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Subjects of settler-state 

violence

So far, we have explored the originary violence that contributed to the rise 
of the New Zealand settler-colonial state. Through confiscation, invasion, 
scorched earth tactics and the weaponisation of the law, this competition of 
sovereignties was characterised by a violent displacement of Tūhoe’s autonomy 
and way of life, puncturing – but not dealing a fatal blow to – the exercise of 
matemate-ā-one. In this chapter, I bring these discussions into the present 
by exploring the numerous paramilitary raids in Te Urewera over the last two 
decades, including the 2014 police incursion upon the Teepa homestead. 
As I described earlier, settler states are invested in maintaining the colonial 
order of things (Watson 2009, 45; Moreton-Robinson 2015a, xii). This 
unfolds today as a process of ‘perpetual Indigenous dispossession’ (Moreton-
Robinson 2015a, xi).1 These more recent Tūhoe histories exemplify this, as 
‘re-enactments of originary violence’ central to the sustenance of the settler-
colonial state (Watson 2009, 45–46). They represent the state’s ‘continuous 
creation’ in service of settler sovereign supremacy (Neocleous 2003, 412; 
Moreton-Robinson 2015a, xii). This, in sum, is the colonial politics of place 
of which I have been speaking.

The recent examples that follow illustrate the turbulent impact of this 
‘continuous creation’ for Tūhoe, in settler colonialism’s terra-fying control 
of land and resources. Together, I observe how Tūhoe remain an existential 
threat to the colonial order. Their sovereign claim to the earth, articulated 

1	  A significantly truncated version of this chapter was published in my 2017 article, ‘Trouble on the 
Frontier: Hunt for the Wilderpeople, Sovereignty and State Violence’. 
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through matemate-ā-one, is what settler colonialism finds so intimidating. 
In my observations, I bring Wolfe, Moreton-Robinson and Watson in closer 
conversation with Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben. Using their 
combined thinking, I examine how Tūhoe are considered a ‘biological threat’ 
to the wellbeing of the broader settler population and must be eliminated for 
‘the greater good’. As these discussions highlight, the settler state is premised 
on the perpetual negation of Indigenous sovereignties, articulated through 
shows of violent ‘existential legitimation’ upon the frontier.

The stories that follow are heavy. They are saturated in mamae (pain, 
suffering) and anger, and are not easy to read. Where possible, I have left 
their retelling to the voices of whānau themselves, often appearing as large 
tracts of transcribed kōrero. These are their stories to tell and, presented 
in this way, offer an alternative voice of Tūhoe, one that humanises their 
experiences in a way the colonial project and media industry has not. 
We begin with the most widely known raids upon Tūhoe communities 
of recent times, Operation Eight.

15 October 2007: Ruatoki
In the early hours of 15 October 2007, police initiated a massive, nationwide 
paramilitary operation (Figure 3.1):

[S]quads of New Zealand police swept through an undisclosed 
number of locations throughout New Zealand, for the most part 
dressed in full riot gear, carrying machine guns, and with handguns 
and knives strapped to their black garments. They smashed doors, 
windows, and furniture, arresting people, confiscating computers, 
cameras, electronics, files and papers, searching for materials that 
might lend weight to the building of charges under the [then] 
Terrorism Suppression Act 2002 (Keenan 2008c, 18).

The police had alleged there were terrorist training camps in Te Urewera, 
and the national operation disproportionately targeted the Ngāi Tūhoe 
communities living in and around the Ruatoki Valley. Ruatoki was the only 
location in which the entire community was ‘locked down’, where ‘people were 
forced out of their cars at gunpoint and photographed’, and where ‘mothers, 
old people and children were searched and held at gunpoint, sometimes 
for hours, with no pretence at respect and no potential for arrest’ (Jackson 
2008, 6). The saga itself has recently been fictionalised into the captivating 
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2022 action-drama film Muru,2 which involved key Tūhoe personalities such 
as Tame Iti. It is considered a Tūhoe response to the injustice of this and the 
litany of other police and Crown raids upon the People of the Mist.

I spoke with one of the whānau to whom Jackson refers above. During 
a warm summer’s evening in 2016, at their home in the Ruatoki Valley, 
Whaea Kēkē Awhi and Uncle Smokey, along with some of their children, 
recounted the events of 15 October. The following exchange of kōrero 
between Whaea Kēkē Awhi, Uncle Smokey and their son Tūtemaungaroa, 
returned us to that early morning. I had asked how many Armed Offenders 
Squad officers (AOS) they had seen:

Whaea Kēkē Awhi: We didn’t even know there was that many of 
them aye! We saw them over there. All around the hills. Early as in 
the morning.

Tūtemaungaroa: We seen one through … the doorway, on the hill. 
But we thought it was our dog. We could just see this black shadow. 
And we were looking at it – aye! ‘Is that the dog?’

Uncle Smokey: It was the light, it … reflect[ed] onto their vehicle 
till they smashed through [the gate] (Uncle Smokey and Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi, 23 December 2016).

Figure 3.1. The law descends once more, Ruatoki, October 15, 2007.
Source: Photograph courtesy of The New Zealand Herald/Alan Gibson.

2	  See www.nzfilm.co.nz/films/muru-2.

http://www.nzfilm.co.nz/films/muru-2
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Troopers of the AOS then swarmed onto the property, there to apprehend 
Uncle Smokey, whom the police alleged to be the ‘Sergeant of Arms’ of the 
camps. ‘It started at daylight, and then we saw them popping around our 
hills. We didn’t realise they were even there,’ explains Whaea Kēkē Awhi. 
Tūtemaungaroa was seven at the time. ‘I remember everything aye,’ he 
described; ‘I will never forget it.’ ‘They smashed the gate, our whole gate, 
wiped it off,’ he continued, explaining how the AOS vehicles cascaded in 
from the road. ‘[W]e woke up in the morning, and we seen that shadow on 
the hill [of the AOS equipment]. And then after that, all these red lights – 
boom! Covered in red lights.’ Tūtemaungaroa is here referring to the tactical 
infrared weapon-mounted lights on the firearms wielded by the AOS, used 
to the same chilling effect upon the Teepa whānau at their homestead in 
2014. ‘There were red lights all over us. All over the whole house. And we 
were like, “Aye?!”’

In response to this, Whaea Kēkē Awhi explained that the use of such tactics 
was denied by officials in the aftermath of the raids: ‘They deny it to this 
day … And yet … there were spots all over the house! I go, “Well ask the 
kids!” All we saw was these bright red lights!’ One of her daughters was 
‘the worst affected’, she described: ‘That bedroom at the end there … they 
had the gun pointing through the window. At that time, she was a real bad 
asthmatic, so she had to keep her window open. And … they had [the] gun 
through the window.’ As light dawned on the Valley, the sun revealed a ‘road 
… covered with trucks’, Tūtemaungaroa explained. ‘And police cars all the 
way down [the road]. And we were like, ‘Aye, what the hell?!’ That’s when 
they took us out on the road and sat us there for a couply hours.’ Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi continued: ‘[The AOS] called me out, first, and asked me how 
many people [were inside], to see if Moko [Uncle Smokey] was in there.’

In an earlier interview with documentary filmmaker Kim Webby, Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi spoke of how the AOS then plundered her home:

They went through the kids’ drawers, threw everything around, 
couches were upside down. Went through the food cupboards, food 
was all tipped out of containers, on the benches. Don’t know what 
they were going to find in the kids’ cornflake containers, but they 
tipped kai all over the place. Went up into our ceiling, broke our 
ceiling (Webby 2010).
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The AOS seized a cannabis plant and a small collection of .22 calibre bullets3 
as evidence in arresting Uncle Smokey under the terrorist charges. The latter 
were described by the police as ‘explosives.’ ‘They wanted to have a look for 
some AKs,4 and rocket launchers,’ Uncle Smokey recounted (Webby, 2010). 
In a rural farming community like Ruatoki, hunting for kai using .22 bullets 
(and rifles) is common, and across the New Zealand farming industry, such 
rifles are considered unremarkable and commonplace farming equipment. 
The attempt by police to attach a more nefarious meaning to the bullets 
divorced and decontextualised them from their everyday, practical usage. 
Moreover, for whānau in the Whārua, rifles such as these are considered 
normal hunting equipment necessary for sustenance and survival. This 
renders a reading of them as ‘weapons’ biased and distorted. As Angie 
commented to me during another kōrero, ‘Yeah, of course [our men have] 
got guns! They’re all hunters! They don’t do it for fun. They’re getting kai’ 
(Angie and Aunty Waicy, 5 December 2016).

In reflecting on this ‘reinterpretation’, Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē Awhi 
emphasised the irreconcilability of what the police ‘saw’ and the everyday 
uses of hunting paraphernalia, as defined in practice by whānau in Ruatoki:

Uncle Smokey: They called it explosives. And yet it’s only a bullet! 
They changed it … [T]hey were only .22 bullets! I had about half 
a dozen. That’s how we are. We live in the bush! We’ve all got guns.

Whaea Kēkē Awhi: Everyone’s got guns! You’re either gonna kill 
your pig, kill a cow, and you’re going to need .22 bullets. They didn’t 
find any guns, but they found some bullets. His father’s ones in the 
peanut butter jar.

Uncle Smokey: Took a photo of my [hunting] pouch, [for our] 
knives!

Whaea Kēkē Awhi: They confiscated my knife. My kitchen butcher 
knife. They call it a ‘weapon’.

Uncle Smokey: They call it ‘deadly’ (Uncle Smokey and Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi, 23 December 2016). 

3	  ‘.22 calibre’ refers to the diameter of the rifle barrel (and therefore the diameter of the bullet), being 
.22 of an inch (or 5.6 mm).
4	  Also known as the Kalashnikov assault rifle or ‘AK-47’, developed in the Soviet Union.
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Whaea Kēkē Awhi recognised that the police ‘[saw] the guns as weapons’, 
and as the exchange between her and Uncle Smokey highlights, there is a 
significant difference between what is considered a ‘gun’ what is seen as 
a ‘weapon’. Here, while the police and their evidence tried to subjectify 
and label the whānau as terrorists – invoking the figure of the ignoble, 
terrorist savage – the whānau themselves denied this by rejecting that the 
ammunition and guns were weapons at all. They were, by contrast, everyday 
paraphernalia of Ruatoki farming life. This moment represented a wholesale 
refusal of the state’s attempt to depict the whānau as terrorists (see also 
Simpson, 2014).

At this point, it is worth reflecting on the military-grade arms used by 
the AOS during the raids. In one of my kōrero with Aunty Waicy, I asked 
whether the use of the Māori word ‘pū’ (gun) was appropriate to describe 
the firearms used by the AOS in raids such as October 2007. ‘They’re semi-
automatic weapons,’ I had said during one part of our conversation, and she 
replied, ‘That’s right, they are too! Now that you think about it. Ki ahau 
noiho, he pū noiho [To me, it’s just a gun]. But you’re right, ’cos that’s what 
they are! That’s even worse aye!’ (Aunty Waicy, 6 June 2017). Although 
the implements used by the police and whānau in Ruatoki may be of a 
similar order in terms of munitions technology, they are imbued with very 
different purposes: one is an apparatus of state violence, the other, a prosaic 
instrument of everyday farming and hunting life.

This view of Tūhoe, framing them as criminals with a penchant for 
armed violence, is also found in police phone analyses of intercepted 
communications. Specifically, it was alleged that the term ‘rama’ was 
a coded phrase used to refer to the ‘quasi military training camps’ (New 
Zealand Police 2007, 15–16; Radio New Zealand 2012). ‘Rama’ refers to 
fishing by torchlight (see Moorfield, 2021), and the root phrase of ‘light’ 
(rama) is shared by words such as ‘mārama’ (to be clear) and ‘māramatanga’ 
(enlightenment). It is possible that this latter rendering, similar to that 
of ‘wānanga’ (esoteric and tribal knowledge; forum for deliberation), was 
the intended meaning in what police overheard, but they dismissed this 
possibility and read the words differently (Radio New Zealand 2012). 
Conversely, while I was in Ruatoki, the expanded term ‘whakarama tuna’ 
referred to the common practice of hunting for tuna (eels) by torchlight. 
On a few occasions, I was fortunate to be taken on such adventures by some 
of the Teepa whānau, who valiantly charged on, despite my rather hopeless 
presence encumbering their eeling prowess. (At one point, when I was on 
foot, à la Winnie the Pooh [Walt Disney Productions 1966], I became stuck in 
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a tunnel beneath the roadway – much to the chagrin of the rather poor souls 
aft). Thus, ordinary practices of everyday Ruatoki life, such as whakarama 
tuna, have the potential to be tarred with the brush of criminality, and 
here, of terrorism. Should onlookers unfamiliar with local context – such 
as the surveillance arm of the police – rely on these misunderstandings of 
everyday practice, they risk concretising these misconceptions, reinforcing 
the ‘common sense’ perception of Tūhoe as predisposed to violence and 
criminal behaviour.

The police then apprehended Uncle Smokey and pulled him out onto the 
road: ‘They dragged me all the way through here [onto the road], and lying 
me down there with my hands locked up to my legs over here’ (Webby, 
2010). Meanwhile, his then-15-year-old daughter was ordered by the police 
to lift up her shirt to be ‘inspected’, in front of the rest of her whānau. 
The complete disregard for bodily integrity, cultural appropriateness and 
mana wāhine (womanly dignity and integrity) this moment demonstrates is 
alarming. I suggest that this example highlights what Hortense Spillers has 
described as the ‘ungendering’ of certain bodies (Spillers 1987), in which, 
as Ellen K Feder explains, ‘[r]ace and gender now appear to exclude one 
another.’ (Feder 2007, 70) In other words, the racialisation of the Tūhoe 
body as inferior, savage and violent, simultaneously strips from it any 
dimension of gender – as well as any practice appropriate to gender. Here, 
the whānau are constructed as ‘no-bodies’ – beings that are less than human, 
and, by virtue of that, appropriate civility is disregarded (Mills 2011, 56). 
In this situation, therefore, dignity and respect are privileges not extended 
to the Tūhoe body. ‘There’s no mana. I had no mana to my place, no mana 
to what to say, you know I had nothing. I was just taken away,’ said Uncle 
Smokey, reflecting upon the indignities suffered by himself and his whānau 
(Webby 2010).

The police raid on Rua’s community at Maungapōhatu evoked unmistakable 
echoes. Many whānau continually point to the 1916 incursion as they 
exclaim, ‘This has happened to us before.’ The use of excessive force is 
as palpable in 2007 as it was nearly a century prior, with AOS troopers, 
vehicles and military-grade weapons deployed against Uncle Smokey 
and Whaea Kēkē Awhi’s whānau. This militaristic practice is mirrored in 
language, with Uncle Smokey described as the ‘Sergeant of Arms’. Such 
languages renders Tūhoe enemy combatants, with the state unleashing its 
arsenal of force against them. For Foucault, this exemplifies the operation 
of Western liberal democracies today, in which war has become the language 
of politics. He suggested that politics today is ‘the continuation of war by 
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other means’5 (Foucault 2003a, 165), in which the state’s own citizens 
become subject to its internal apparatus of violence. Those targeted by state 
violence represent, in some way, a threat to the wellbeing of the population 
as a whole. This depiction of the whole also obscures the dominant settler 
interests that marginalise Indigenous communities. In this situation, the 
health of the populace – and the sovereign supremacy of the state – remains 
continually at risk of contamination by a number of ‘undesirable’ elements. 
These ‘unwanted bodies’ must be expelled to secure the way of life and 
prosperity of the majority by any means necessary: ‘One had the right to 
kill those who represented a kind of biological danger to others’ (Foucault 
1984, 261).

In settler contexts, Indigenous peoples are typically the ‘unwanted’. This has 
long been illustrated in the state’s historic and contemporary interactions 
with Tūhoe. Such ‘killing’ comes in many forms: ‘the fact of exposing 
someone to death, increasing the risk of death for some people, or quite 
simply, political death, expulsion, rejection, and so on’ (Foucault 2003a, 
256). These are further modalities of elimination in settler colonialism’s 
subjugation and displacement of Indigenous peoples, exemplified in the 
undignified manner in which the police manhandled Uncle Smokey and 
humiliated his daughter in full view of others. Thus, Foucault explains:

[Wars are] … waged on behalf of the existence of everyone; entire 
populations are mobilized for the purpose of wholesale slaughter in 
the name of life necessity: massacres have become vital (Foucault 
1984, 259–60).

Tūhoe, with an autochthonous claim to landed sovereignty that outstrips 
that of the settler state, are rendered an existential, biological threat to 
the colonial way of life. In this, they find themselves at war with settler 
colonialism and, indeed, the settler state itself. That Tūhoe have repeatedly 
experienced settler violence, whether through invasion, legal manipulation 
or police raids, exemplifies this ongoing process. This is the colonial 
politics of place writ large, as the settler state consolidates its control over 
lands and resources. It is, as Moreton-Robinson has emphasised, a process 
of ‘perpetual Indigenous dispossession’ – of land, dignity and identity 
(Moreton-Robinson 2015a, xi).

5	  Foucault was inverting the Prussian general Carl von Clausewitz’s famous aphorism that ‘war is a 
continuation of politics by other means’.
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‘The garage’
Uncle Smokey was then escorted to Rotorua for ‘processing’, while Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi and her young children remained on the road. ‘They made the 
kids and me go out there [to the road]’, she began, before another of her 
tamariki interjected: ‘– Till we were hungry as, and then they put us in 
the shed for nine hours, and we were still hungry.’ ‘Now that’s the shed, 
that’s the shed we were locked in,’ Whaea Kēkē Awhi explains, pointing to 
the garage adjacent to the main house. We walked over, and she described 
the condition it was in during the morning of the raid. ‘That was way not 
like that,’ she says, pointing to the few chairs and carpet inside the garage. 
‘Nothing here [on 15 October],’ said Uncle Smokey. Whaea Kēkē Awhi 
explained: ‘Yeah[,] it was just plain concrete.’ Without provision of food 
or water, māmā (mother) and her young children were forced, under armed 
guard, into the garage for hours on end as the AOS raid proceeded. Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi continued: ‘[We] had Armed Offenders on the outside, [and] 
what were we supposed to do? And they’ve got their guns! We had one on 
[the side] door, and two at the front. For that whole day … And the Armed 
Offenders with their big as [guns]’ (Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē Awhi, 
23 December 2016).

At one point during the day, the garage door was raised to allow fresh air to 
circulate, given the burgeoning summer heat. Soon thereafter, the interned 
whānau watched as some of the AOS troopers photographed themselves 
with the ‘8’ piece from one of the tamariki’s puzzles:

Our son had all the jigsaw things … and they had this ‘Number 8’, 
and I’m telling the judge when she came [that] they were taking 
photos with themselves with this number eight [in reference to the 
codename of the police operation]. My son’s number eight off his 
jigsaw, [photographing themselves] outside my gate. And they go, 
‘Oh nah we didn’t do that.’ Me and my kids go, ‘We were watching 
you from the shed!’ … And we watched them getting out of their 
van, taking photos on their mobile shit (Uncle Smokey and Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi, 23 December 2016).

Listening, I reflected on how the jigsaw piece was emblematic of the intimacy 
and privacy of the home and domestic life. The appropriation of it by the 
police in this ostensibly jovial manner not only makes light of a severely 
violent affair but also demonstrates that nothing, no matter how sacrosanct 
or innocent, is shielded from the surveillance and security apparatus of the 
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state. The jigsaw piece is also indicative of the many puzzles of Operation 
Eight that were violently forced together to subjectify whānau of the Valley 
as terrorists.

Uncle Smokey continued: ‘[O]ur baby was e toru rā [three], he was three 
years old tā māua pēpi [our baby]. Ko ia te pēpē [He was the baby], three 
year[s] old,’ he remarked. ‘[Our tamariki] were all starving[!]’ interrupts 
Whaea Kēkē Awhi. Alongside the police refusal to allow the whānau food,

[The tamariki] weren’t allowed to go to the toilet. I go, ‘What’s 
the problem?’ ‘Oh, they can just go outside the door’ [the police 
responded]. I go, ‘That’s not how we do it.’ I go, ‘There’s two toilets 
in my house! Why would I make my kids go outside that garage 
and …?’ I go, ‘That’s just not our way’ (Uncle Smokey and Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi, 23 December 2016).

When Aunty Waicy spoke with me about this incident, she voiced disgust: 
‘Koirā tētahi o ngā mahi tino kino ki ahau ki te pērā atu ki te māmā! He pēpē 
noaiho tērā e hiamimi’ (6 June 2017).6

I sat speechless as the whānau recounted the story of the garage and was 
dumbstruck by how the police had behaved. ‘How could they deny such 
basic necessities to a baby?’ I asked myself. For Foucault, the answer lies in 
his perception of racism. As we have seen, Foucault comprehends the social 
body as divided into a hierarchy of races premised upon evolutionary notions 
of racial inferiority and superiority and drawn from the Chain of Being 
(Foucault 2003a, 254–57; Wynter 2003). In his view, racism fragments 
the social body by producing ‘caesuras within the biological continuum 
[(i.e. society)]’ (Foucault 2003a, 255) in a binary struggle between the 
‘superrace and a subrace’ (Foucault 2003a, 61). This is Foucault’s ‘biopower’: 
the state’s management and optimisation of the population in the ‘efficient’ 
administration of life and society (Foucault 1984, 259, see also 2009 1).

Biopower is premised upon eliminating the ‘undesirable and is undergirded 
by the notion of “strength through sacrifice”’ (Foucault 2003a, 255, 257):

If [I] want to live, the other must die … The more inferior species 
die out, the more abnormal individuals are eliminated, the fewer 
degenerates there will be in the species as whole, and the more I – 
as species rather than individual – can live, the stronger I will be, 

6	  ‘I was absolutely disgusted that the police had treated them in that way. And it was just a baby 
needing to go to the toilet!’ Translation by author.
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the more vigorous I will be (255) … [It is a matter of ] destroying 
that (sort) of biological threat that those people over there represent 
to our race … [W]ar will be seen not only as a way of improving 
one’s own race by eliminating the enemy race (in accordance with 
the themes of natural selection and the struggle for existence), but 
also as a way of regenerating one’s own race. As more and more 
[inferior elements] die, the race to which we belong will become all 
the purer (257).

The ensuing ‘battle’, Foucault explains:

… [is] wage[d] not between races, but by a race that is portrayed 
as the one true race, the race that holds power and is entitled to define 
the norm, and against those who deviate from that norm, against those 
who pose a threat to the biological heritage (Foucault 2003a, 61).

This process, he continues, is an ‘internal racism of permanent purification’ 
(Foucault 2003a, 62, see also 2003b, 316–18), of continuously weeding out 
undesirable components of the population for the survival and betterment 
of the body politic (Stoler 1995, 62).7 The exercise of state sovereignty, 
then, rests in ‘defend[ing] society against all the biological threats posed 
by the other race’ (Foucault 2003a, 61, see also 81),8 and ‘letting die’ those 
‘abnormal’ elements that threaten society’s overall wellbeing.9

The dehumanisation of Tūhoe whānau, as Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē 
Awhi’s story highlights, is a result of this societal, internal racism, stripping 
them of mana, dignity and basic human rights. As Mills observes, ‘[I]t is 
possible to get away with doing things to subpersons that one could not 
do to persons, because they do not have the same rights as persons’ (Mills 
2011, 56). The confronting and disturbing treatment of Uncle Smokey’s 
whānau – and tamariki in particular – outside of norms of civility and 
etiquette illustrates this. They become a constructed ‘biological threat’, 
undeserving of the basic needs and provisions of life. This ‘exposes’ them 

7	  This includes those ‘aleatory bodies’ that exist beyond the norm, such as differently abled, homosexual 
and gender-diverse peoples. In this manner, Foucault’s work is helpful for understanding why state 
sovereignty excludes not only racial minorities but other ‘biological impurities’ encompassed by his 
conceptualisation of race. Thus, there are ‘right bodies’ and ‘wrong bodies’, the latter of which are purged 
from the social body in the interests of the many – or, rather, ‘biological purity’. Ellen K Feder’s discussion 
of the demonisation of impoverished, single mothers in 1980s and 1990s America ‘notoriously inscribed 
in the figure of the “welfare queen”’, exemplifies these reflections (Feder 2007, 67). 
8	  Hence the title of his lectures on this topic, Society Must Be Defended (2003a). 
9	  See Derrida, Habermas and Borradori (2003) and Esposito (2011) for their thinking on the biopolitics 
of ‘autoimmunity’. 
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to death in the way Foucault describes (Foucault 2003a, 256), and in this 
sense, again, they are ‘no-bodies’ to the state, ‘exploitable nonhumans, 
literal legal no-bodies’ (Weheliye 2014, 135). Aunty Waicy’s observations 
are fitting: ‘Ka uru mai te pouri i tērā wā, me te whakatakariri, pēneihia tō 
tātou iwi te kararehe nei’ (Webby 2010);10 ‘Anō nei he kararehe mātau’.11

The treatment of Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē Awhi’s whānau sits in 
stark contrast to the contemporaneous 15 October raids on the homes 
of Pākehā activists in Wellington. These, by comparison, were far more 
restrained than the armed fiasco in Ruatoki. (This is not to downplay 
these experiences of state violence. It is, rather, a comparative comment 
underscoring the racialised and visibly violent nature of the Ruatoki raids). 
These ‘[d]ifferential policing techniques’ racialised Māori ‘as dangerous, 
terrifying, capable of extreme violence, replaying (post) colonial stereotypes’ 
(Devadas 2008, 135). This emphasises how the Tūhoe body is rendered 
less than human through the eyes of the state, with an amplified degree of 
violence applied to Tūhoe whānau in comparison to those in Wellington. 
It is the dehumanising force of Foucault’s ‘permanent purification’ that, 
I suggest, continues to typify Indigenous existence in settler-colonial worlds 
today. Tūhoe are rendered a biological threat, to be ‘purified’ in the interests 
of settler wellbeing and prosperity.

Across the Whārua
On the other side of the Valley, Aunty Waicy was awoken by the roar 
of a helicopter overhead. She shared her experience of 15 October:

So I [was woken] that morning, by the helicopter. [My husband] 
and I were asleep. And this helicopter flew over. I jumped out of 
bed, looked out the window, and there was this red helicopter. 
And I said,‘Jeez, someone must be hurt! Ko wai rā kua whara? 
[(Who’s been injured?)]’ ’Cos it flew over and landed in that field, in 
that rugby field (6 June 2017; see also Waka Huia, 2016).

10	  ‘It fills me with sorrow, frustration and anger [that we were treated] as if we were animals’ (translation 
adapted from Webby (2010)). 
11	  ‘As if we were animals’ (translation by author).
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The police had used the Tāneatua club rooms as their base of operations, and 
as Angie later explained, ‘[A]ll the helicopters were landing [on] our rugby 
field’ (Angie, 15 February 2017; see Figures 3.2 and 3.3). Emphasising the 
confusion caused by the flurry of police activity, Aunty Waicy continued:

I got up, and looked out … I looked over and I could see my sister’s 
car. I thought, Shit! He aitua, must be a whara māhiti [There must 
have been a bad accident]. So I rang [around]. And I got one of her 
kids [to] come over … Kai te aha kē? Kai hea tō koutou Mā? [What 
on earth’s happened? Where’s your Mum?]; Kai konei. [We’re here.] 
[My sister] gets on the on the phone, He pai noa mātau [We’re OK.] 
… Kai te pai koutou? [Are you all OK?] [I asked]; Āe. [Yes.] Kai 
konei ngā pirihimana [The police are here,] [she said.] … ‘Kai te aha 
kē?! [What the hell happened?!]’ [I asked]. Aua, kāre mātau e mōhio, 
engari kai konei ngā pirihimana me wā rātau pū. [We don’t know, 
but the police are here with their guns.] Ka mea mai, ‘E rite ki te 
ninjas!’ [She said, ‘They’re like ninjas!]’ … Kai te mau ō rātau kaka 
ka pango, me wā rātau pū [They were wearing black-clad clothing 
and holding their guns.] (6 June 2017).

Figure 3.2. One of the helicopters on the rugby field.
Source: Courtesy of The Whakatāne Beacon, B6815-308.
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Figure 3.3. Police base of operations at the clubrooms in Tāneatua.
Source: Courtesy of The Whakatāne Beacon, B6815-007.

Roadblock on the 1866 confiscation line
Before Aunty Waicy had arisen, however, the police had already shut down 
the entire Ruatoki Valley, installing a roadblock at the Valley’s entrance at 
six o’clock that morning (Independent Police Conduct Authority [IPCA] 
2013, 41). Saturated in potent symbolism, the blockade was placed directly 
on the 1866 confiscation line intersecting the main road (Figure 3.4). This, 
as I described earlier, was a boundary of seizure inscribed by the Crown 
to punish Tūhoe for supposed acts of rebellion against the government 
(Binney 2009, 100–14). Although Binney’s encyclopedic research (2009) 
demonstrates limited evidence (if any) for such an allegation of rebellion, 
this was outweighed by the Crown’s desire to simultaneously subjugate 
Tūhoe and destroy their economy (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 162–63). Some 
50 years later, again with excessive force, the police cascaded into Rua’s 
community at Maungapōhatu (Binney 2009, 584–91; Binney et al., 1996). 
As we saw, 57 armed officers stormed and ransacked the small community; 
the catalyst was Rua being found in contempt of court. The invasion was 
aimed at curbing Rua’s opposition to the government’s acquisition of Tūhoe 
land, and, following his arrest, land sales soared. The 1866 confiscation and 
the 1916 raid on Maungapōhatu were violently resurrected in October 2007 
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as reverberant echoes of an originary violence long experienced by Tūhoe. 
At that time in 2007, the confiscation line was physically painted on the 
bitumen, and erecting the roadblock on top of it magnified the historical 
continuity of this colonial violence. In other words, the roadblock acted 
as a tether between earlier encounters of colonial hostility and the present, 
emphasising its ongoing, perpetual nature.

On their morning commutes into or out of the Valley, whānau were stopped 
at the roadblock. They were met by numerous police vehicles and AOS 
officers in full paramilitary attire (Te Kaokao a Takapau 2014). The police 
also blockaded access into the Whārua, where Angie was living and working 
at the time, at the Tāneatua junction. ‘So I didn’t know a thing about it until 
I walked over from work,’ she explained, before continuing:

I just thought, What? And as I was coming across, someone 
stopped me and said, The police are down there. And I said, 
What’s happening? And then I came to work and got bombarded 
with phone calls. We’re not allowed out of the Valley. We’re not 
allowed to come through, they’ve got roadblocks everywhere. What? 
So I walked down, and they had [a] roadblock just down there at the 
corner. And you could hear the choppers, and they were landing in 
the rugby field. And I thought, Wow – what the hell’s happening? 
So I walked down, and we got told we had to move away. I said, 
‘Can we ask what’s happening?’ – No, we weren’t allowed to ask what 
was happening (Angie and Aunty Waicy, 5 December 2016).

On the Valley-ward side of the roadblock, people were being forced out of 
their vehicles and had photographs taken of themselves and their licence 
plates. In one instance, this resulted in a health emergency. Angie explained 
Nanny Bubbles’s story to me:

One of the sad things was [about our] kuia, her name was 
Bubbles. Our Nanny Bubbles. She was a chronic asthmatic, she 
had emphysema. She was coming out and got absolutely stressed 
when she saw the police. And they stopped her, and she needed her 
[asthma] pump. And she had left it on the other side of the blockade. 
And they wouldn’t let her go back and get it. So she started having 
a panic attack, which made it difficult for her to breathe … And 
our Nan would have been in her 80s then (Angie and Aunty Waicy, 
5 December 2016).
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Figure 3.4. AOS officers stopping and searching vehicles at the Ruatoki 
roadblock on the 1866 confiscation line.
Source: Photograph courtesy of The Whakatāne Beacon, B6815-254.

Figure 3.5. Te Weeti being arrested by police at the roadblock.
Source: Photograph courtesy of The Whakatāne Beacon, B6815-158.
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In the end, however, as Aunty Waicy explained to me, ‘the police wouldn’t 
let her through. Ka noho rātau i reira tautohe ai kia tukuna te kuia rā, 
karekau i tuku’ (Aunty Waicy, 6 June 2017).12 Once again, this reflects the 
construction of the Tūhoe body as a subhuman one, a pattern that informs 
the nature of police treatment upon whānau during the raids. Even in 
the direst of situations, such as Nanny Bubbles’ medical emergency, this 
ideation remained in place, and police refused to grant whānau requests to 
retrieve her inhaler.

In a collection of stories from the 15 October raids, Ruatoki kaumātua 
Te Weeti recounted his treatment by the AOS (see Figure 3.5):

We drove out onto the road. We were going to head to Tāneatua 
to get something for the house. When we got halfway down the 
road to where the confiscation line is, we noticed there were cars 
pulled up in front of us – a long line of cars. We slowed down and 
stopped. I was sitting in the back with my granddaughter. I asked 
my partner, What’s going on? It looks like some uniformed people 
wearing helmets walking along the line of cars – stopping along the 
line of cars, she said. I had mixed feelings at the time: Should we 
back off? … It took us a while to make up our minds about what to 
do – to back away or to stay there. By the time we looked back, there 
were other cars behind us so we couldn’t back away. Eventually, the 
police got to us. They were armed. Four of them came over to the 
van: two on each side of the vehicle with their guns. They ordered 
my partner out of the car. They took her to the front of the van to 
photograph her. They looked like soldiers. When they had processed 
her, they started looking in my direction. Two of them came around 
to the side where the door slides. They came and opened the door. 
They said to me, I order you to come out of the van. I refused to 
come out of the van. I said, What for? They said, Oh, you have to 
come out of the van. I said, No, I don’t have to. I said, Who are you? 
And they said whatever it was that they were called. I said, How do 
I know it is you? They said, Are you trying to be funny? I said, No, 
I don’t talk to strangers. What have we done? Why are you stopping 
us? They said that if I don’t come out that they were going to come 
in and drag me out. So I put my granddaughter down, and I thought 
that I would just wait until the first one comes in … The two of 
them came in through the door. My granddaughter started to cry 
when they both came through the door. I told her it was all right, 
and I put her behind me. I got ready to hit the one coming through 

12	  ‘They sat there arguing [with the Police] to let her through, but to no avail’ (translation by author). 
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the door, but the two of them grabbed me at the same time. They 
both dragged me out of the van and threw me on the ground. One 
of them stood on my back, put my hands behind my back, and then 
they handcuffed me (Morse 2010, 77–78).

Koro Te Weeti’s ‘No, I don’t talk to strangers. What have we done?’ denotes 
a refusal to be subjectified, characterised and depicted as a criminal and 
terrorist as imposed by the police. Yet his experience with police and AOS 
echoes that of Uncle Smokey and Tame Iti’s in being forcefully manhandled 
in the search for ‘terrorism’. Here, I suggest, the colonial gaze saw within 
each of these tāne the ignoble, terrorist savage, and it was their imagined 
existence as Tūhoe ‘warriors’ that was deemed so threatening to the colonial 
state, justifying the use of such excessive force. It was this subjectivity that 
settler colonialism ‘let to die’ (to adopt Foucault’s phrase of ‘facilitating 
the demise of ’) during Operation Eight through police violence, ‘taming’ the 
savagery of Tūhoe men for the ‘safety of everyone else’.

The kōhanga reo bus
Of all the contested incidents in and around Ruatoki on 15 October 2007, 
the one the police most adamantly refuted was that they stopped and 
boarded school buses at the blockades (New Zealand Herald 2007a, 2007b) 
(Figure 3.6). Even in 2013, Radio New Zealand remarked that ‘mystery 
[remains as to] whether the marked kohanga reo bus was boarded by armed 
police or not’ (2013). This is entirely inconsistent with the experiences of 
the bus drivers on that day. In the days immediately following the raids, for 
example, koro Isaac Nuku lamented that ‘[t]hey did hop on our bus. They 
did search our bus’ (New Zealand Herald 2007b). Uncle Peho was another 
of the kōhanga bus drivers, and when I visited him at his home in Uta in 
late 2017, he shared what happened that morning:

Me: Ana … ko koe te kaitaraiwa o te pahi –

Uncle Peho: – mō te pahi a te kōhanga reo [i] Tāneatua. That was 
in te 2007. The first raid. Koirā ahau … Ko ahau [te] kaimahi i ngā 
mea tapahi ngā karaehe, whakapai i waho. Puruma mai, kāri mai, 
kāri mai. Ērā mea katoa rā. Ana i taua wā i hoki mai mātau [and 
came across] … ngā pirihimana i Tāneatua i tūtū ana. I tū taha mai i 
te service station rā. Engari kāre mātau i pull-up-hia. Ana ka haramai 
mātau. Ana ka tae anō mātau ki Te Rewarewa, ki Te Rewarewa, ki te 
first stop, nē. Te kōna … e pērā rā. First stop. Ana i whakatūhia 
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mātau i reira. Kāre au i mōhio he aha te kaupapa. And then ka 
whakatūhia mātau i reira. Kātahi ka piki mai te pirihimana me tana 
pū ki runga i te waka.

Me: So, ka puru atu ia ki roto i te waka?

Uncle Peho: Āe. Piki mai ia i runga i te waka. Piki atu ki runga i 
te waka. Me tana pū kai [te pupuri] tonu. Ana ko ngā tamariki me 
mātau ki runga i te van. Āe. Ka puta, ka makere mai a ia, ka haere atu 
mātau, ki te peka rā, ki Te Rewarewa … Ana i reira ka whakatūhia 
anō mātau. Ana pērā anō te kaupapa. Ka piki mai te pirihimana 
ki runga i te waka, o te kōhanga, ka tirotiro anō. Engari … ko ērā 
pirihimana he pirihimana noa atu ēnei. Nē. … [And then we were 
stopped again]. Koirā te tuatoru. Te tuatoru o ō mātau tūtangatia, 
i te haere kōtahi. Te hokinga atu ki te kāinga … Matakū kē tērā mea. 
Ana ko ētahi o ngā pēpē kai te auē me ētahi o ngā tamariki. Ko ētahi 
kai te whakamomori, kai te noho whakamomori. Kai te matakū 
engari kāre e auē, kāre e [aha] (Uncle Peho, 27 October 2017).13

Uncle Peho’s use of the word ‘whakamomori’ to describe the reaction by the 
kōhanga reo babies and tamariki is revealing. While here used to describe 
the intense fear and anxiety felt by the children, whakamomori also denotes 
a ‘profound grief ’ and depression experienced from the ‘death of a close 
relative or friend’. Whakamomori could, in such situations, lead to suicide 
in classical Māori society (Moorfield 2018). The phrase today continues to 
convey the meaning of ‘deep depression’ and ‘suicide’.14 The gravity with 

13	  Me: And you were the driver of the bus – 
Uncle Peho: – for the kōhanga reo in Tāneatua. That was in 2007, the first raid. That was me. I was one 
of the workers [at the kōhanga], tending the grounds, doing the lawns, sweeping, and looking after the 
gardens. All those sorts of things. And then we headed out [to drop everyone home and came across] 
… all these the police at Tāneatua standing there at the side of the service station. But they didn’t pull 
us over. We continued on and arrived at Te Rewarewa, at the first stop on the corner there. And we 
were stopped there. I wasn’t sure why. And were just stopped there, and then the police officer, with his 
weapon in hand, boarded the bus.
Me: So he actually got into the bus? 
Uncle Peho: Yes. He got on and boarded the bus, still holding his weapon. And it was the children and 
I in the van. He [then] got off [the bus], and we continued on. [But not long after,] we were stopped 
again, and the same thing happened. The police boarded the kōhanga bus and conducted another 
search. Except this time, they were plain-uniformed officers. [We went on, but soon after we were 
stopped again]. That was the third time we were stopped on that same journey to take the [children] 
home. It was absolutely terrifying and frightening. Some of the babies and children were crying and 
wailing. Others, equally terrified, sat there in silence, overcome with fear and anxiety. 
Translation by author.
14	  Reflected, for example, in the Ministry of Health’s report into social explanations for suicide in 
New Zealand: Whakamomori: He Whakaaro, he Kōrero noa; A Collection of Contemporary Views on Māori 
and Suicide (Hirini and Collings, 2005).
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which the word is imbued, demonstrated by this broader etymological 
context and coupled with Uncle Peho’s selective use of the term, underscores 
the intensity of emotion felt by the tamariki that day. These embodied 
experiences make inconceivable the police refutation that armed officers 
did not board the kōhanga bus. This visible, violent force, with police 
wielding weapons and searching a bus of infants and older children, echoes 
the dehumanising experiences of Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē Awhi’s 
whānau. Rendering the tamariki as ‘less than’, the police did not hesitate to 
board the bus and instil terror into them that day. By putting the children 
directly in harm’s way by brandishing their firearms, they were ‘expos[ing] 
them to death’ (Foucault 2003a, 256), causing a death-like trauma 
characterised by ‘whakamomori’. In 2013, the IPCA deemed the road block 
at Ruatoki in 2007 ‘contrary to law, unjustified and unreasonable’ (IPCA 
2013, 41). As our conversation came to a close, Uncle Peho offered this final 
remark: ‘Kua tangohia tō tātau mana. Nē. Kua tangohia tō tātau mana ka 
riro i te kete karauna.’15

This feeling of fright and anxiety was widespread among whānau throughout 
the Whārua and Te Rohe Pōtae a Tūhoe following the raids. ‘They wouldn’t 
even go in their bedrooms anymore. We all slept in the lounge,’ Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi explained, referring to her tamariki and herself (Uncle Smokey 
and Whaea Kēkē Awhi, 23 December 2016). Other children had trouble 
sleeping, would wake up at night in terror and, in some cases, wet their 
beds. As one Ruatoki elder lamented, ‘I have to keep a light on all night for 
my mokopuna. They can’t sleep at night in the dark because they’re scared 
the bad men will come again.’ (Te Kaokao a Takapau, 2014) This disquiet 
was shared equally by kaumātua of the Valley, as Angie recounts in relation 
to the 2007 ‘Kaumātua Ball’:

So we had our Kaumātua Ball planned for about three weeks … 
after [the raids]. We always have them, we used to hold them every 
year … Huge Tūhoe event for all our kaumātuas. Throughout the 
Rohe Pōtae of Tūhoe, they would all come back for their annual ball. 
And they wouldn’t come because they were too frightened. Yeah – 
that was the message we were getting from our kuia and our koroua 
[male elders]. ‘Can’t. It’s too scary. We don’t know what’s going to 
happen’… Cos there was still a lot of police around us. So we didn’t 
get a lot of people that year. They were too frightened to come into 
our Valley (Angie, 15 February 2017).

15	  ‘All our dignity, integrity, and rights had been taken away. The Crown have trampled on our dignity’ 
(translation by author).
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Figure 3.6. Yesterday, police filled the school bus route; today, a lone 
horse quietly drifts down it, October 16, 2007.
Source: Courtesy of The New Zealand Herald/Alan Gibson.
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In reflecting upon this and the numerous other impacts of the raids upon 
Ruatoki, Aunty Waicy offered this sentiment (Figure 3.7): ‘Ahakoa pēhea te 
roa ōku i runga i tēnei whenua, korekore e wareware i ahau te whakamatakū, 
te wetiweti, i te mārō mai o te pū ki te tangata’ (Webby 2010).16

Resistance: The refusal to comply
In these moments of terror, fear and anxiety, possibilities for resistance 
appear remote. Yet, it is among these concentrated points of apparent 
oppression that such resistance finds abundant expression. As Foucault 
was at pains to point out in his analyses of power, ‘Where there is power, 
there is resistance[:] … [P]oints of resistance [exist] everywhere in the 
power network.’ (1978, 95) Power is not just about denial or suppression 
but is a productive potentiality that ‘produces possibilities of action, 
of choice – and, ultimately … produces the conditions for the exercise of 
freedom’ (Halperin 1995, 17). Such potential is exemplified across the 
numerous examples of whānau resisting and rejecting their subjectification 
as ‘terrorists’, an existential ‘refusal to comply’ with their characterisation 
as criminal, violent and terrorist. Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē Awhi’s 
commentary on guns, and koro Te Weeti’s refusal to be labelled a ‘terrorist’, 
initially speak to this, showing how fragile the power/knowledge nexus is, 
and how easily it can be disrupted. These, and the examples that follow, 
share similarities with Audra Simpson’s work on the politics of refusal 
(Simpson 2014). In her book Mohawk Interruptus, she outlines how the 
articulation of Kahnawà:ke Mohawk sovereignty involves refusing to take 
up formal citizenship of the United States or Canada (Simpson 2014; see 
also Case 2021). While differing slightly in context, both Simpson’s work 
and the examples below illustrate the ethic of refusal Indigenous peoples 
often embrace in resisting settler-state authority and oppression.

As Aunty Waicy left her home during the morning of the raid, she quickly 
came across the roadblock. With traffic at a forced standstill, she walked in 
the direction of the blockade and the AOS officers flanking it. She explains:

Ka hīkoi atu au mai i konei, ki te taiapa i raro rā, not far. Kai reira ngā 
cones a ngā pirihimana me ngā pirihimana. E hia ngā pirihimana i 
reira mē wā rātau pū? Ka hīkoi atu ahau, ka puta mai tētahi o ngā 

16	  ‘For as long as I am on this earth, I will never forget the fear, the disgust, that I felt when the gun was 
pointed at the people’ (translation by Webby).
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pirihimana, out of that cone area. Ka puta mai me tana pū! Probably 
didn’t realise what he was doing, I like to think. And I’m walking 
towards him – he or she, you couldn’t tell! He tāne he wāhine rānei? 
[W]alked towards me with the gun. Mea atu au ki a ia, ‘What the f 
are you doing with that gun?! Turn that f-ing gun away from me!!’ 
Ka tū, ka ‘Sorry!’, ka pēnei te pū [(mea atu te pū ki te taha)] … Mea 
atu au, ‘I have come to pick up my sister, we’re going to Rotorua.’ 
So ka hīkoi atu ahau. I haramai te motukā me taku teina. Ka tiro atu 
au ki taku Aunty, ‘Kai te pai koe nē Aunty?’ ‘Kai te pai au, I think 
kai te pai au. Kai te tirotirohia taku motukā, kai te whakaahuahia, 
ākene ka mutu ana kua tukuna atu ahau kia puta’ … Rahi tonu ngā 
motukā [i korā] (6 June 2017).17

Figure 3.7. Aunty Waicy during one of our kōrero sessions, Tāneatua 2017.
Source: Photograph by Tatsiana Chypsanava.

17	  I walked from here to the fence yonder, which wasn’t far. The police cones [were laid out], 
and the police were all there. How many of them were there, with their guns, I wasn’t sure. 
I walked towards them, and one of the AOS officers emerged out of the coned area. And he 
came out brandishing his weapon! Probably didn’t realise what he was doing, I like to think. 
And I’m walking towards him – he or she, you couldn’t tell [beneath their military getup] if 
they were male or female! And he walked towards me [with his gun pointed directly at me]. 
I bellowed out to him, ‘What the fuck are you doing with that gun?! Turn that fucking gun 
away from me!!’ [Startled and dumbstruck], he quickly said ‘Sorry!’ and pointed the gun 
[upward and away from me]. I said, ‘I have come to pick up my sister, we’re going to Rotorua.’ 
So I walked on by and came across the car with my sister. I looked out for my Aunty and said, 
‘Are you OK Aunty?’ [She replied], ‘I’m OK, I think I’m OK. They’ve been looking over my 
car and taking photos of it, but hopefully soon they’ll let me through.’ There were so many 
cars [lined up] there (translation by author).
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As Aunty Waicy – a white-haired elderly kuia – approached, the AOS 
officer, with his weapon trained on her, saw only an ‘object of interest’: 
a potential criminal, if not an outright terrorist. Aunty Waicy’s response, 
however, unexpectedly startled the officer standing opposite her. Her 
reprimand and order to ‘[t]urn that fucking gun away from me!!’ shook 
him, and, quickly turning his weapon away, he apologised. There is no 
doubt that, with weapons drawn squarely at her, Aunty Waicy’s response 
was one of courage and determination. However, I think the more pertinent 
issue here is that the AOS officer was attempting to compel Aunty Waicy to 
assume a veil of criminality that she was incapable of occupying. His own 
‘Sorry!’ acknowledged this. The trooper himself was unconvinced of Aunty 
Waicy’s criminality; had he not been, he would have offered a stauncher 
retort in response to her admonition of him. The AOS officer’s actions 
thus demonstrated that he recognised and accepted Aunty Waicy’s refusal 
to comply, which cancelled out the power dynamic to ultimately replace it 
with one of an elder reprimanding an out-of-place youngster.

It is also interesting to reflect upon Aunty Waicy’s observation: ‘[H]e or 
she, you couldn’t tell! He tāne he wāhine rānei?’ in relation to the AOS 
officer. This specific example, I suggest, denotes the amorphic, disembodied 
and ungendering effect of the operation of state violence. As an apparatus 
of such violence, the AOS officers are stripped of their gender, sexuality 
and other identities, which are hidden beneath the exteriority of their 
costume and attire, reducing them to machinic, robotic extensions of state 
sovereignty. In an ironic contradiction, they too are ‘no-bodies’; no-bodies 
that are, however, manifestations of settler sovereign authority and force.

The propensity to see criminality above all else, as reflected both in Aunty 
Waicy’s story and the police interpretation of ‘rama’, is equally present during 
the interrogation of Tia Winitana in Palmerston North. At one point, the 
interrogating officer paused an audio recording in which Tia was speaking after 
hearing the word ‘hāngī’ (food cooked in an earth oven). ‘The cop pauses the 
tape and he says, “What’s that code for?” I said, “What?” He said, “HANGEY. 
What’s that code for?” I said, “A bloody good feed!’’ (Morse 2010, 113). 
Although a nefarious meaning for ‘code-word hāngī’ was expected, none 
could be produced because none existed. Upon corroborating – with little 
required effort – the translation of hāngī, the officer was likely left red-faced 
and humiliated, rendering the enquiry – and sinister insinuation – ridiculous. 
Here, an everyday Māori (and Tūhoe) expression has been subjected to the 
criminal gaze, attaching stigma to an innocuous and commonplace phrase. 
But in her humorous retort, Tia refused to comply, defying the police officer’s 
attempts to characterise her as a criminal and terrorist.
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Back at Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē Awhi’s home, the police were 
demanding to know where the so-called ‘terror camps’ were located. They 
detail what happened next, amidst much laughter and chuckling:

Uncle Smokey: So I wanted to go for a ride in their helicopter. 
[They asked,] ‘Oh can you show [us] where the camps are?’ I said, 
‘Yeah, I’ll take you.’ Just wanted to go for a ride!

Whaea Kēkē Awhi: – He just wanted to go for a ride in a helicopter! 
He’s never been on a helicopter, and goes, ‘Yeah I’ll take you!’

Uncle Smokey: Then [we left, and] I showed them all the DOC 
sites!18 All the camps! All the huts! … I just wanted to go for a ride, 
up that way, into the bush … I just wanted to take them for a ride. 
‘I’ll take you for a long ride’ (Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē Awhi, 
23 December 2016).

Figure 3.8. The magnificence of Lakes Waikareiti and Waikaremoana 
from the air.
Notes: This is a sight Uncle Smokey glimpsed from a police helicopter as he pointed 
out the DOC tramping huts throughout Te Urewera.
Source: Dougal Townsend, GNS Science, 2009, VML 129648. Photograph courtesy 
of GNS Science.

18	  The Department of Conservation (DOC) administers a network of nearly a thousand tramping 
huts in National Parks across New Zealand. See Department of Conservation (2018) for more detail.
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In this instance, the police were forcing Uncle Smokey to assume the 
pretence of ‘Tūhoe terrorist’, an allegation that would be evidenced by his 
knowledge of the whereabouts of such ‘camps’. Yet so ludicrous was this 
assumption that even in the face of this sharpened spear of state violence, 
and in comical refusal, Uncle Smokey led the police on a skyward journey 
across the vast reaches of Te Urewera, to point out what were none other than 
the Department of Conservation huts scattered throughout the evergreen 
landscape (Figure 3.8).

Revelling in his inaugural helicopter flight, at the same time making light 
of the preposterous police accusation, Uncle Smokey severely diminished 
the legitimacy of the encounter overall, instead spinning a new narrative 
in which the police were subject to Uncle Smokey’s desire to explore 
Te Urewera from above.

Humour, then, can be used to great effect in the refusal to comply. 
Another two instances, shared by Angie, highlight this and the outright 
refusal to be characterised as criminals and terrorists. The first relates to the 
photographing of whānau at the roadblock by police:

So our brother … came through with his wife, and they got stopped 
[at the roadblock]. And that’s when they were taking photographs 
of all them and their licence plates. And you have to find humour. 
So, he stands there, and [is told] ‘We need to take a photo of you 
sir. A photo of you and your car in front of the licence plate.’ 
‘Oh! I haven’t had a photo with my wife for a while! Can I have a 
photo with my wife?’ And we were going, ‘Really brother?’ And he 
goes, ‘I didn’t know what they were doing! So, I was just going to 
get a photo with my [wife].’ I said, ‘You’re neat all right brother!’ 
(Angie, 10 February 2017)

As Angie put it, ‘You have to find humour.’

The second, equally humorous response concerns the police surveillance 
of landline phones of the Tāneatua and Ruatoki communities in 2007. 
Phone tapping was widespread, Angie explained, but it was so visibly 
(or rather, audibly) conspicuous that it was difficult to see it as anything 
but ‘hilarious’. In the course of telephone conversations, police surveillance 
would be prompted by the utterance of a variety of key words, such as ‘gun’, 
‘raids’, ‘bush’ and so forth. At that juncture, an echoing and crackling sound 
could be heard, which signalled the tapping of the conversation. ‘Watch 
this,’ said Aunty Angie on one occasion to a friend on the phone, ‘I’ll say 
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this word and then we’ll be tapped.’ As she proceeded to mention one of 
the key words, the crackling interference was heard. ‘We knew the line was 
compromised,’ Angie remarked. So widespread was the awareness of this 
surveillance within the Tāneatua and Ruatoki community that whānau 
would have open conversations with their surveillance counterparts listening 
in. ‘Can I tell you about my dumb weekend?’ some would ask. Whānau 
would scatter known buzzwords into their everyday phone conversations, 
all the while ‘getting a good laugh out of it.’ ‘We would do it for fun!’ 
said Angie, explaining that whānau would litter their conversations with 
‘irrelevant gobbledegook’, and ‘just talk about absolute crap.’ ‘Everyone 
knew,’ she clarified; ‘We used to think it was funny. You had to.’ On some 
occasions, whānau would even hear the surveillance operatives talking in the 
background of their conversations. ‘Oh, that’s not very good surveillance!’ 
commented Angie. ‘They can have my shopping list’ she chuckled (Angie, 
10 February 2017). Both these instances reflect technologies and apparatus 
of surveillance aiming to subjectify the Ruatoki and Tāneatua communities 
as homes to criminals and ‘Tūhoe terrorists’ but failing in their attempts.

That whānau were taking humorous liberties at the police’s expense rendered 
such insinuations and allegations of terrorism farcical, because they were 
subjectivities whānau could never have occupied in the first place. There 
is much to be said for the observation that it is difficult to take seriously 
a figure of authority who has become the object of others’ laughter. This 
collection of stories from whānau exemplifies the notion that resistance finds 
manifold expression in the most ostensibly oppressive of scenarios, which 
are indeed the most fertile opportunities for the articulation of such ‘refusals 
to comply’. Moments such as these, I suggest, expose us to the realisation 
that we as individuals are never powerless but are always already imbued 
with the capacity for resistance – and witty and humorous resistance at that.

Tūhoe nui tonu: Community responses 
to Operation Eight
The police raids in 2007 caused widespread and significant trauma 
among whānau of the Whārua, but, determined not to be overcome by 
this, the community organised a series of events to provide support and 
whakawhanaungatanga (ethic of relationship-building centred on the value of 
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family). One of these was a ‘fun day’ that kuia and kaumātua of Ruatoki 
organised for the Valley’s tamariki. This was held on the rugby field, the 
space police had used to stage the raids on 15 October. Angie explains:

[B]ecause it had been so traumatic, and all ‘doom, gloom and mamae’ 
we called a peace hikoi, and we had a huge fun day … ‘No – they’re 
not going to own our community. They’re not going to make us 
scared of using that field.’ So, we got all of our kura (schools) and our 
kōhanga, and we had a big, huge fun day. Everyone contributed with 
kai, games and rides, and we just had this huge, huge fun day for all of 
our whānau. They came with all their flags, all our babies. We brought 
laughter and aroha [(love; compassion)] back into our community. And 
then because it was nearing Christmas, Mum called for karakia at 
Hāmua, at our marae, and our social services and our marae koha’d 
[(gifted)] to all of our whānau. Because we all knew they were going 
to find it difficult; they were all facing travelling costs and legal costs 
(Angie and Aunty Waicy, 5 December 2016).

This was another refusal, protesting the violent intimidation by police: 
‘No – they’re not going to own our community. They’re not going to make 
us scared of using that field’ (Angie and Aunty Waicy, 5 December 2016). 
This was a reclamation of the rugby field from a space of invasion to one 
of whānau celebration. Aunty Waicy continues this story, recounting the 
Christmas function held at their marae, Waikirikiri, that she and other 
whānau organised to lift spirits:

Mā ngā tamariki, ngā whānau, i raru, i whakatumatuma e ngā 
pirihimana. So in terms of ā mātau whānau, ō mātau tamariki, 
what I tried to do, and what I did do, ka tukuna e au he pānui … 
[kia] whakahuihui mai a Tūhoe a Ruatoki i ā mātau whānau katoa 
i raruraru, ki te karakia … Tō mātau marae, ka haere mātau ki te 
awanui, ki te wai, ka karakia mātau i reira. I muri mai ka hoki mai 
mātau i Waikirikiri, and we had a little party mā ngā tamariki. Ko 
ngā tamariki o ngā whānau. So … we brought presents mō ngā 
tamariki, we had a little Christmas hākari for them [K]o te rest of te 
[donated] money we gave kai vouchers … So [i] hoatu he vouchers 
mō ngā whānau … Koirā ā mātau ki Waikirikiri … Ka raruraru ana 
ngā tamariki i mua atu i te kirihimete. Leading up to Christmas … 
Kai te kirihimete kai te raruraru tonu ngā whānau, kua kore he mahi 
a wētahi, kai te herehere wētahi, and we had this little pool of money 
[that had been donated] and I wanted to make sure we [used] it in 
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the best possible way, and that’s all we could think of, mā ngā pēpē, 
mā ngā whānau, kai vouchers. And then ētahi punua koha mō ngā 
pēpē (Aunty Waicy, 6 June 2017).19

These are further examples of resistance, in the refusal to comply: a refusal 
to be depicted as criminals and terrorists, and a refusal to be overcome by the 
fear and grief precipitated by the police. The ripples from Operation Eight, 
however, continue to be felt today, manifest predominantly in the ongoing 
raids that have targeted Ruatoki and Tūhoe communities in the years since 
2007. To those I now turn.

February 2012: Uta
In February 2012, the AOS conducted a similarly violent raid at Uta, a small 
hamlet at the end of the state road in the Valley. The police alleged that a 
‘known and dangerous criminal’ was being harboured at Uta and proceeded 
to carry out a full-scale paramilitary raid on one of the homes, in which 
‘[t]ear gas was fired into the house, windows were smashed, and holes fired 
into cupboards and walls’ (Te Kaokao a Takapau 2012, 2). Angie spoke with 
me about this, explaining that because the raid occurred at roughly eight 
o’clock in the morning on a school day, the hamlet’s tamariki were standing 
on the road waiting for the school bus to arrive:

So all our kids were on the road … all our babies were out on the 
road, because we’ve got lots of kids down that end. Lots of kids! […] 
And the [AOS] came in in force with their trucks, their guns, their 
gear. And they surrounded the area (Angie, 5 December 2016).

19	  [This was for] the children and families who had been terrorised by the police. So what I tried 
to do, and did do, for our families was to distribute a notice for our tired and weary people to 
come together in prayer. We gathered beside our ancestress, the great river flowing beside our 
marae, and there we prayed. After that, we returned to our marae, Waikirikiri, and had a party 
for our children. We brought them presents and had a little Christmas feast and get-together 
for them. The rest of the donated money we put towards food vouchers and gave those to 
families in need. That was us at Waikirkiri, because of how troubled our children were in the 
lead-up to Christmas. Come Christmas time, many families remained overcome with fear 
and anxiety, finding themselves out of employment and with no money, and some in police 
custody. I wanted to make sure that the little pool of donated money that remained was used 
in the best possible way, and so we organised food vouchers for those whānau while showering 
our babies with gifts (translation by author).
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The tamariki bore witness to this, and panicked parents ushered them back 
inside or onto the school bus ‘to get them out of harm’s way’. Yet again, 
Tūhoe tamariki were exposed to the death of settler-colonial violence, ‘let to 
die’ in the state’s exercise of ongoing purification. Despite being indoors 
or aboard the bus, whānau remained anxiously worried amidst the flurry of 
police activity and the discharging of weapons outside. ‘But are we really 
safe here?’ Angie asked.

Aunty Waicy spoke to Māori Television’s Mere McLean about the raid at 
Uta. The interview took place against the backdrop of the IPCA’s 2013 
report into Operation Eight, following an earlier recommendation that the 
police review their procedures around raids:

[I] 2012, ka wareware rātau i wā rātau i whakarite ai. Ka tae mai anō 
rātou ki te kāinga o taku tūngāne … ka puhipuhihia te whare. I wērā 
haora, i te ono karaka i te ata, ki te iwa karaka, kai te kāinga tonu ō 
mātau mokopuna (McLean, 2014).20

As the raid unfolded, one of the local koro exasperatedly cried out to the 
police that they were raiding the wrong house, as it was his son they were 
pursuing, and his house that he would be at. The koro continued to plead 
in vain; ‘Shut your mouth!’ was the only response he received (Angie, 
5 December 2016). Besieging the house with weapons fire literally embodies 
the settler-state’s perpetual war on Indigenous peoples, in the elimination of 
Tūhoe from the social body. As it transpired, however, his son had long since 
left the Valley, which rendered the raid futile (Aunty Waicy, 6 June 2017). 
In assessing the ‘potential health hazards the whānau [now] face’ in the 
aftermath that followed, a public health official admitted their department 
had no experience about homes that had been tear gassed. In lieu of this, 
a specialist decontamination company suggested it would cost in excess of 
$12,000 to clean the home. Despite having raided the wrong house, the 
then Acting Area Commander explained that the police were not liable for 
any of the damage incurred (Te Kaokao a Takapau 2012, 2).

20	  In 2012, [the police] forgot about what they had stipulated. They came to the home of my 
younger brother … and fired shots at his house. At that time of the morning, from six to nine 
o’clock, our grandchildren are still at home (translation adapted from Mclean, 2014).
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April 2014: The Teepa homestead
We return now to the raid on the Teepa whānau homestead in April 2014, 
the origin of this book. In the early hours of the morning, a few kilometres 
north of Uta, the AOS raided the homestead in pursuit of suspects allegedly 
involved in the theft of a cache of weapons near Whakatāne (Leilua 2014). 
A helicopter, about ten vehicles and dozens of black-clad AOS troopers 
swooped in on the Teepa homestead. Inside the home were Waitangi’s Mum, 
Dad, and their tamariki and mokopuna. Waitangi describes the encounter: 
‘I te moe noaiho mātau, kātahi ka kite au i ētahi rama, he rama mai i tētahi 
wakatopatopa, etāhi rama pūwhero i runga i ahau. Ka āhua tūmeke katoa 
ahau’ (Te Karere 2014).21 Having surrounded the property, the police then 
ordered the whānau out of the house. During my kōrero with Waitangi 
about the raid, she spoke of how the front door of the house came to 
represent an intimate threshold breached by the violence of the AOS:

That front door to me is symbolic of the terror the AOS put on 
Mum and Dad. Because it was that front door that opened to see all 
the red beams, to see all the helicopters, to see the voices, to see the 
shadows, ’cos you know you can’t see [their] faces. And it was at that 
front door my dad stood while they were trying to take my mum. 
And he said, ‘You are trespassing, we do not agree to this behaviour. 
We do not agree to what you are doing, and we do not agree to be … 
treated as third class citizens.’ That was what he said over and over 
again (Waitangi, 6 October 2017).

She continued, describing in detail what happened that night. Her Mum’s 
sharp intake of breath stirred her from slumber:

Waitangi: So what initially woke me up, like made my eyes pop 
open … was Mum’s deep intake of breath. … So I was looking after 
the kids [that night, and] Mum and Dad went to [Uncle’s] birthday. 
I was at home with … the kids. Chilling back and enjoying this 
night life, dreaming about what I’m going to do. Will I go to uni? 
Will I conquer the world? … I felt uneasy. I had felt uneasy as soon 
as the sun had gone down. And then I was looking on Facebook to 
see what the Whārua was doing. And some of the whānau from the 
… bottom of the Valley [had posted:] ‘There’s some people sneaking 
around outside … They’re going past all sneakily’ … [I thought,] 
‘Bloody people bringing trouble into the Whārua!’ as you do … 

21	  ‘We were just sleeping, and then I saw lights from a helicopter, and the red lights from [the scope 
of ] a weapon pointed at me. I was startled and frightened’ (translation adapted from Te Karere 2014).
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I didn’t feel easy … The animals told me something was wrong. Like 
it was so unusual to not hear them. As a country kid, you just know. 
And in my trained country brain, animal silence means danger. And 
our pigs were like squealing, and then all of a sudden stopped … 
I was really freaking out, and was waiting for Mum and Dad to come 
home … I was afraid for them for some strange reason. And then 
they came home; ‘We’re home!’ … [I] went back to bed and was like, 
‘Yay, glad I’m asleep and I’m glad Mum and Dad are home because 
that means that everything is right in my world.’

Me: Were you in the boys’ room?

Waitangi: Yes, so I was in the boys’ room … snuggled all in. And it 
was Mum’s hesitant breath [that] made me wake up. [I thought she 
was having a heart attack.] … [Then I ] heard Dad going, ‘No, what 
are you doing? No. No. Mum, come back, come back!’ (Waitangi, 
6 October 2017)

During my kōrero with Waitangi’s Dad, he spoke similarly of this particular 
moment:

[The AOS] came in the back here … And then put their laser 
things through the window. And they come to the door, and one 
of them had their gun pointed at me. I just grabbed it –‘If you’re 
gonna use it, use it. Otherwise take the fuckin’ thing out of my face.’ 
(John, 21 November 2016).

This, again, is a courageous refusal to be subjectified as a criminal, with Dad 
stating, ‘We do not agree to being treated like this … we do not agree to 
your behaviour, and we do not agree to you being on our land’ (Waitangi, 
7 July 2021).

Waitangi continued:

And when I looked at the windows, I could see these lights. ‘It’s really 
bright outside!’ [I thought]. Like really bright. And then I looked 
out the window [and thought] there was an ambulance outside, or 
helicopters or something. And I was freaking out, thinking Mum 
is about to [fall ill] … And then I step out of the room, and the 
first thing I hear was ‘Come outside!’ And then the click. The lock. 
And [when] you hear it, and you can’t unhear it, the sound … And 
they’re like, ‘Hands up!’ And you’re like freaking out. And I look 
at my Dad, and he’s barricaded the door so they can’t force their 
way in [to make sure they couldn’t take] Mum. And then when 
they told me to walk out, I was like ‘Oh my fucking God! Oh my 
skiddy undies!’ And then I was like, ‘They’re trying to take Mum 
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away!’ … There [was] this guy standing at the door … ‘Who’s all in 
the house?!’ How many occupants are on this property?’ [he said.] 
… Mum’s following [their orders] because she’s polite. You know, 
instant manaakitanga [generosity and hospitality] kicks in … And 
then Dad’s like, ‘No!’ I was like ‘Don’t fucking follow them, Mum. 
Go and check on the kids.’ And she … looked at the police, looked 
at me and Dad, and [then] went back into the house to check the 
kids, knowing full well that they could have shot her … ‘How many 
occupants!’ [the officer said, aiming] his questions at me. And Dad 
turns to me and he said, ‘Hoihoi. Whakarongo’ … ‘Shush. Listen.’ 
And so I knew at that moment, that that was my instruction to look 
around and see exactly what’s happening … So I’m there. And then 
I start looking around properly. I’m counting the shadows ‘cos my 
eyes have adjusted by that time … counting the red pin marks that 
are on our bodies. I’m looking at the shadows that must have been 
parked everywhere. I would say there would have been about thirty 
or something ridiculous. It was over the top! … And a helicopter! 
… My first thought was, ‘How the fuck could they afford to send 
all this here?!’ …

Me: So, you saw 30 people, and you could see the trucks as well?

Waitangi: Yeah, the outlines of some of the vehicles parked down 
the driveway … It was just so undignified … [This was shock, yes,] 
but what’s worse is seeing your parents whole value system being 
smashed. You know you don’t address a person if they’re not dressed 
in the right attire. My mother was in her pyjamas! That’s intimate 
between [a husband and wife], that’s family intimate. My Dad was in 
his long johns and a holey singlet … I hate the fact that they saw us 
in such an undignified manner. I mean holey long johns? … ‘How 
dare you do this to us. How dare you hurt my parents in such a way 
that you smash their values. That was over the top’, [I thought.]

Me: So, by this time you and Dad were in the doorway, and Mum 
was inside?

Waitangi: Yep. Dad’s talking to the command[ing officer] … [H]e 
was [physically] really really close [to Dad]. I don’t know how other 
raids work, but me and dad [were at the doorway, and they were 
inches away from us] … I thought if this carried on, then him and 
dad were going to have a bit of a hongi [(the ritual pressing of noses 
as a gesture of greeting)] match. Na honest, because that’s how close! 
… And then there’s another [AOS officer] here, [spaced out in a 
triangle, flanking each behind.] They were all holding weapons … 
They were some big guns. Biiig big big big guns. At close range!
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Me: How long did the whole thing last?

Waitangi: So it started off around about 11 pm, but when I made 
sure to document it on Facebook, it was about 2:15 am … They kept 
asking, ‘Are you sure there are no dangerous weapons? Blah blah blah. 
And Dad’s not answering them.’ [But I’m thinking, there are guns 
here, it’s a farm!’] There are fertilisers, there are axes … there’s like lots 
of farm [stuff!] It’s a farm. It’s a farm (Waitangi, 6 October 2017).

The arrogant disregard for bodily integrity Waitangi describes in relation 
to the AOS’ interaction with her parents, is palpable, in dehumanising her 
whānau to become ‘no-bodies’ to the state, stripped of mana and dignity. 
The AOS only saw criminals before them, and in their insistent hunt for 
weapons, terrorised the whānau. Rangikapua, Waitangi’s younger brother, 
was asleep in his room before being accosted by three AOS officers. 
In detailing the impact on him, he told Native Affairs:

[I] don’t want to go out in the dark anymore, and to think I like the 
dark. I like going out with a torch, down the drains, with a little 
spear to go and try catch some eels. But then I feel like I can’t do that 
now, because I’m scared someone might come up out of the drain 
with an assault rifle! (in Leilua 2014).

As Waitangi pointed out, echoing Angie’s earlier point, ‘of course there 
are guns here, it’s a farm.’ The most troubling element of this encounter, 
however, was that in their haste, the AOS had again proceeded to raid the 
wrong property, echoing the blunder at Uta two years prior. ‘All they said 
was, “Wrong car, wrong house”, and then they just pissed off,’ explains 
Waitangi’s Mum to Te Karere (2014). It is difficult to comprehend that 
such a basic error of intelligence could have occurred, but this does little 
to minimise the magnitude of the force used upon the Teepa whānau. 
As Waitangi concluded:

They trampled on my whenua. Not land whenua. But my pito mata. 
They had trampled on that. They had trampled on my Dad’s pito 
mata. They trampled on my Koro’s pito mata, on my Nanny’s pito 
mata. They had trampled my urupā. And it was more [that they] had 
broken my soul … Te pito mata. Ko te pito mata te kaiwhāngai i a 
pēpē kia tipu ake ia i roto i tō kōpū (6 October 2017).22

22	  ‘The “pito mata” is the life-giver to baby while in the womb, that is, the umbilical cord’ (translation 
by author).
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As Rangikapua similarly commented, reflecting on having an AOS officer 
draw their weapon on him, ‘[T]hey were just doing their job. But they 
didn’t have to go about it that way. They really didn’t have to go about it that 
way. It frightens people.’ (in Leilua, 2014) Rangikapua’s words exemplify 
the  enmeshment, revealing once again that the ‘secret of territoriality is thus 
violence’ (Neocleous 2003, 412) – or, perhaps, even terrorism.

Tangata and whenua are intimately bound together through matemate-ā-
one in the Tūhoe cosmos, consummately reflected in the sustenance that 
whenua, as land and placenta, provide. For the Teepa whānau, the police 
violated this sacred imbrication in April 2014. This violation was amplified 
by the staggeringly erroneous nature of the raid. It is, perhaps, revealing 
that when asked ‘What is a ninja?’ some whānau responded with, ‘Those 
people that wear those black things and has guns … They terrorists.’ In this 
powerful spin of the discursive tables, such an accusation is here thrown 
back to the police and AOS. In their actions, police in these examples have 
acted like cowboys on the proverbial frontier, indifferent to procedure, 
etiquette or base operating procedure. More on this later.

March 2016: Kawerau
The most recent major incident involving Tūhoe and the police occurred 
just outside of Kawerau in March 2016. Kawerau is a roughly 45-minute 
drive from Ruatoki, and many whānau who live there are whakapapa to 
Tūhoe. Dubbed the ‘Onepū’, ‘Kawerau’ or ‘Bay of Plenty Siege’, the incident 
occurred when the AOS were deployed in response to an individual Tūhoe 
man, Rhys Warren, who had fired shots towards a police-marked aircraft, as 
well as officers, resulting in an ‘intense stand-off with police’ (Radio New 
Zealand 2016). This resulted in Warren shooting four officers. These facts 
are not in dispute. In response, leave for all police officers in the Bay of Plenty 
region was cancelled, resulting in approximately 100 police descending 
upon rural Onepū, as Reverend Wayne Te Kaawa, who was present at the 
raid, recounted in a kōrero I had with him in 2018 (2 February 2018). The 
property was cordoned off, and a ‘Defence Force NH-90 tactical helicopter 
and three light armoured vehicles (LAVs) were called in’ (Radio New 
Zealand 2016) (Figure 3.9).
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Figure 3.9. One of the three LAVs deployed to Kawerau in 2016.
Source: Courtesy of NZME/Stephen Parker.

My reflection here concerns the rationalisation for sending in this overtly 
military equipment in response to an individual Tūhoe man. I suggest that 
the discursive aspects of the terms ‘Tūhoe’ and ‘man’ were the salient elements 
justifying these walnut and sledgehammer tactics, in a demonstrated pattern 
of excess. In this case, as in 2007 with Uncle Smokey and Te Weeti, the 
spectre of the ignoble, criminal and terrorist savage was manifest. It is this 
representation of the ‘typical Tūhoe tāne’, I suggest, that posed a threat so 
large and intimidating that the heavy-handed deployment of military and 
police apparatus was merited for one man. I am also forced to consider 
whether such excessive tactics would be deemed appropriate in the affluent 
suburbs of Auckland or Wellington. Let me be clear: my comments here do 
not endorse Warren’s behaviour that day but are aimed instead at the nature 
of the police operation in Onepū in response to a single Tūhoe man. This, 
I suggest, exemplifies Foucault’s stipulation that the protection of the ‘one 
true race’ must be conceptualised as a war through and through, and no 
clearer could this be demonstrated than with the deployment of machines, 
designed unambiguously for war, against an individual New Zealand civilian.

Reverend Wayne is from the area and related to Warren’s whānau. 
When I spoke to him about the AOS callout in Onepū, he said he felt that:

[t]he two LAVs that they deployed, that was a bit over the top! When 
I asked … ‘Why have you brought those in?’, they said, ‘Well, the 
police officers outside the front are feeling a bit exposed. So, we’ve 
got to protect them in some way.’ So, they parked both LAVs with 
the police standing behind (2 February 2018).
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Regardless of the police justification, the cumulative effect of utilising military 
equipment was to render Onepū and the surrounding area a warzone, and, 
to use Foucault’s thinking, Warren himself a hostile combatant therein. 
This excessive force echoes the Crown violence of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries in Te Urewera, a pattern unequivocally apparent 
across the 2007, 2012 and 2014 raids. This is why I describe these events 
as periodic re-enactments of originary violence, in the shoring up of settler-
colonial sovereignty (see also Devadas 2008; Watson 2009). ‘This is not 
a new thing’, repeated so many whānau to me.

Reverend Wayne also spoke about the new protocols that had been established 
with the police regarding callouts in Māori communities, to which Aunty 
Waicy had previously referred:

And they put this protocol in place for what happens when there’s 
some sort of Armed [Offenders] callout in a Māori community. And 
one of the top priorities they said was, ‘Kōrero ki ngā kaumātua o 
tērā takiwa. Kōrero ki te whānau. [Speak with the elders of that area. 
Speak with the families]’ … [And then] this happens, and all that 
protocol went out the door. And that’s what [whānau] were really 
angry about. So … another hui [was held] a couple of months after 
that at Te Kaha … [where some of the] koroua said, ‘What happened 
to our protocol? Why wasn’t that put in place? That you agreed to?’ 
… It’s not what’s happened [in Onepū] (2 February 2018).

Here, he echoes a sentiment I heard repeated in nearly every conversation 
I had with whānau in Ruatoki: the police must work with and through their 
Iwi Liaison Officers (ILOs) – police officers tasked with liaising with Māori 
communities in their region – in situations like this.23 Indeed, this crisis was 
resolved only when an officer in this capacity, Warwick Morehu, who knew 
the whānau, arrived on site and defused the situation (Radio New Zealand 
2016). Morehu’s involvement had been requested by Warren’s whānau, but 
he arrived after the paramilitary apparatus had been sent in. The ultimate 
question, then, is why ILOs were not involved from the outset.

23	  For more detail, see www.police.govt.nz/about-us/maori-police/iwi-liaison-officers. 

https://www.police.govt.nz/about-us/maori-police/iwi-liaison-officers
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Iwi Liaison Officers
The role of ILOs has been central to the way policing is conducted in New 
Zealand (Crawford 2008, 108–9). However, as former Māori police officer 
Luke Crawford noted in the context of Operation Eight,

I know that some police leaders, particularly at the operational level, 
still struggle to believe that iwi liaison staff and Māori networks can 
be trusted to participate at these tables. This may be why decision-
making around police actions at [Ruatoki] excluded … iwi liaison 
staff (Crawford 2008, 110).

What the Onepū affair shows us, however, is that such officers are essential 
to effective policing with and alongside Māori communities. As Morehu’s 
pivotal involvement showed, building trust and rapport is critical, and this 
is echoed in kōrero with whānau in Ruatoki. As Juanita, Waitangi’s older 
sister, described, the Whārua has seen such a style of policing in the past 
(before the 2000s):

You know you understand that [the police] have a job to do but it’s 
just that little bit of interpersonal stuff, [to] go out of your way to 
visit families – not to visit them because something was troubling 
them, but that you just happened to be in the Valley and decide, 
‘Oh, may as well go and call in and see them.’ And if [our local 
officer, ‘Copper’] happened to be out in the Valley, he’d just call 
in for a cup of tea. With that interpersonal stuff, you[’re] more 
cooperative (Juanita, 22 January 2017).

This, then, is what effective policing looks like in Ruatoki. Numerous 
whānau emphasised to me, ‘[T]heir ‘South Auckland’ tactics [of policing] 
don’t belong here in this rural Māori community.’ As Juanita commented 
to me in reflecting upon the 2014 raid, ‘We were never a “fuck the 
police” [whānau]. Never have been. We’re not now, but we’re very wary 
now’ (22 January 2017). There is much work to be done for the police to 
strengthen and heal their relationships with whānau of the Ruatoki Valley.

The need to use ILOs as conduits into Māori communities is equally apparent 
in the 2016 police chase of Anthony Wharton. In December, Wharton, 
who was unknown to whānau in Ruatoki, attempted to flee his police 
pursuers in his (non-four-wheel drive) vehicle by hiding in Te Urewera. 
Let me preface this narrative with two key points. There is only one road 
into Ruatoki, and at the end of the state road is a one-metre high stopbank, 
a hump emplaced to redirect river flow in times of flooding. In practice, 
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this means only four-wheel drive vehicles are capable of proceeding beyond, 
with low vehicles incapable of passing through. Secondly, as many Ruatoki 
whānau have insisted, ‘We don’t want trouble in our Valley.’ The subsequent 
chase reached speeds of over 180 kilometres per hour, bypassing the local 
kura in the process (Whakatane Beacon 2016, 2). As Angie explains:

And look at that 180k chase! Why would you do that? [The police] 
know [there’s only] one way into our Valley! So, once you pass that 
turn off to the bridge to the other side … [t]here’s absolutely no 
way out. All they would have had to do was wait. They wouldn’t 
have had to chase him past our school. You don’t have to chase 
them past our school because there is no other road … So, where he 
[eventually] stopped, [at the embankment,] that’s our village [at Uta] 
… The police … know that that’s a one way road, they didn’t have 
to chase him down there. They didn’t! There’s absolutely nowhere he 
could go (Angie and Aunty Waicy, 5 December 2016).

In the Ruatoki-proper stretch of the road in the Valley, whānau rarely drive 
more than 60 kilometres an hour, horses wander on and off at whim, and 
on a hot summer’s afternoon, it is common for tamariki to be playing either 
on the road or in the creeks adjacent. Fortunately, on the day in question, 
through the active networks of communication between whānau (via text 
and social media), the Valley was alerted to the impending pursuit, and 
tamariki were brought in off the road for their safety. In response to the 
chase, local whānau took it upon themselves to apprehend Wharton and 
give him the clear message not to ‘come into our Valley and do this. We’ll get 
rid of you’ (Angie and Aunty Waicy, 5 December 2016). Angie continued:

So [Wharton] ran towards [a whānau] home, which is right in the 
bush. And then he must have seen them watching, so he turned 
around and came back … [T]hey got all our horses, all our young 
boys, all our horses, and they just flushed him out … They just 
flushed him out, in a few minutes. So, our [nephews] were all there, 
because they all do horse riding, they do barrel racing? So, they must 
have been practicing around the corral with their Koro. So, he just 
gathered them all up, and they were just going to corral him and 
bring him back (Angie and Aunty Waicy, 5 December 2016).

With that, Wharton was apprehended and delivered to the police, having 
been promptly rounded up by the men on horseback. The point Angie 
underscored, however, was that endangering whānau and tamariki of the 
Valley by pushing Wharton to drive at ever-increasing speeds, was entirely 
inappropriate, not only in terms of safety, but also because local whānau, 
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with intimate knowledge of their environment, would quickly see to it 
that such a troublemaker be ‘flushed out’ of their Valley. That police felt 
it necessary to sustain such speeds reflects both a disconnect from local 
people and community knowledge – a link that could be maintained by 
ILOs – and a willingness to treat Ruatoki as a ‘space of exception’, to which 
ordinary rules of safety and engagement do not apply. The point I am 
approaching, revealed through my ethnographic and historical research, is 
that Ruatoki, and Tūhoe whānau more generally, exist within what Italian 
philosopher Giorgio Agamben has termed a ‘permanent state of exception’ 
(Agamben, 2005).

Tūhoe and the state of exception
Informed by Foucault’s meditations on power and sovereignty, Agamben 
is most notable for his work on sovereign power and bare life, Homo Sacer 
(1998). While Homo Sacer offers a potentially insightful analysis of Tūhoe 
experiences of state violence, it is to his later work, State of Exception 
(2005) that I am drawn in making sense of these stories. In essence, State of 
Exception drew attention to the disjuncture between what is celebrated and 
held up to be ‘the law’ and the actual political realities of the everyday that 
persistently contravene this law. In other words, while some enjoy the full 
benefits and protections of citizenship, others do not, a division effected 
on the basis of Foucault’s biopolitical caesura (those worthy of life vis-a-vis 
those not). The state of exception denotes the abeyance of ‘the juridical 
order itself ’ (Agamben 2005, 4), in which the rule of law is suspended. This 
state is characterised by ‘the extension of the military authority’s wartime 
powers into the civil sphere, and … a suspension of the constitution (or of 
those constitutional norms that protect individual liberties) … merging 
into a single juridical phenomenon’ (Agamben 2005, 5).

While the constitutions of Western liberal democracies tend to provide 
clear distinctions between the executive, legislative and judicial apparatus 
of government, the state of exception is typified by an executive (that is, 
ruling body) ‘[conferred with] the power to issue decrees having the force 
of law [premised upon] the provisional abolition of the distinction among 
[these apparatus]’ (Agamben 2005, 7). This situation was born out of both 
external warfare and the ‘insurrection’ of civil war, the state of exception 
being ‘state power’s immediate response to the most extreme internal 
conflicts’ (Agamben 2005, 2). What has emerged today, then, is a:
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modern totalitarianism [that] can be defined as the establishment, 
by means of the state of exception, of a legal civil war that allows 
for the physical elimination not only of political adversaries but 
of entire categories of citizens who for some reason cannot be 
integrated into the political system. Since then, the voluntary 
creation of a permanent state of emergency (though perhaps not 
declared in the technical sense) has become one of the essential 
practices of contemporary states, including so-called democratic 
ones (Agamben 2005, 2).

For Agamben, this state of permanent emergency or exception defines the 
contemporary world and rationalises the acute levels of violence suffered 
by certain groups in society. Agamben provides the example of the United 
States’ Patriot Act, which erased the legal status of detainees to the extent that 
those Afghani Taliban captured during the war ‘[did not] enjoy the status of 
POWs as defined by the Geneva Convention … [nor that] of persons charged 
with a crime according to American laws’ (Agamben 2005, 3). All those 
held to be ‘illegal combatants’ were subject to this ‘erasure’. Dovetailing 
and expanding upon Foucault’s notion of ‘on-going purification’, I suggest 
that Tūhoe living in and around Ruatoki exist within a state of permanent 
exception and emergency, evidenced by the various aggressive raids on their 
communities during the last 20 years. Let us keep in mind that the police 
roadblocks in Ruatoki and Tāneatua during Operation Eight were direct 
violations of law and legal procedure.

It is helpful here to bring Agamben and Wolfe into conversation with one 
another, as the way the state of exception unfolds in settler-colonial contexts 
is distinct. As Wolfe has discussed (Wolfe 2016, 2006), settler-colonial 
sovereignty is predicated on the politics of erasure in the displacement 
and erasure of Indigenous peoples and their ways of life. Building upon 
Agamben’s thinking, I suggest settler democracies necessarily have to 
construct Indigenous sovereignties as a form of permanent insurrection, 
requiring ongoing subjugation and elimination by settler sovereign law. 
While the state might enter into treaty-based relationships with Indigenous 
peoples or provide a measure of Indigenous recognition (see also Simpson 
2014; Davis and Williams 2015), by and large it chooses to forcefully 
reassert its own legality and supremacy through periodic flashes of violence 
towards Indigenous peoples. The net effect of this is the consolidation of 
settler sovereign supremacy, at the expense of Indigenous existence. Tūhoe’s 
supra-valid sovereign claim – that is, their mana motuhake articulated 
through matemate-ā-one – is what the state finds so threatening, for it is 
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a claim that supersedes that of the settler state. In response, the state turns 
to what it can in circumscribing Tūhoe’s sovereignty: its monopoly on force. 
Unleashing this violence upon Tūhoe, as it has repeatedly done over recent 
and historical memory, shores up its own existential sovereign claim. In this, 
Tūhoe find themselves in a permanent state of exception.

In this manner, I think it more appropriate – in settler-colonial contexts 
– to think of the state of exception not as an event, but rather, per Wolfe’s 
thinking on invasion and colonisation (Wolfe 2006, 388), as a structure. 
This offers a more compelling analysis of the repetitive nature of Tūhoe 
experiences of state violence over the last two decades, experiences that, 
I feel, are better explained through a ‘structured’ rather than an ‘events-
based’ analysis. Angie’s remark during my kōrero with her about the 2007 
raids is fitting in this context:

I remember going past Mum’s, and our men were spread-eagled 
against the fence … I don’t remember if it was [during] this raid or 
one of the other many raids (15 February 2017).

So commonplace have raids become that it is difficult to discern each of 
them as separate, and in this context, news of yet another raid does not 
elicit surprise where once it may have. ‘It’s normal,’ Aunty Waicy elsewhere 
commented to me (6 June 2017).

Racism against the abnormal
‘Anō nei he kararehe mātau.’24 Aunty Waicy’s words reverberate in 
characterising the police raids on Tūhoe communities. The stories shared 
in this chapter have highlighted the callous treatment of whānau by the 
police, in the state’s permanent war of purifying the ‘unwanted’ Tūhoe 
body, and in particular, the tāne Tūhoe body. Its violent ‘excision’ and 
purification therein is evidenced by both the excessive force deployed in the 
raids and their repetitious frequency. These police operations continue to 
be informed by the discourses of ‘Tūhoe savagery’ still in circulation today, 
graphically demonstrated by the detainment of Whaea Kēkē Awhi and her 
young pēpi in the garage in 2007. In commenting on those raids, then 
Police Commissioner Peter Marshall offered the following statement:

24	  ‘As if we were animals’ (translation by author).
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And four search warrants were executed in Ruatoki. And I want to 
tell you that eighteen firearms of various description were located 
at those four addresses. In fact there was a pistol, loaded, under the 
mattress of one of the occupants of one of the addresses. Some of 
the firearms were loaded, some of them were hidden. It was a serious 
situation which required a serious response … So I make absolutely 
no apology at all for the investigation, for the arrests and the 
prosecution. And I think the New Zealand Police did a wonderful 
job and should be thanked by the public for getting rid of that rot 
out of the Ureweras at that particular time … We didn’t choose 
the Ureweras. It could easily have been the Riverhead Forest, or 
indeed, the Akatarawa Ranges. We were drawn to that area because 
of the antics of those particular people involved in serious criminal 
offending from our point of view. It was that serious. They brought 
shame on the people in those various locations up and down the 
country. And they brought shame to the people of Ruatoki. If we 
were to consider the harm done to the people of Ruatoki and other 
areas where search warrants were executed … Often when I’ve gone 
to addresses I’ve found innocent people who happen to be there. I’ve 
found people who’ve been visiting the address during the course of 
search warrants. I’ve found neighbours who’ve been affected, and 
I’ve found people in the area who have been affected as a result of 
roadblocks. Those people have often been inconvenienced, some of 
them have been distressed, some of them have been fearful. To those 
people, I say I’m sorry that they were inconvenienced, that they were 
distressed, or they were fearful. But, make no mistake, there is no 
apology in relation to those people who caused us to be involved 
in this serious criminal investigation … I fully support the Police 
officers involved in this investigation. I fully support the approach 
they took. They did it in a very considered way, in a very professional 
way. They abided by the law all the way through, well done to them. 
And as I say again, I think the New Zealand Police is owed a debt of 
gratitude by the public of this country (New Zealand Police, 2012).

Nowhere is the biopolitical logic of purification clearer than in Marshall’s 
determined metaphor of ‘getting rid of that rot out of the Ureweras’, 
a position he unreservedly makes no apology for. It is also notable that 
Marshall views the Riverhead Forest and Akatarawa Ranges as geographically 
comparable to Te Urewera. As forested mountains far beyond the urban 
metropolis, these are ‘outer areas’ that demarcate the boundary between 
savagery and civility – a context, I suggest, to which Marshall was gesturing 
in his comment. ‘We had no option but to act in the interests of public 
safety,’ Marshall elsewhere commented with reference to Operation Eight 
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(Premium Official News 2012), underscoring that its execution was in the 
interests of the overall health and wellbeing of the population. This is further 
reflected through his posturing that the public ‘owe a debt of gratitude’ to 
the police for keeping law-abiding citizens safe from such threats.

In his congratulatory remark to the police for a ‘job well and professionally 
done’, Marshall simultaneously whitewashes the violence experienced by 
whānau on 15 October, rendering this an ‘acceptable loss’. This is reinforced 
by his deflection of blame (for police behaviour during the raids) away from 
the police and instead towards the targets of Operation Eight itself. In the 
end, however, a litany of experiences of state violence have been precipitated. 
The cumulative effect of these instances reinforces the sovereignty of 
the New Zealand settler-colonial state, at the ultimate expense of Tūhoe 
existence. Here, the violent logic of settler sovereignty has no choice but 
to view Indigenous peoples as a constant internal threat as long as it is 
incapable of recognising their sovereignties.

1916, 2007, 2012, 2014 and 2016: Perpetual 
settler-state violence
To summarise my discussion thus far, since the punitive Crown confiscations 
of Tūhoe land in 1866 and the later Crown invasions of Te Urewera, there have 
been five major paramilitary police operations upon Tūhoe communities, 
the majority of which have targeted the Ruatoki Valley. While the nuance 
of context varies greatly between the raids, especially with respect to the 
1916 invasion of Maungapōhatu and the Ruatoki raids, I suggest that each 
of them represents a re-enactment of originary violence in the shoring up 
of state sovereignty, in settler colonialism’s perpetual war of purification. 
For Tūhoe, this is an experience of ongoing colonisation and dispossession, 
exemplified through the seizure, confiscation and liquidation of the ancestral 
estate, as the colonial frontier burned its way into Te Rohe Pōtae in the mid 
to late nineteenth century. As Rawinia Higgins has similarly commented, 
‘The police raids in Rūātoki on 15 October 2007 echo a history of turmoil 
and injustice that Tūhoe [have] had to endure in maintaining their Mana 
Motuhake’ (Higgins 2008, 205). Indeed, as Watson and Moreton-Robinson 
reiterate, such ‘re-enactments’ must be regularly performed because this 
construct requires constant upkeep (Moreton-Robinson 2015a, xii; Watson 
2009, 48; see also Strakosch and Macoun in Wolfe 2016, 36). For whānau 
of Ruatoki and Onepū, the 2007, 2012, 2014 and 2016 paramilitary 
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incursions were contemporary iterations of this experience, as corporeal 
manifestations of the ongoing, violent relegitimation of state sovereignty. 
Tūhoe life, then, is characterised by an ongoing state of exception.

Vijay Devadas (Devadas 2008) has already explored how the 2007 raids 
reflected the functions of biopower, racism and ‘purification’ by which the 
Tūhoe body was excised from the populace. My argument expands upon 
that of Devadas to demonstrate how this process has aggressively continued 
in the years following his publication. As he explains:

the arrests and media reportage [during Operation Eight] are more 
about managing indigenous life, indigenous sovereignty, as a threat 
that must be violently dealt with to secure the wellbeing or security 
of the rest of the population (Devadas 2008, 141).

In this, it is Tūhoe men who pose the direst threat, invoking the spectre of 
the ignoble savage of aeons past. Tūhoe are bearers of a superior, adamantine 
sovereign claim over their homelands, but this prerogative is irreconcilable 
with settler sovereignty, as the litany of recent raids attest. This represents a 
fundamental ‘investment [that] ensures the continuation of a racialised state 
sovereignty’ (Devadas 2008, 142), and is how the state is able to maintain 
its supreme right of existence. When these experiences are set against 
the historical background of broader Crown hostilities over the last two 
centuries, what becomes clear, per Agamben’s logic, is that Tūhoe remain 
an existential threat to the settler-colonial state itself. This, in essence, is 
the colonial politics of place and what the terra-fying control of land looks 
like for Tūhoe in Te Urewera today, in the settler state’s perpetual war for 
sovereign supremacy.

One critic with expertise in intelligence and security has suggested that the 
‘real reasons’ for the 2007 raids:

[were] far more prosaic; ordinary and everyday. It was a simple 
police cock up. Fuelled, I agree, by ongoing ignorance, paranoia 
and racism, but mostly by simple incompetence and ineptitude 
(Te Putatara 2015).

My discussion here does not disregard this perspective (nor, more importantly, 
is it one I am qualified to speak on), but rather highlights the dangers of 
seeing any of the raids upon Tūhoe as isolated, contingent events. Viewing 
the raids as extraordinary and unprecedented risks ignoring the historic 
colonial violence experienced by Tūhoe over the last 200 years. In line with 
Watson, Moreton-Robinson, Foucault and Agamben’s theorisations, I argue 
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that the raids were not abnormal but, rather, nominal and routine functions 
of the settler-colonial state. Thus, while the granular detail of each raid 
may vary, a poststructuralist reading of Tūhoe history reveals how the state 
has continued to maintain its sovereignty and dominance over Indigenous 
peoples through re-enactments of originary violence, exemplified in 
Ruatoki, and, more recently, Onepū, over the last 20 years.

Colonial resonance: The Northern Territory 
Intervention
The colonial logics of erasure, re-enactment, and exception are notably 
apparent in the 2007 Northern Territory ‘Intervention’, an Australian 
paramilitary incursion into Indigenous communities that shares striking 
similarity to Operation Eight. Led by the Howard government, the 
‘Intervention’, as it has come to be known, was a military operation that 
targeted Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory in response to 
the alleged violence and sexual abuse outlined in the Little Children Are 
Sacred report (Moreton-Robinson 2015a, 153; Watson 2009, 45; Wild and 
Anderson 2007). This crisis was fuelled by sensational media reporting, 
which helped mobilise a discourse of protection that justified the state’s 
violent methods of ‘intervening’. During the Intervention, police and army 
forces were deployed in 73 communities, and the Racial Discrimination Act 
1975 was suspended ‘to protect the state from litigation on the basis that the 
intervention was racist’ (Moreton-Robinson 2015a, 161; see also Altman 
and Hickson 2010).

For Watson, the military affair was a contemporary iteration of the 
originary violence foundational to the Australian settler-colonial state. 
As she highlights, such originary violence is periodically re-enacted 
(‘continuous creation’, as Neocleous reminds us [Neocleous 2003, 
412]) to reinforce the state’s sovereign right to exist. Such moments are 
understood not as abnormalities but as routine functions of the settler-
colonial state (Watson 2009, 46–48). For Indigenous communities such 
as those in the Northern Territory and Te Urewera, this manifests in acute 
bursts of violence, exemplified by the 2007 Intervention and Operation 
Eight. As Rebecca Stringer has similarly noted, the Intervention ‘must be 
regarded as a neocolonial moment, a moment in which the objectives, 
relations and effects of the colonial syndrome do not merely reverberate 
but resurge’ (Stringer 2007, 7). For Tūhoe, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 



153

3. SUBJECTS OF SETTLER-STATE VIOLENCE

Islander communities, such periodic re-enactments typify the decades of 
violent encounter with the settler state, as experiences equally of erasure 
and exception.25

Frontier violence upon Te Urewera
Reinscriptions of originary violence tend to occur at the frontiers of society 
– distant from the urban metropolises – where Indigenous life endures as a 
threat to settler society and the colonial order of things. To understand state 
power, therefore, Foucault stressed the need to examine:

[power’s] extremities … its outer limits … its most regional forms 
and institutions, and especially at the points where this power 
transgresses the rules of right that organize and delineate it, oversteps 
those rules and is invested in institutions, is embodied in techniques 
and acquires the material means to intervene, sometimes in violent 
ways (Foucault 2003a, 27–28).

In other words, the norm, the way of life of the ‘one true race’, is most 
ardently threatened at the outer edges of society, at the proverbial boundary 
between ‘us’ and ‘them’. For American historian Frederick Turner, speaking 
some 130 years ago, the frontier is a liminal space, ‘the outer edge of the 
wave – the meeting point between savagery and civilization’ (Turner 1893, 
200; Reynolds 1996a, 1996b, 1982). This ongoing battle at the ‘outer 
edge’, the battle of civility over savagery, means the frontier is imbued with 
significant violence as the border is patrolled. In a slightly different context, 
Greg Dening reflects on this in his work on the Marquesas Islands, where 
the metaphysical space of the beachfront became the initial ‘[frontier and 
boundary] of islands’ (Dening 1980, 32). Here:

both peoples struggled to make sense of the other, and, as each 
considered the other’s world incomprehensible, violence became 
the language of reason, and many Marquesans were slaughtered 
(Dening 1980, 18, 11; see also Walker 2007, 91).

25	  These biopolitical and colonial rationalisations similarly underscore the infamous Dawn Raids of 
the 1970s, where the New Zealand government and police racially targeted Pacific Islanders alleged to 
have overstayed their working visas (Anae 2012; Anae et al. 2015; Dawn Raids 2005; Radio New Zealand 
2018a; Kightley 2017; Pātaka Art + Museum 2019). I am currently exploring this in other research.
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This frontier characterisation has become typical of portrayals of Tūhoe 
living in Te Urewera today, police acting with disregard in their interactions 
with whānau across the litany of paramilitary raids, where violence, like war, 
has become the language of reason. The colonial gaze struggles to ‘unsee’ the 
ignoble savage of its own creation.

In many ways, to repeat my earlier comment, police have acted as cowboys on 
the frontier, far from the expectations of law and civility. Upon the frontier 
of Te Urewera, where the settler-colonial status quo is most dangerously 
threatened, the state will, without hesitation, unleash its arsenal of force 
in response to what it deems a threat. As then Prime Minister Joseph 
Ward firmly put it to Rua on the shores of Whakatāne in 1908, ‘[T]here 
can’t be two suns shining in the sky at one time’ (Binney et al. 1996, 38), 
serving as a stark warning to Tūhoe not to step out of line and making 
it clear that discussion of ‘independent living’ would be tolerated only so 
far. Undoubtedly, the Ruatoki raids remain ‘symptomatic of an ongoing 
exercise of colonising power’ (Jackson 2008, 6).

The concentration of state power at the frontier is a hallmark of European 
conceptualisations of land. Underlying this is the primal division of ‘us 
versus them’, and, from the sixteenth century, the world as it was seen, 
experienced and understood came to be known in terms of boundaries 
between ‘your place’ and ‘my place’. It was here that the European concept 
of sovereignty evolved, in which ‘control of a territory becomes the 
foundation of sovereignty [itself ]’ (Neocleous 2003, 411). Such control is 
most ardently expressed at the interface – or border – between neighbouring 
states, precipitating:

[a] permanent policing of territorial boundaries. States become and 
remain ‘sovereign’ not just in the sense that they are all-powerful 
within their territories, but also because they police the borders of 
a particular space and claim to ‘represent’ the citizens within those 
borders (Neocleous 2003, 411).

Central to this ‘border patrol’ is violence, demonstrated equally in practice 
as in etymology: it is no coincidence, as we have seen, that terra (land, 
territory) and terror (to frighten) share whakapapa together. This genealogy 
underpins the observations of Neocleous (2003) and Watson (2009) that 
the state is born of a founding or originary violence, whose constant 
performance is needed to existentially legitimate the state itself. It is upon 
the settler frontier of Te Urewera that we see, with blinding clarity, the 
ferocity of this process unfolding in the present.



155

3. SUBJECTS OF SETTLER-STATE VIOLENCE

In this chapter, we have explored settler colonialism’s perpetual war against 
Indigenous peoples, through the numerous paramilitary incursions against 
Tūhoe. In this process of continual purification for the greater good, Tūhoe, 
as a ‘biological threat’ to the body politic, have been exposed to death and 
‘let to die’ in numerous ways. It is Tūhoe’s ancestral mantle and fusion with 
Te Urewera, enunciated through matemate-ā-one, that settler colonialism 
finds so threatening, with a claim to landed sovereignty that supersedes that 
of its own. Because of this, the settler state necessarily views Indigenous 
peoples and their sovereignties as a form of permanent insurrection, 
manifest in this terra-fying, perpetual war of elimination. Here, Tūhoe exist 
within a permanent state of exception, thus precipitating the abhorrent 
treatment of whānau by the state. The ongoing experiences of state violence 
Tūhoe have suffered amount to the corporeal process of shoring up state 
sovereignty, as re-enactments of originary violence, in which Te Urewera 
endures as a contemporary frontier in the colonial project. As Moreton-
Robinson urged, the Crown retains a vested interest in the reiteration of 
its supremacy – a task that requires constant upkeep – and for Tūhoe, this 
manifests in violent reinscriptions of state authority upon the frontier of 
Te Urewera. It is through the lived experiences of tamariki, pakeke (adults), 
kuia and koro of Tūhoe whānau that the violent operation of state power is 
traumatically felt.

Over a century ago, in the aftermath of the 1916 police raid, Karaitiana 
Rarere of Ngāti Kahungunu offered the following lament:

I weep for what has just happened at Maungapohatu in Tuhoe. The 
police raid seems to be about punishing Kenana for questioning the 
Crown and will only take us back in the mists of fear and doubt … 
I wonder if we will ever stop worrying when it might happen again 
(cited in Jackson 2007).

As the stories interwoven throughout this chapter have revealed, Karaitiana’s 
concern appears to have been well founded. ‘It makes me ask the question,’ 
commented Reverend Wayne, ‘What have the Crown got against Tūhoe? 
It seems to happen every generation!’ (2 February 2018) Similarly, Whaea 
Kēkē Awhi remarked, ‘This is not a new thing, and it’s still continuing in 
different ways’ (Uncle Smokey and Whaea Kēkē Awhi, 23 December 2016). 
As Reverend Wayne and I ended our kōrero, I asked, ‘Do you worry that 
something like Onepū could happen again?’ 

‘Absolutely,’ he responded. ‘Absolutely.’



This text is taken from Terra in Our Mist: A Tūhoe Narrative of 
Indigenous Sovereignty and Settler-State Violence, by Pounamu Jade 
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