side of Te P, which is, as Hone
Sadler (personal communication, 1 May 2003) would put it, ‘te po-tential’.
We move from the state of being in the dark to the state of being marama
(enlightened) and therefore gain an understanding of what is in front of us,
which is a transition from not knowing to knowing through a process called
wa ka ngana—wananga.

Another word derived from wa is watea. At the opening of the interview in
February 2021, Graham performed a karakia to whakawatea, to clear the
space or to get to a space of tea (purity). Thereby, we moved from a space of
being impure to a space of being pure. Transitions are a recurring feature of
Maori tikanga. For instance, the transition between tapu (restricted) and noa
(normal) when coming on to a marae (ritual space in front of the wharenui,
meeting house) involves different phases and cycles, different spirals in the
process of lifting layers of tapu and essentially lifting the designation of
manuhiri (guest) to that of hunga kainga (home people). This transition
culminates in the intimacy of performing hongi (pressing noses and sharing
breath), going into the wharekai (dining hall) and becoming completely noa
by sharing kai (food).

Finally, wahi means place and space. Again, wa is the transition and ‘hi’ refers
to ‘raising up’. Therefore, wahi can be conceptualised as ‘where the time-
space is established’. According to korero tuku iho from various wananga
(and there are other understandings), ‘e hi ake ana te Atakura’, which is
‘the rising of the new dawn’, signals the transition from dark to light. This
suggests how the meaning of wahi should be approached: while a place is
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just a physical location, purpose makes it a space. So, when we say ‘haere mai
ki ténei wahi’ we are not inviting people to come into this physical location,
we are inviting people to come into a place for a kaupapa (purpose), and,
with kaupapa, the space is activated. Hence te wa, the transition, and te hi,
the purpose of the place. This sense of transition is absent in the dichotomies
we are confronted with right now; so, how can we find meaning in kérero
tuku iho so that it can inform what we do?®

Tikanga and technology

Our contemporary practices are very different from the tikanga our ancestors
practised. 7e Aka Maori Dictionary (1e Aka) defines tikanga as:

correct procedure, custom, habit, lore, method, manner, rule, way,
code, meaning, plan, practice, convention, protocol—the customary
system of values and practices that have developed over time and are
deeply embedded in the social context. (Moorfield, 2020)

This makes it sound permanent—ryet tikanga is ever-evolving, and it is we
who define the parameters of tikanga. At a tangihanga in 2020, a Kaipara
kaumatua (a leader within a whanau, extended family) said, ‘a tikanga is
about doing the right thing for the people at that time’. I think ‘at that time’
is really important here, because doing the right thing for the people will
always change, will always transform and will always go through the spiral
of wa. Tikanga provides an orientation for our actions, shapes our reality
and makes sense of it.

In 2020, Covid-19 forced us into a position in which we had to be creative
and innovative, drawing on all the resources we had, like virtual platforms.
Covid-19 also forced us to redefine the parameters of tikanga in digital
environments. Personally, I became increasingly aware, during the first

6 An interesting question in this context might be why we, as Maori, always say things in triplets, like,
‘téna koutou, téna koutou, téna koutou katoa’ (hello, hello, hello all), or ‘he aha te mea nui o ténei ao, he
tangata, he tangata, he tangata’ (what is the most important thing in the world? It is people, people, people).
In the latter phrase, we could look at the first he tangata as 4 tatou matua tipuna, ara kua wheturangitia’
(our ancestors who have paved the way for us to be in te Ao Marama now). The second he tangata would
be everyone here, right in front of us, our tamariki (children), our mokopuna (grandchildren), our aunties
and our uncles who are still alive. The last he tangata refers to our mokopuna’s mokopuna. This is an
overwhelming call to action for all humankind to become good ancestors: what can we do now, in 2023,
that will set up our whinau, our mokopuna’s mokopuna to live in a better, sustainable world? Through that
whole spiral run the processes of wai—going through, in this case, the three different parts of he tangata, he
tangata, he tangata or téna koutou, téna koutou, téna koutou katoa.
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lockdown, of the challenges of social distancing and isolation and how
this impacted the way I would practise tikanga. These challenges would
come increasingly to the fore when immediate and extended whanau
passed away, leaving us to find new ways of performing hui mate (funerals)
and tangihanga (mourning our dead). My first experience of attending a
tangihanga online was when the husband of a dear friend died. This new
experience was exacerbated by my lack of knowledge of Zoom, but I also felt
an internal conflict about accepting the fact that I would be supporting my
friend’s whanau, not with hugs, kisses and backrubs, but rather with ‘hand
waves and messages of aroha in the chat box. As we settled into karakia at
7 pm every night, leading up to the day of the tangi, the kaumatua would
welcome everyone in attendance before commencing karakia. At first, this
jolted me, but soon I would lose myself in the sermon, the waiata (songs)
and the digital experience of grieving online together.

Soon after, I received notices from our AUT whianau that members of their
family had passed away, asking how OMA might be able to support them at
this trying time. Our office decided to acknowledge loved ones every Monday
during e-Inoi. This was well received, with more people forwarding names
to be remembered and celebrated. In addition, OMA decided to host a kawe
aroha (remembrance ceremony) at the marae, live streamed on Facebook,
as soon as it was safe enough for students and staff to physically return
to campus. This day came on Monday 22 June 2020, when Te Parengi,
our wharenui (meeting house), was filled to capacity. The ceremony was
led by AUT Council member Renata Blair and myself, clearing the way
with karakia, acknowledging all who were present physically, and virtually,
initiating a minute of silence while all the names of our loved ones were
projected onto the screen, and farewelling them with poroporoaki (formal
farewell) and waiata.

Tikanga is structured, among other concepts, by tapu and noa, and the field
that is defined by them provides boundaries for wa/va as a relationship.
Tapu is translated as sacred, and to a certain extent, it is, indeed, about
being sacred, about prohibition and so on. But, essentially, tapu is defining
the parameters for relationality, both in terms of how I am going to relate
to you and how I am going to relate to a space. When those parameters are
breached or transgressed, that is what we call a breach of tapu, which has
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repercussions like a transgression of mana.” So, mana and tapu go hand
in hand, always, and it is essential for va/wa to have two poles defining a
space that, in te a0 Miori, is tapu. While you can use words like sacred and
forbidden, essentially tapu is a practical device for relationality.

Towards the end of our korero in February 2021, Refiti asked me how
dichotomies, pairings or wairua as separation might bear on the notion of
time and space or place, and how it might have influenced the work of
some Tongan thinkers who have worked on the notion of ta-va, splitting
the two so that they can re-articulate them as something that should be
seen in pairs. Wai-rua, originating from the primordial separation of Rangi
and Papa, seems to manifest a similar process. When Hiifanga ‘Okusitino
Mahina and Teévita O. Ka'ili, for example, pair concepts, they engage the
notion of hoa/soa (friends), the idea that things in the world always exist
in pairs, or as a dichotomy or opposition. Refiti suggested that my way of
talking about wa, with its strong transitional aspects, might be related to an
original separation without which a relationship is not possible.

Wa, I suppose is the connection: “Te wa i rua ai’ the moment of separation.
Without this moment, there could be no pairing. Regarding the term
‘wairua, there is a situation all of us are familiar with and that, in my head,
is expressed as: ‘Oh, that person has a lovely wairua—a lovely aura or
presence about them. You might also hear: ‘Oh, I don't like that person’s
wairua.” That is not to say that a person has a good or a bad wairua, rather,
that their wairua does not resonate with one’s own. There are people who
enter relationships that are not sustainable because their wairua is not
compatible—it is the wrong chemistry, as they say. There might be other
things they have in common, but when it comes to who one is as a spiritual
being, the late Rose Pere would often say,® we are spiritual beings on a
physical journey, and if we understand that, then it is easy to understand
that some wairua will not coalesce with other wairua. Again, that is not to

7 A reader not familiar with the Moana/Oceania/Pacific may associate ideas produced in Western
anthropology and psychology here, and the translation into English is tricky. 7¢ Aka renders mana as
‘prestige, authority, control, power, influence, status, spiritual power, charisma’ and explains that ‘mana
is a supernatural force in a person, place or object. Mana goes hand in hand with zapu, one affecting the
other. The more prestigious the event, person or object, the more it is surrounded by zapu and mana’
(this is not the full explanation, though, and readers interested in the concept might want to check the
context in Moorfield, 2020). Noa, on the other hand, means ‘to be free from the extensions of tapu,
ordinary, unrestricted, void’ (Moorfield, 2020).

8  Rangimarie Te Turuki Arikirangi Rose Pere (25 July 1937 — 13 December 2020), Ngai Tuhoe,
Ngati Ruapani and Ngati Kahungunu, educationalist, spiritual leader, Te Reo Maori advocate, academic
and conservationist. See: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rose_Pere.
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say that a wairua is bad or good, just that there is no hononga (connection)
and there is no wa. And, sometimes, when things do work out, there is
that wairua and the connection. While it is ‘te wa i rua ai’, the moment
of separation, it could also mean ‘te wa i rua ai’ as the moment when two
beings come together.

This moment, of course, is always specific and, as I said before, any wa is
at any time structured by tikanga and underpinned by tapu and noa. What
this means in different situations might vary, but tikanga will always be
responsive to different situations. Once we committed to participating in
the online tangihanga, the medium began to matter less and we were ‘right
there’ through the connection: click—connect—karakia. I reflected in an
online conversation with the Va Moana team in November 2020 that, ‘once
you get over the click of the Zoom, and you are actually committed to that
digital space, you can actually lose yourself in there’. In my experience, the
online mode requires greater commitment for the connection to work and
to last.’

Conclusion

This online wa is a work in process—the learning is in the doing. For me,
and many other Maori, it is a familiar situation. Many of us have acquired
knowledge through exposure to knowledge that we trust, that of our aunties
and uncles, trusted peers and mentors, and by participating in different
cultural occasions, like going back to our urupa (cemetery) on Taupiri
mountain to bury our nannies and our great-grandfathers. As little toddlers,
my brothers and my cousins and I would get on the bus with those very
old kuia and kaumatua (female and male elders) and the journey took a
long time, or at least it felt like a long time. Then, we would climb Taupiri
mountain, immersed in all of that tikanga, all that korero tuku iho (stories
of the past), and on the way back we would stop at Rangiriri before going
back home. With experiences like that, it was very easy for us as toddlers
to soak up not only what we heard but also what we saw, and it provided

9 During the planning of the 9th International Indigenous Research Conference (IIRC), hosted by
Nga Pae o te Maramatanga in Tamaki Makaurau Auckland in 2020, I advocated for a ‘live’ powhiri
(welcome ceremony) because the best possible way of connecting with someone online is live. After long
discussions of the respective merits and drawbacks of both live and pre-recorded versions, the fear that
something might go wrong won out, and we agreed on the pre-recorded option. For IIRC, this was the
first online event that could be built on the previous eight onsite meetings—most of the participants
were committed to the conference’s kaupapa and had met face-to-face before.
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a foundation for much of the tikanga that, indeed, I trust. This foundation
sustains us when the time comes for us to take on roles of responsibility and
duty, to provide leadership, to provide direction and guidance.

In the va/wa between such early experiences and the embodied knowledge
they provided, and the possibilities afforded by current technological
developments, I try to develop spaces according to Maori values. I see these
contributing to a virtual marae (Greenwood & Te Aika, 2008) that serves
as a proxy for belonging and community and that, in turn, can support
people’s aspirations to embrace and take leadership of te reo me 6na tikanga
(Maori language and cultural practices) in their academic, professional and
personal lives.
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