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Introduction

The night outside is dark. Inside, a whānau (family) prepare to rest from 
their day’s activities. The tamariki (children) are asleep in bed, their 
parents and grandparents to retire soon after. As the moon begins its 
skyward ascent, the land and homestead drift off into halcyon slumber. 
A blanket of quiet gradually shrouds the valley as the evening stills to a 
silence. As the hours pass beyond nightfall’s meridian, Grandmother’s 
sharp intake of breath stirs the whānau awake. A series of small, 
phosphorescent red dots appear, performing an oddly choreographed 
dance across the walls and ceilings. Hushed silhouettes of movement 
encircle the homestead in military posture. Rotor blades shatter the 
silence, as night is abruptly set ablaze by the floodlights of a helicopter 
overhead. A legion of paramilitary figures emerges suddenly from the 
darkness, each enveloped in black and grey. With the authority of 
automatic weaponry – the iridescent red piercing out from the many 
rifle scopes – the Armed Offenders Squad (AOS)1 interrogate the 
whānau, aggressively demanding information from them. At gunpoint, 
the homestead is transformed into the object of state violence. Yet, as 
quickly as the raid invades the home, so, too, the unit departs. ‘Wrong 
car, wrong house,’ they say; wrong address, wrong place. Bungled 
intelligence leads to the raid; its eventual futility is matched only by 
the violence of its execution. ‘Matakū ōku mokopuna, ōku tamariki’,2 
says koro (term of respect for a male elder; grandfather). As quickly as they 
arrive, the figures vanish into the night.

— Ruatoki, April 2014.

1	  The paramilitary wing of the New Zealand Police.
2	  ‘My children and grandchildren were terrified.’ Translation by author.
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A fundamental violation of justice
On a brisk autumn morning in early 2014, as I prepared for my day at 
Polytechnic,3 I received an unexpected call from a close friend of mine. 
Her voice was tense and uneasy. I sat down next to the telephone and held 
the receiver close to my ear. ‘What’s happened, Wai?’ I asked. She paused, 
gathering her thoughts. ‘We were raided last night,’ she explained. 
‘The police were here with all their guns and raided us.’ Perplexed, I listened 
on as she detailed a severely violent police raid conducted upon her whānau 
homestead in the Ruatoki Valley (‘the Valley’; ‘the Whārua’ [valley] ) of 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s Eastern Bay of Plenty (Figure I.1). Ruatoki is a 
principal valley in the ancestral homeland of the iwi (sovereign Māori nation) 
Ngāi Tūhoe4 in the great estate of Te Urewera. I sat in horror as Waitangi, my 
friend, described how the AOS had descended upon her home, bellowing 
orders at her parents from behind the barrels of their semi-automatic 
weaponry. ‘But they had the wrong place!’, she exasperatedly exclaimed, 
explaining that, in the end, the AOS had inadvertently targeted the wrong 
address. ‘And all they said was, “Wrong car, wrong house,”’ and without 
any offer of remorse, they left into the night. My dismay quickly escalated 
into indignation. I was both outraged and bewildered, baffled at how this 
could have happened in ‘the New Zealand that I knew’, and infuriated that 
Waitangi’s whānau had been subject to such violent police tactics.

In the summer prior to the raid, I was humbled by Waitangi’s invitation 
to accompany her home to Ruatoki for the Christmas break and excited to 
explore her ancestral landscapes of home. I was moved by the manaaki (spirit 
of generosity and hospitality) she and her whānau extended to me during 
my stay and lamented having to eventually bid farewell and return to my 
studies. That the raid was conducted so soon after my departure made its 
impacts particularly acute for me and deeply influenced my anger at the 
whole affair. How could this have happened in the New Zealand I grew up in? 
I continually asked myself, for I had grown up with a different narrative 
of New Zealand, one into which this kind of unchecked violence did not 
fit. Yet, as I go on to show, this is precisely the New Zealand I grew up in. 
With the phone still in my hand, amidst a flurry of colourful adjectives 
on my behalf, I fiercely proclaimed, ‘Something has to be done about this! 
I’m going to write a book or do a PhD!’ At the very core of my being, 

3	  A technical college.
4	  I use the terms ‘Ngāi Tūhoe’ and ‘Tūhoe’ interchangeably throughout, as is common practice.
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I felt that the raid upon Waitangi’s whānau homestead was a fundamental 
violation of justice. Impassioned by this cause, I asked Waitangi that very 
moment whether I could take this on as my PhD project. My introductory 
reflection above was written soon after my kōrero (conversation) with her, 
composed at a time when I continued to grapple with the ramifications of 
the raid. Thus, my PhD and now this book were born. What follows is my 
attempt to make sense of the raid upon Waitangi’s home by unravelling 
a complex web of convergent and interconnected threads to reveal a much 
broader colonial tapestry in which the 2014 raid is but a small – yet by 
no means insignificant – fibre. This tapestry, as I found, is woven with 
excessive colonial force replete across the early settler period and well into 
the present.

Figure I.1. The Teepa homestead, which police raided in March 2014, 
Ruatoki 2016.
Source: Photograph by Tatsiana Chypsanava.
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Matemate-ā-one: an autochthonous 
existence
At its heart, this book is about the integral and hallowed relationship between 
land and Indigenous existence, and how this collides with settler-colonial 
sovereignty. For Tūhoe, this fusion of people and place is encapsulated in the 
philosophy of matemate-ā-one. Within the pantheon of Tūhoe knowledge, 
matemate-ā-one is described as ‘death born of earth’, ‘death that makes life 
precious and interconnected’ (Liu and Temara 1998, 138). Chapter 1 is a 
dedicated reflection on matemate-ā-one, but for now, the phrase signals 
a ‘craving for a particular place: a relationship with one’s forebears [and a] 
sense of timeless belonging, of blood within the earth, across the waves, 
and in the skies’ (Ngahuia Te Awekotuku in Liu and Temara 1998, 
142). This emphasises the indissoluble bond between Te Urewera and its 
countless descendants, and it is this imbrication of people and place that 
forms the bedrock of this book. Matemate-ā-one denotes the nurturing of 
this connection, and, as a lived philosophy of life, it equally extends to the 
strengthening of relationships between and among people. This speaks to 
the friendship I have with Waitangi, and it is by virtue of matemate-ā-one 
that this whole project arose.

For many Māori creation narratives and oral histories, provenance is found 
in the ancestral, oceanic homeland of Hawaiki (Royal 2005). While Ngāi 
Tūhoe have such lineage through the waka (ancestral canoe) Mātaatua 
(McGarvey 2005a), their antecedent strands of whakapapa (genealogy; 
lineage; layers of ancestry) are interwoven within the earth itself. One of 
Tūhoe’s earliest ancestors was Pōtiki I (Pōtiki Tiketike, Pōtiki the First), born 
of the union between Te Maunga (the exalted Mountain, Maungapōhatu), 
the great mountain Maungapōhatu, and Hinepūkohurangi, the illustrious 
ancestress of the mist (Figure I.2; Binney 2009, 21; see also McGarvey 
2005b). Tūhoe, who descend from this primal ancestry, are therefore known 
as ‘Ngā Tamariki o te Kohu’, the ‘Children’ or ‘People of the Mist’ (New 
Zealand National Film Unit, 1974) (see Figure I.3). This whakapapa is 
autochthonous – that is, Tūhoe origin is born of the earth, the elemental 
substance of matemate-ā-one.
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Figure I.2. Hinepūkohurangi in the distance as the sun rises over the 
Ruatoki Valley, Ruatoki 2016.
Source: Photograph by Pounamu Jade Aikman.

A unique and somewhat uncommon term, ‘autochthonous’ is derived 
from the Ancient Greek words αὐτός (autós) or ‘self ’, and χθών (khthṓn), 
meaning ‘earth’. In Greek mythology, ‘autochthones’ were ‘the first human 
beings who appeared in the world … believed to have sprung from the 
earth itself ’ (Encyclopedia Britannica 1875, 141) and were the ‘original 
inhabitants of a country as opposed to settlers’ (Encyclopedia Britannica 1911, 
my emphasis). The Athenians of Ancient Greece, for example, would adorn 
their hair with golden grasshoppers as a ‘token that they were born from 
the soil and had always lived in Attica [of Ancient Greece]’ (Encyclopedia 
Britannica 1911). A people whose ancestors ‘sprang forth’ from the soils 
and mists of Te Urewera before time itself, Tūhoe enjoy an autochthonous 
existence, embodied in matemate-ā-one. Central to autochthony is origin 
from within the earth, in distinct contrast to those who settle – having come 
from afar – but who do not necessarily belong to that particular place. To be 
clear: it is not my intention to unsettle the claims of Māori whose ancestors 
migrated from Hawaiki in aeons long past (such as my own), but rather to 
situate Tūhoe’s origin in contrast to that of their colonial counterparts.
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Figure I.3. Union with the whenua: Exploring the waterfall Arerowhero, 
on the mountain range Te Tāhū o Haokitaha, which has flowed and 
nourished generations of Tūhoe, Ruatoki 2016.
Source: Photograph by Tatsiana Chypsanava.
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Thus, in the wake of merchant Abel Tasman’s voyage to Oceania in the 
seventeenth century, Dutch cartographers baptised a collection of islands 
he stumbled upon as (Nieuw) Zeeland, after a province in their homeland 
of the same name (Wilson 2005; McKinnon 2008; see also Breen et al. 
2021). The British later anglicised this to ‘New Zealand’, and the combined 
efforts of the European travellers heralded the arrival of tens of thousands of 
settlers to these lands. So arose the New Zealand settler-colonial state; that 
is, a state founded on the violent displacement of Indigenous sovereignties 
and the dispossession of their land, under the auspices of empire and 
dominion. Colonial expansion pushed into the non-European world with 
an avarice for land and resources (see Moewaka Barnes and McCreanor 
2019, 20). Tūhoe’s recent history – relatively speaking – is defined by this 
logic (see Binney 2009).

This book
In this book, I advance the following argument: the settler-colonial state 
is founded upon the perpetual negation of Indigenous sovereignties, their 
peoples and their ways of life. This process is necessarily ongoing: despite 
significant efforts at extermination, Indigenous peoples have survived – 
albeit on terms dictated by the state. Ngāi Tūhoe are bearers of a superior, 
adamantine sovereign claim over their homelands, but this prerogative 
is irreconcilable with settler sovereignty. Unable to completely eradicate 
Tūhoe in the initial stages of British colonisation, the contemporary settler 
state periodically reasserts its existential legitimacy, predominantly through 
repeated shows of force upon Tūhoe communities. This is evidenced by 
a litany of paramilitary raids that have targeted Tūhoe in and around 
the Ruatoki Valley: in 2007, 2012 and 2016. Each of these raids has 
echoed the violence seen in 2014. I explore these in depth in Chapter 3, 
ethnographically detailing what happened and the traumatic impacts upon 
whānau. These contemporary examples echo a past saturated with colonial 
violence. Chapters 1 and 2 detail this historical context: ongoing colonial 
and police aggression through such raids reflects how Tūhoe remain an 
existential threat to settler colonialism, finding themselves continuously 
‘at war’ with the New Zealand settler state.

This ‘colonial project’ is most ardently manifest on the frontier – the 
threshold between ‘civilisation’ and ‘savagery’ – to which the state deploys its 
most violent machines of war in the circumscription of Indigenous existence 
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(Chapter 3). Central to this has been the colonial depiction of Tūhoe as 
savage, primitive, inferior and simple beings, a system of representation that 
continues to inform the manner in which the state interacts with Tūhoe 
today. In this matrix, Tūhoe are ‘known’ by the state through an exclusively 
violent and hostile lens. However, just as the same constellation of stars will 
be viewed differently at opposite ends of the ocean, manifold alternative 
portrayals of Tūhoe exist, untethered to these colonial convictions. Giving 
voice and sight to these alternate possibilities of representation is essential 
in puncturing such pervasive stereotypes and is a central political objective 
of my work. Place and racialised representation are, therefore, the two 
fundamental threads woven into this book. Before we proceed, allow me 
to draw out the theoretical fibres of my argument, beginning with the first 
key strand: place.

The colonial politics of place
The seizure and control of land through violence is the enduring hallmark 
of settler colonialism. As historian Patrick Wolfe observes, ‘Territoriality, 
the fusion of people and land, is settler colonialism’s specific, irreducible 
element’ (Wolfe 2016, 34). For Wolfe, this is invoked through a ‘logic of 
elimination’, a modality that ‘strives for the dissolution of native societies 
[and] erects a new colonial society on the expropriated land base’ (Wolfe 
2006, 388).5 The displacement of original peoples from their lands is 
embedded in the etymology of the term ‘colonial’ itself. As critical scholar 
of state violence Joseph Pugliese has noted,

The Latin etymology of the terms ‘colony’ and ‘colonial’ – colonia 
– evidences the modalities of power over life that intertwine the 
concept of ‘a farm’ and ‘a public settlement of Roman citizens in a 
hostile or newly conquered territory’. In the prehistory of biopolitical 
power, the expropriated space of a conquered country is inscribed 
with the genocidal extermination of the ‘useless’ ‘wild’ animals and 
the enslavement of those that can be put to human use (2013, 39).

5	  Several anthropologists are critical of Wolfe and his work, such as Howard Morphy (Morphy, 
1996). Margaret Jolly has provided an insightful review of Wolfe’s work, in conversation with elements 
of these critiques (Jolly, 2004). I have found Wolfe’s theorisations helpful in making sense of the 2014 
raid upon Waitangi’s whānau, but Jolly’s review is nonetheless insightful in critically responding to these 
earlier criticisms of his scholarship.
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As ‘organising princip[les]’ (Wolfe 2016, 33), the politics of elimination, 
conquering and eradication are central to settler colonialism, in the 
displacement of people for the exploitation of their land. The division 
between ‘animal’ and ‘human’ in the dehumanisation of Indigenous peoples 
is a theme I explore at length, but for now it offers insights into the nature 
and degree of police and state violence experienced by Tūhoe, exemplified 
in the 2014 raid upon Waitangi’s homestead.

This ‘colonial politics of place’ is characterised by a struggle between 
settler and Indigenous (‘Native’) sovereignties, and Chapter 1 explores 
the origin of this for Tūhoe, as framed by matemate-ā-one. Because of 
the ‘stubborn exteriority’ of Indigenous sovereignties (Wolfe 2016, 36), 
the vehement campaign against Indigenous existence is multifaceted and 
ongoing. In seeking the disappearance of Indigenous peoples, the colonial 
project is articulated as much through conquest and dispossession as it is 
through assimilation, individualisation of native title, ‘religious conversion, 
resocialization [and] frontier homicide’ (Wolfe 2006, 388; 2016, 15; see 
also Hill 2009, 1). Because Indigenous peoples and their sovereignties 
remain, however, despite concerted historical and contemporary efforts of 
settler states to achieve the opposite, this is a perpetual process: ‘[S]ettler 
colonizers come to stay: invasion is a structure not an event’ (Wolfe 2006, 
388; 2016, 33).

The centrality of violence to settler colonisation is equally apparent 
in European conceptualisations of land. This link becomes clear as we turn 
again to the whakapapa of words, as Mark Neocleous contemplates it in 
relation to cartographic violence:

The notion of ‘territory’ is derived from a complex of terms: from 
terra (of earth, and thus a domain) and territōrium, referring to 
a place from which people are warned off, but [it] also has links 
with terrēre, meaning to frighten. And the notion of region derives 
from the Latin regere (to rule) with its connotations of military 
power. Territory is land occupied and maintained through terror; 
a region is space ruled through force. The secret of territoriality is 
thus violence: the force necessary for the production of space and 
the terror crucial to the creation of boundaries. It is not just that 
sovereignty implies space, then, but that ‘it implies a space against 
which violence, whether latent or overt, is directed – a space 
established and constituted by violence’ (Lefebvre 1974, 280) … 
A founding violence, and continuous creation by violent means, are 
the hallmarks of the state (Neocleous 2003, 412).
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Territory, then, is land held through acts of violence. Of particular note 
is Neocleous’ emphasis on ‘continuous creation’, highlighting the repeated 
force needed in maintaining control of a region. In colonial contexts, 
this process is perpetual and intergenerational as the settler state reinvests 
its sovereign supremacy in the soils and lands of its territory (Moreton-
Robinson 2015a, xii). As Irene Watson of the Tanganekald, Meintangk 
Boandik peoples in South Australia describes, settler states ‘[retain] 
a vested interest in maintaining the founding order of things. Inequalities 
and inequities are maintained for the purpose of sustaining the life and 
continuity of the state’ (Watson 2009, 45). This is what she describes as ‘re-
enactments of originary violence’; contemporary echoes of the brutality of 
force used in the elimination of Indigenous peoples and their sovereignties 
from their homelands.

Chapter 2 explores settler colonialism’s originary violence in Te Urewera, 
contextualising the later ‘re-enactments’ of this in the twenty-first century. 
Like invasion, colonisation is a process and requires what Elizabeth Strakosch 
and Alissa Macoun have described as a ‘constant performance’ in maintaining 
the settler-colonial status quo (in Wolfe 2016, 36). The originary violence 
this heralds must be continuously reinforced for the state to maintain its 
existential legitimacy (Neocleous 2003; Watson 2009), and in Chapters 3 
and 4, I explore how this typifies the operation of the New Zealand settler-
colonial state vis-a-vis Ngāi Tūhoe.

Problematising sovereignty
Sovereignty is a complicated and problematic concept. It is of Anglo-French 
origin and has been used since the early eighteenth century to describe the 
supereme authority and power vested in the nation state (Online Etymology 
Dictionary 2023a; Encyclopedia Britannica 2018). This ‘power’ is a violent 
one, exercised in control of a region, a territorially bound space upon which 
a ruler reigns (Online Etymology Dictionary 2023b, 2023c). And here we 
return to the cosmos of territory, whose whakapapa of violence is similarly 
embedded in each of these interrelated, Eurocentric terms (Neocleous 
2003, 412).

So, why should we use this heavily colonial and Western scaffold in our 
collective decolonial efforts? Surely the multitudinous Indigenous cosmoses 
across the planet are replete with their own conceptualisations of comparable 
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power and authority? These questions are not new, and they echo the debates 
Indigenous scholars have long engaged in concerning the appropriateness 
of the term sovereignty and what other Indigenous configurations might 
instead be possible, as Kanaka ‘Ōiwi scholar J. Kēhaulani Kauanui has 
cogently explored in Paradoxes of Hawaiian Sovereignty (Kauanui 2018, 
25, 25–30). Kauanui explores the complex entanglements of gender, land 
and sexuality in the nationalist kingdom movement in Hawaiʻi, where 
colonial conceptualisations of property and sovereignty have indelibly 
marked the quest for Hawaiian liberation, with far-reaching consequences 
for Kanaka sovereignty today (Kauanui 2018, 3, 41). So, sovereignty does 
matter, especially when it continues to ground the legal framework of the 
contemporary settler-nation state at the expense of Indigenous existence 
and wellbeing. In Australia, for example, in the context of the debate around 
constitutional recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, 
the High Court has held that the native title rights granted through the 
landmark 1992 case Mabo v. Queensland did ‘not amount to recognition 
of sovereignty’ or the rights that would fall from it (Davis and Williams 
2015, 121).

For me, the frame of sovereignty is helpful to the extent that it conveys 
what Indigenous struggles have long insisted upon – return of stolen land, 
and recentring and validating Indigenous ways of knowing and being. 
As distinguished Aboriginal scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson, of Goenpul 
descent of the Quandamooka First Nation, explains, for Indigenous 
Australians: ‘Our sovereignty is embodied, it is ontological (our being) and 
epistemological (our way of knowing), and it is grounded within complex 
relations derived from the intersubstantiation of ancestral beings, humans 
and land’ (Moreton-Robinson 2007, 2; see also Goodyear-Kaʻōpua et al. 
2014; Kauanui 2008, 2018; Trask 1999; Cram 2005; McMullin 2005; 
Ontai 2005; Perez 2005; Pihama 2005; Silva 2004). For Kauanui, an 
exploration of Kanaka sovereignty – as opposed to ‘kingdom’ sovereignty 
– is one embedded in liberation, ‘an attempt to reclaim or (re)appropriate 
traditional modalities in principled ways that are enabling and potentially 
freeing’ (Kauanui 2018, 41). The lens of Indigenous sovereignty as I have 
used it in this book is a way of seeing, through Tūhoe experiences, the 
coloniality of the moment, but also perceiving the many decolonised 
potentialities for tomorrow (see also Morse 2022). In that, I use Indigenous 
sovereignty to describe the sovereign mandate Tūhoe have, a configuration 
born of matemate-ā-one and the very whenua (land; placenta) itself.
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Moreton-Robinson is renowned for her work exploring Indigenous 
sovereignty and white possession (2015), expanding on Watson’s above 
reflections on originary violence. Invoking French poststructuralist 
philosopher Michel Foucault’s approach of using war as a method to analyse 
politics, she offers an explanation as to how Indigenous peoples exist at the 
behest of the sovereign right ‘to make live and to let die’ (Foucault 2003a, 
241; Moreton-Robinson 2015a, 157). As she explains:

[it] takes a great deal of work to maintain Canada, the United States, 
Hawai’i, New Zealand, and Australia as white possessions [as] these 
nation-states [busily reaffirm and reproduce] this possessiveness 
through a process of perpetual Indigenous dispossession (Moreton-
Robinson 2015a, xi; see also Arvin 2019).

In echoing Watson, Moreton-Robinson describes how the state exhibits an 
‘excessive desire to invest in reproducing and reaffirming … [its] ownership, 
control, and domination’ (Moreton-Robinson 2015a, xii). In other words, 
state sovereignty and, more specifically, the settler-colonial project are 
articulated through ongoing acts of violent relegitimation. In Aotearoa, the 
typical manifestation of these ‘acts’ comes in the form of the overpolicing 
of Māori communities and the quasi-militarised response of the police to 
them, particularly in the case of protests over land (Aikman 2021, 2019, 
2017; Binney 2009; Binney et al. 1996; Harris 2004; Jackson 2008, 20; 
Radio New Zealand 2019; Riseborough 2002). This is the central focus 
of my overall argument.

I realise that it is problematic to use Foucault, a white, French intellectual 
with no ostensible connection to Indigenous existence, in a distinctly 
Indigenous research project. As acclaimed Ngāti Pūkenga scholar 
Brendan Hokowhitu observes, ‘[H]is work was not designed to examine 
the postcolonial condition’ (Hokowhitu 2013, 226). Nevertheless, his 
theorisations of sovereign power offer compelling insights into the violent 
operation of contemporary Western liberal democracies such as New 
Zealand. For Moreton-Robinson, making use of Foucault’s thinking 
within an Indigenous context is a matter of necessity and convenience, 
both because his work ‘gave a name to something I already knew’, but also 
because ‘Indigenous knowledges don’t hold the epistemologically privileged 
position within the academy. [W]e have to find people we can fight with’ 
(Moreton-Robinson 2015b). The same is true for my work here. Other 
Native scholars who have similarly used Foucault’s theorisations include 
Kauanui and her work on Kanaka sovereignty, specifically in imagining the 
potentiality of decolonised futures (Kauanui 2018, 21; see also Silva 2004).
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Terra in Our Mist

Thus, Terra conveys the state’s necessarily violent (and ‘terra-fying’) 
control over land, a story true for Tūhoe’s early and recent encounters 
with the Crown. In this way, Tūhoe’s dispossessed ancestral lands are 
maintained through terra

terror , a reality that Tūhoe – as a people descended 
from Hinepūkohurangi – exist within. Influenced by this, and the similarly 
titled Terror in Our Midst? Searching for Terrorism in Aotearoa New Zealand 
(Keenan 2008a), the title of this book emerged (see also Abel 2008; Bargh 
2008; Crawford 2008; Higgins 2008; Hill 2008; Hokowhitu 2008; Jackson 
2008; Temara 2008). As Wolfe reiterates, ‘Whatever settlers may say – and 
they generally have a lot to say – the primary motive for elimination is … 
access to territory’ (Wolfe 2006, 388).

As I detail, the colonial politics of place, encapsulated within the notion of 
terra, succinctly describes Tūhoe encounters with the Crown throughout 
the nineteenth, twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Thus: Terra in our 
Mist. Chapters 1 and 2 chart the histories of Crown violence in Te Urewera 
from the late nineteenth century until the infamous 1916 police raid on 
Tūhoe’s famous prophet and visionary, Rua Kēnana (Binney et al. 1996). 
As I explain, these events reflect a history of originary violence central to the 
rise of the New Zealand settler-colonial state and further contextualise 
the more recent moments of state violence, such as the 2014 raid.

Racialised representation
Racialised representation is the second central thread of this book. Histories 
of colonisation and the settler politics of place are indelibly embedded in, 
and informed by, the notion of race (Wolfe 2016; see also Rohrer 2016). 
As a template of subjugation, race presumes the supremacy of certain peoples 
above others (Mills 2011), drawing from Enlightenment classificatory 
descriptions of peoples from barbarism to civilisation (Hall 1997, 239). 
As distinguished anthropologist Margaret Jolly has observed, the ‘grand 
narrative’ postulated by late-eighteenth and nineteenth-century theories 
of human society:

paralleled the ontogeny of an individual’s life from infancy through 
childhood to maturity (and on occasion civilised senility!) … 
‘[O]thers’ were relegated to the infancy of savagery or the childhood 
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of barbarism, an anterior time, a more primitive place, and, 
increasingly, a more bestial race, which Europeans had progressed 
beyond and eclipsed (Jolly 2009, 74).

In this ‘cosmic model’ of the universe, white European races stood as the 
exemplar of civilisation, second only to God in the ‘Great Chain of Being’ 
(Salmond 2020, 35). White people and culture became – and remain – the 
benchmark of civility and progress, against which the rest of the peopled, 
non-European world were measured (Smith 2012, 50–51). In this matrix, 
Black, Indigenous and non-white peoples were considered, by their nature, 
to be the inferior, irrational and savage other (Jolly 2009, 74; Wynter 2003, 
300; Norris 2020, 1). As Jamaican philosopher Charles Mills notes, the 
term ‘savage’ explicitly denotes disqualification from ‘civilised’ existence:

[T]he etymology of ‘savage’ … derives from the Latin silva, ‘wood,’ 
so that the savage is the wild man of the wood, silvaticus, homo 
sylvestris, the man whose being wildness, wilderness, has so deeply 
penetrated that the door to civilization, to the political, is barred. 
(You can take the Wild Man out of the wilderness, but you can’t take 
the wilderness out of the Wild Man.) (Mills 2011, 42–43).

The term ‘primitive’ likewise shares this whakapapa, again drawing on 
an evolutionary logic that posits a unidirectional progression of human 
development. The framing of savagery as masculine is immediately apparent 
(see also Jolly 2007b), conflating the uncultivated and ‘wild’ forest with the 
barbarism of tāne (male; man; men) within it, as was precisely the case with the 
colonial gaze upon tāne Māori (Māori man/men) in particular (Hokowhitu 
2004; Jolly 2007b). Physical variations such as skin, hair and eye colour 
became the markers of this racialised, existential difference, ‘linking physical 
characteristics to cognitive, cultural, and moral ones’ (Wolfe 2016, 7). 
Having jettisoned their vestiges of irrationality and ‘savagery’, Europeans 
were rendered ‘racially “pure”’, and the ‘[b]lack population … the new 
ne plus ultra marker of barely human status’ (Wynter 2003, 309, my 
italics; Goldberg 2002, 289–90). This, in essence, marks the origin and 
proliferation of globalised white supremacy.

As European voyagers sailed to Oceania, they brought with them these ways 
of seeing the world. The plethora of Indigenous peoples they encountered 
across the oceanic expanse became subject to this gaze, immortalised in the 
archetypal figures of the ‘noble savage’ and ‘ignoble savage’. Considered 
‘noble’ because of their supposed purity in contrast to the ‘moral decay’ of 
Europe at the time (Smith 1999, in Hokowhitu 2007b, 66; Hokowhitu 
2004, 268–69; Connell 2003, 555–56), this quickly gave way to the ignoble:
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The ‘noble savage’, after a brief heyday in the late eighteenth 
century, gave way to the evangelical discourse of the ‘ignoble savage’ 
– naked, unpredictably violent and uncultured – and a new rather 
less romantic discourse of the primitive savage (Connell 2003, 559; 
see also Smith 1985).

In their ‘natural affinity for sport’ and warriorhood, tāne Māori were initially 
seen to embody the ‘noble savage’ frame; but, during settler colonialism, they 
were marked by their ignobility due to a ‘negative appraisal of their violence 
toward women’ (Jolly 2007b, 10; see also Thomas 1993). Both tropes – of 
nobility and ignobility – were critical to the rise and consolidation of the 
settler-colonial state, as Hokowhitu has described:

The discourse of ignobility justified colonial violence, subjugation, 
and land annexation, while the later discourse of nobility served 
to assimilate and endear Māori men to the New Zealand public 
(Hokowhitu 2007a, 118–19).

This categorisation remains a core aspect of the colonial project, racially 
inferiorising Māori – and Oceanic peoples more broadly – as ‘less than’ their 
European counterparts. This process thus ‘serve[d] as the negative model for 
the West’s own representations of its cultural superiority’ (Connell 2003, 
559), embedding the ‘naked violence’ of Māori and Oceanic peoples into 
settler consciousness.

‘Yet hypermasculinity has been the dominant icon in popular portrayals of 
Māori men,’ laments Jolly (2007b, 9), and historian Angela Ballara details 
the wider discursive imprint of this persistent portrayal in Proud to be White? 
A Survey of Pakeha Prejudice in New Zealand (1986):

‘[T]he inhabitants of these islands … appear to me to be descended 
from a once powerful people, who … gradually degenerate[ed] 
into barbarism, from a high state of civilization … [T]he spirit of 
enterprise led them in successive migrations to … the southern ocean, 
where they ultimately passed the last stage of moral degradation’ 
(John Nicholas, ‘an early visitor to New Zealand’, 1817, cited in 
Ballara 1986, 9).

‘[The object of our endeavour is] that of civilizing a barbarous 
people by means of a deliberate plan and systemic efforts. This 
indeed, will be an experiment; for though professions of a desire to 
civilize barbarians have often been used as pretexts for oppressing 
and exterminating them, no attempt to improve a savage people, by 
means of colonization, was ever made deliberately and systematically. 
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The success of such an experiment must in a great measure depend 
on the natural capacity of the inferior race for improvement. It will 
be seen that, in this present respect, the native inhabitants of New 
Zealand, are superior to most, if not all thoroughly savage people. 
[But the] New Zealanders are a thoroughly savage people’ (Edward 
Wakefield and John Ward, Account of the Principles, Objects and Plans 
of the New Zealand Association, 1837, cited in Ballara 1986, 16).

‘As a rule, civilised nations do not recognise the right of scattered 
handfuls of barbarians to the ownership of immense tracts of soil, 
only a fraction of which they cultivate or use. However from the 
noblest and most philanthropic motives an exception to this rule 
was made in the case of New Zealand, and by treaty some seventy 
thousand Maoris were given6 a title guaranteed by England – the 
best title in the world – to some sixty-six million acres of valuable 
land’ (William Pember Reeves, politician, 1898, cited in Ballara 
1986, 39).

Similarly, as an English author – who had never been to Aotearoa – 
‘graphically’ wrote of Māori in 1830,

‘The land is inhabited by a savage, bloody, warrior race, where 
vengeance and war is the precious lifeblood of an ancestor, 
bequeathed from savage father to savage son’ (Jackson, 2009).

The gendered discursive framing of Māori, and particularly tāne, as the 
‘noble and ignoble savage’ becomes immediately clear when one reads 
these nineteenth-century accounts. Employing the Christian notion of the 
irrevocable ‘fall from grace’ – from the nobility of ‘high civilisation’ to 
the ignobility of barbarism – Nicholas presumes Māori to be doomed to the 
savagery of their ways, having ‘ultimately passed’ the existential point of 
no return. For Wakefield, Ward and Reeves, the uncivilised and barbarous 
nature of Māori is taken for granted – as common sense – and while the 
‘inferior race’ may demonstrate capacity for improvement, their being 
thorough savages circumscribed this progress. Further, for Reeves, Māori 
were incapable of exploiting land according to the directives of capital, 
highlighting the destructive capitalism that drove the machine of early New 
Zealand colonial governments (Brooking 1992, 1996).

6	 !
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These racialised representations were similarly manifest during the 
sovereignty wars of the latter nineteenth century, the mass conflicts in 
which rangatira (ennobled chieftains) defended themselves against Crown 
aggression, confiscation, and invasion (see Jackson 2016, 2019). In the 
past, these conflicts have been described as the ‘land wars.’ Yet, as pre-
eminent Māori intellectual and prison abolitionist Moana Jackson, of Ngāti 
Kahungunu descent, has emphasised, a more suitable term is ‘sovereignty 
wars’, which ‘more aptly recognises them as colonising wars to take power’ 
(Jackson 2016). Writing in 1869, the then Attorney-General of New 
Zealand, James Prendergast, declared that the ‘Laws of War’ did not apply 
to Māori, who were deemed to be ‘in rebellion’ against the government:

The Maoris now in arms have put forward no grievance for which 
they seek redress. Their object, so far as it can be collected from 
their acts, is murder, cannibalism, and rapine. They form themselves 
into bands, and roam the country seeking a prey. In punishing the 
perpetrators of such crimes, is the Sovereign to be restrained by the 
rules which the laws of nature and of nations have declared applicable 
in the wars between civilized nations? Clearly not. Even if those in 
arms had not been guilty of such enormous atrocities, it does not 
appear to me that those who, having taken part in it, are captured 
ought to be treated as prisoners of war. I see no reason why they 
should not be treated as persons guilty of levying war against the 
Crown. No doubt, in so treating them, the Crown would exercise 
its power with mercy: the numbers of those in arms, and who have 
been and are likely to be captured, and the fact that the men are 
of a savage race, afford sufficient reasons for confining the highest 
penalties of the law to those who are the leaders of the revolt, or have 
actually participated in the atrocities that have been committed. 
Unfortunately, however, the revolt has been carried on in defiance of 
all the laws of nature, and there can be no doubt that all who have 
taken part in it have forfeited all claim for mercy: certainly, all title 
to the observance towards them of the usages of war, if they ever had 
such title (Waitangi Tribunal 2009, 305).

Māori are here discursively framed as savages bent on constantly waging war, 
to whom the Crown’s ‘mercy’ is both unavailable and undeserved. This is 
because Māori were not recognised as possessing Westphalian sovereignty 
(a state’s exclusive right of sovereign rule) given their ‘savage’ distance from 
civilisation, and, as such, were not considered a legitimate sovereign nation. 
To this end, the ‘normal’ rules of war and engagement did not apply, giving 
licence to dispense with Māori during the sovereignty wars.
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Thus, Māori and Tūhoe inferiority was, colonially, matter of fact. As part of 
this viewpoint, the typecasts of savagery, barbarism and irrationality became 
discursively grafted onto the tāne Māori body, carrying, as Mills describes, 
a ‘halo of blackness … which [makes] some whites physically uncomfortable’ 
(Mills 2011, 51). Race inscribes this halo onto Brown bodies, highlighted in 
a conversation one day with my friend, Tuari. Standing over six feet tall, of 
Māori and Sāmoan descent and of solid, muscular build, he mentioned how 
in many spaces, ‘[I]f I get up too fast, that’s [considered] a threat’ (see also 
Henderson 2011, 270).

Tuari’s example is telling: it not only illustrates how race is visualised through 
the body but also invokes the prototypical subjectivity of tāne Māori as 
inherently hypermasculine and violent, as noted above. The long, discursive 
whakapapa of depicting many Oceanic men in this light (Jolly 2016, 306), 
is embodied in the Aotearoa context by the fictional Māori father Jake Heke 
in the 1994 film Once Were Warriors (Tamahori 1994).7 The film follows 
Heke’s uncontrollable, sociopathic rage, which he unleashes upon whānau 
and those around him. In this, he has become an infamous paragon of Māori 
male violence, the film dangerously conflating form and essence to insist 
aggression is hereditary for Māori men:

[A]s its title suggests, the film intimates that the inherent violence 
of tāne was, in precolonial times, appropriate for a noble warrior 
culture but today has become a natural symptom of urban Māori 
dysfunction (Hokowhitu 2004, 263–64).

Hokowhitu sees Māori masculinities as defined by ‘an imbalanced 
reliance on physicality and passions’ (Hokowhitu 2007b, 64), resulting in 
the unrepentant violence of the ignoble savage, Heke. As we shall see, the 
figure of the ignoble savage is reworked, mutated, and transmogrified in 
the present through the depiction of tāne Māori as criminal and even, in the 
case of Tūhoe, as terrorists.

But the film does not reveal the complicity of colonialism in shaping 
configurations of Māori masculinities, for ‘masculinity [itself ] is a historical 
construction’ (Hokowhitu 2004, 264; see also Jolly 2016, 307; Jolly 2007b). 
The typical expression of Māori masculinity today, framed by stoicism, 

7	  This was not universal, however, neither for Māori nor for Oceanic peoples. The early colonial 
gaze initially saw tāne Māori through a more feminine lens because of their penchant for liveliness as 
opposed to being aloof (Hokowhitu 2003 in Hokowhitu 2007, 71). Elsewhere, Kānaka ‘Ōiwi men in 
Hawaiʻi were discursively invisibilised and emasculated through settler colonialism, often contrasted to 
tāne Māori to accentuate this difference (Jolly 2007b, 6; see also Tengan 2008; Walker 2007).
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emotional reticence and physical prowess lapsing into violence, has long 
been cultivated by colonial institutions. Private Māori boarding schools 
such as Te Aute, for example, inculcated – through sports such as rugby 
– an ‘old-boy’ heterosexual and heteropatriarchal masculinity (Hokowhitu 
2015, 88). This was characterised by ‘the violent, physical, stoic, rugged and 
sport-oriented “Kiwi bloke” culture that has pervaded New Zealand society 
for most of its colonial history’ (Phillips 1987 in Hokowhitu 2007b, 72). 
In selectively amplifying certain traits in this way, colonialism is responsible 
for producing this form of masculinity. ‘Ironically,’ as Hokowhitu explains, 
‘many aspects of Māori masculinity [like sporting prowess,] now regarded 
as traditional were merely selected qualities of British colonial masculinity’ 
(Hokowhitu 2004, 269).

The essentialisation of tāne Māori as violent, however, has endured in 
colonial and popular discourse. This is exemplified in the ‘warrior gene’ 
debate, which argued that Māori men were predisposed to violent and 
‘warrior-like’ tendencies (Stokes 2006). Bioethicist Grant Gillett and clinical 
psychologist Armon Tamatea resolutely debunked this, showing how

[t]here is no direct evidence to support the claim that the MAOA 
gene confers ‘warrior’ qualities on Māori males, either modern or 
ancestral … [T]he use of the ‘warrior gene’ label in the context 
of MAOA aggression studies; generalizing from a sample of 17 
individuals not representative of the general Māori population; and 
the lack of scientific investigative journalism have combined to do 
science and Māori a disservice (Gillett and Tamatea 2012, 42–43).

Similarly, in complete contrast to the conflation of Māori men with 
aggression and warriorhood, earlier colonial accounts depicted tāne Māori as 
‘animated’ and ‘lack[ing] a stoic disposition because they were overemotional 
and whimsical’ (Hokowhitu 2003 in Hokowhitu 2007b, 71). ‘Māori men 
were not voiceless,’ Hokowhitu continues, because ‘Maori [Māori] people, 
in general, sought holistic balance in their lives. Accordingly, Maori men 
were talking enthusiasts.’ Similarly, Māori fathers were seen as nurturing, 
loving, caring and indulgent, shattering the colonial gaze that saw otherwise 
(Hokowhitu 2007b, 70).

The figure of Jake Heke, then, is a manufactured artifice of colonisation, 
simultaneously conflating form and essence while eliding the colonial 
complicity in the construction of this hegemonic archetype of masculinity 
(see Connell and Messerschmidt 2005, 832). Indeed, to better reflect 
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pre‑colonial Aotearoa and tāne Māori of the time, a more appropriate title 
would have been, as Jackson suggests, ‘Once Were Gardeners, Once Were 
Poets, [or] Once Were Singers’ (2009).

The ‘inferiorisation’ palpable in these sentiments was essential in the 
subsequent expropriation and exploitation of Māori from their lands. 
As Walter Mignolo has described, echoing Hokowhitu’s earlier remark 
(Hokowhitu 2007a, 118–19), ‘[Y]ou cannot exploit and expropriate an equal. 
You have to make people inferior in order to … [manage] them and take away 
… their land’ (Mignolo 2012). In this manner, race, and the hierarchy of 
peopled existence espoused by Enlightenment thought, facilitated European 
expansionism by rendering millions of the world’s peoples as less than human 
(see also da Silva 2014). As Alexander Weheliye has described:

Man represents the western configuration of the human as 
synonymous with the heteromasculine, white, propertied, and 
liberal subject that renders all those who do not conform to these 
characteristics as exploitable nonhumans, literal legal no-bodies 
(2014, 135).

This process was buoyed by the earlier Doctrine of Discovery, a collection 
of fifteenth century Papal Bulls – decrees handed down by popes – that 
authorised the conquest and exploitation of the non-Christian, non-
European world (Greenberg 2016, 236). Pākehā settlers (New Zealanders of 
British European descent), as Ballara describes, thus ‘did not question their 
assumption that theirs was a race born to rule, and that the Maori belonged 
to a race which was bound to require that rule’ (Ballara 1986, 111).

In turn, this rationalised the mass dispossession of Indigenous lands and 
wealth, without the intervention of European moral reprehension (Mills 
2011, 32–33, 2008, 1388–94; Wynter 2003, 264). For the New Zealand 
settler state, this system of beliefs underpinned, facilitated and justified the:

large-scale accumulation of unpaid land, unpaid labor, and overall 
wealth expropriated by Western Europe from non-European peoples, 
which was to lay the basis of its global expansion from the fifteenth 
century onwards … carried out within the order of truth and the 
self-evident order of consciousness, of a creed-specific conception of 
what it was to be human (Wynter 2003, 291).

In this manner, the dispossessed lands of Ngāi Tūhoe, and Māori more 
generally, are ‘territory that has been marked by and through violence and 
race’, as Moreton-Robinson describes:
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Racism is thus inextricably tied to the theft and appropriation of 
Indigenous lands in the first world. In fact, its existence in the United 
States, Canada, Australia, Hawaiʻi, and New Zealand was dependent 
on this happening. The dehumanizing impulses of colonization are 
predicated on the logic of [racialised] possession (Moreton-Robinson 
2015a, xiii).

As Jackson has similarly observed, this colonial politics of place is underpinned 
by the:

racist belief that so-called White, civilised people in Europe were 
innately superior and therefore had the right to dispossess non-White 
‘uncivilised’ peoples who were inferior (Jackson 2017, 7, 2019).

As a project that ‘denotes certain peoples as being out of place’ (Wolfe 
2016, 17), therefore, settler colonialism racialises to dispossess and exploit. 
As I explore throughout this book, this is a story true for Tūhoe histories 
of loss, theft and usurpation by the settler-colonial state of the principal 
economic and spiritual base – whenua (see Binney 2009).

If Māori were ‘uncivilised savages’, then Tūhoe represented this in the 
extreme. ‘[T]he Urewera natives [(Tūhoe)] [are] … the most hostile and 
intractable of any of the Maori tribes,’ wrote the Wanganui Herald in 1894, 
and ‘so wild and fierce was the appearance of these people … [t]he effect 
was ferocious in the extreme’ (Wanganui Herald 1894, 2). Heavily gendered 
motifs of wilderness, savagery and primitivism saturate early texts about 
Tūhoe. Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century newspaper articles 
and diary entries, or accounts of journeys within Te Urewera, are festooned 
with these racialised representations, exemplified throughout the work of 
ethnologist Elsdon Best (1925, 1897). In a commentary he wrote for the 
Press in 1897, for example, he opened by reinforcing the binary of ‘our 
civilisation versus their savagery’:

There would seem to be a lurking desire implanted in the human 
mind, or at least in the Anglo-Saxon mind, to discover and be 
interested in a primitive people, their country, habits, customs 
and language. For many years here in New Zealand, it was fondly 
imagined by many that a section of the Maori people was still living 
in a state of barbaric simplicity … [Tūhoe] were said to still dress in 
the old Native costume, still retain the ancient customs, and woe 
betide the luckless pakeha who should venture to enter the dominion 
of Tuhoe (1897, 5).
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For Best, the ‘human mind’ is European, and Tūhoe the inverse, belonging 
to a state of primitivism and barbarism, whose predilection for violence did 
not bode well for the eternally ill-fated (‘luckless’) Pākehā visitor. Elsewhere, 
he similarly described his work on Tūhoe as an account of the ‘history of 
barbaric man’ (Best 1925, 24). Earlier, in 1871, Captain Gilbert Mair had 
proffered that

[m]any of the Urewera have never seen the sea and hardly ever a 
white man. The Maungapohatu Natives are a wild, restless set, 
with large shaggy heads of hair, and clad in mats made from the 
coarse fibres of the Toii (Cordyline Indivisa) – they bore but small 
resemblance to civilised beings (Webster 1979, 82).

As esteemed New Zealand historian the late Dame Judith Binney explains, 
‘to [Mair], they were “sauvages” [sic] or “wild men”, part-fiction, part-factual’ 
(Binney 2009, 194). A remark from Captain Porter, also in 1871, echoes 
Mair’s sentiments, depicting Tūhoe as ‘one of the fiercest tribes in appearance 
I have met; they are true savages’ (cited in Webster 1979, 82). Two years 
later, an Auckland Star columnist wrote of Ruatāhuna as a locale of:

primitive villages of the main portion of the Urewera or Tūhoe 
tribe. Here these war-like and hardy mountain people have dwelt 
for hundreds of years past, recking [sic] little of the outside world, 
except when they organised war-parties to go on a man-eating 
excursion into the plains below (Auckland Star 1899, 1).

Alongside this predisposition for unfiltered aggression and cannibalism, 
Tūhoe are here characterised by an intentional isolationism, a theme 
scattered throughout early writings. ‘To settlement and all contact with 
Europeans [Tūhoe] were opposed,’ the Auckland Star claimed in 1898 
(Auckland Star 1898, 4), and, by similar token, the Wanganui Herald noted 
that by the end of the nineteenth century, Tūhoe were resigned to ‘abandon 
the policy of isolation which they have stubbornly maintained for so many 
years’ (Wanganui Herald 1894, 2). As we shall see, such isolation was often 
the result of white settler encroachment into Tūhoe homelands in the first 
place. The colonial gaze thus produced the very object of its vision.

In its nascent stages in Te Urewera, the colonial project and its impulses of 
exploitation were led by ‘pioneers’ of the colonial dream. The Otago Witness 
writes of this as a:
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faint white line on the far hills … – a line which looks like a white 
thread hung round the cliffs of Okahu … It is the ubiquitous pakeha 
– the restless white man – who is everywhere and does everything; 
for it is the road formed by the expedition from old Fort Galatea. 
And it crawls on swiftly, that thin white line – creeps round the huge 
cliffs and across great ranges, and through the dense forest and down 
the darkling gulches. They never rest, these white men. Day by day 
they dig and hew and blast and tear away into the wilderness … Day 
by day the thin white line advances into the heart of the land, day by 
day the signal fires creep up the great ranges nearer to Huiarau. In a 
year or two, when the white lines are united, the scattering pioneers 
will emerge into the world of light at Te Wairoa … (1896, 50).

The orientalist motifs of descent and darkness here are unmistakable. 
Through the industriousness of white men, the light of civilisation is 
valiantly brought to a dark and wild underworld. This ‘thin white line’ 
penetrates the heart of terra incognita, resolute in its ambition of taming – 
and making legible – a wild landscape, violently penetrating and reshaping 
the environment to do so. The zenith of their exploits is to emerge into 
a ‘world of light’, galvanised by the tirelessness and virility of white men, 
upon whose shoulders rests the responsibility of spreading the word of 
civilisation. This is triumphantly marked by the construction of a road – 
a form of communication, surveillance and control, no less – into the heart 
of Te Urewera.

The valorisation of the ‘pioneer’ figure extolls the virtues of white male 
strength and determination, a masculine stamina critically tempered with 
the civilised ambition of ‘bringing light to the dark’. The ‘pioneer’ is the 
idealised colonial masculinity, in sharp contrast to the ostensibly unbridled 
aggression of tāne Māori, who were in equal need of taming. Nevertheless, 
episodes such as this mark settler sovereignty’s ‘possessive ownership’, 
producing narratives of masculinised white conquest and subjugation, 
‘as part of commonsense knowledge’ of colonial society (Moreton-Robinson 
2015a, xii).

Thus, in the Pākehā imaginary, Tūhoe country remained wild country. 
An Otago Witness article, ‘In the Land of Tuhoe’, narrated a journey to ‘[t]he 
Summit of Tarapounamu, in the Wilderness of the Uriwera [sic] Country’ 
(Otago Witness 1896, 50), and a similar story from the Auckland Star two 
decades later describes the ancestral mountain Maungapōhatu as the ‘wildest 
part of this savage country’ (Auckland Star 1916, 4). Here, the ‘savagery’ of 
the landscape is matched by that of its inhabitants, in what Mills describes 
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as a ‘circular indictment’ and a ‘mutually supporting characterization’. 
As he explains, both the landscape and those that dwell within it imply 
one another: ‘You are what you are in part because you originate from a 
certain kind of space, and that space has those properties in part because 
it is inhabited by creatures like yourself ’ (Mills 2011, 42). In this vein of 
thought, the savagery of the landscape renders it uninhabitable for Pākehā 
settlement. ‘Probably only one-tenth of the Urewera Country is fit for 
man’s settlement in any form,’ suggests journalist James Cowan in 1917, as 
‘[n]ature has set an insuperable barrier against the subjection of this savage 
highland country to the needs of the farmer’. ‘The simple truth’, he writes, 
continuing his homily,

is that there is not more arable land in its borders than is required 
for the subsistence of the Native tribespeople themselves, and that so 
far as sheep and cattle raising is concerned it would be wiser policy 
to encourage the Maoris to clear and stock the fit portions rather 
than to rush European settlers into an essentially stubborn and 
formidable land (1917, 13).

The title of Cowan’s article, ‘The Maori Highlands’ (likely linking to English 
anti-Scottish sentiment), similarly exposes the binary of civil/savage, in 
which Tūhoe are perceived as uncivilised – and uncivilisable – creatures. 
In the context of upland Southeast Asia, James Scott has explored how the 
notion of ‘highlands’ is denotative of savagery and backwardness, in which:

the thinner the air you breathe, the less civilized you are. It is no 
exaggeration to say that the presumptive level of civilization can, 
from a valley perspective, be often read as a function of altitude. 
Those on the mountaintops are the most backward and uncivilized 
… ‘Hilliness’ per se is disqualifying (2009, 100).

Exemplifying Scott’s analysis, Cowan further describes Te Urewera as:

an independent home for the little highland tribes that have dwelt 
there for untold generations, a place where they can live on the 
foods of the fern and bush – wild pigs and birds – as they do now; 
a place, moreover, which should be preserved largely in its natural 
state as a great forest park, one of the great travel tracks of the future 
(Cowan 1917, 13).8

8	  Note also here how ‘wilderness’, for Europeans, is premised on the evacuation of Indigenous peoples 
from their homelands.
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The patronising use of the qualifier ‘little’, in conjunction with the 
objectification of Tūhoe as a ‘primitive’ society to be treated as a ‘natural’ 
exhibit in a forest park for the convenience of settler enjoyment and tramping, 
underscores the racialisation of Tūhoe as ‘savage native other’. At the time, 
however, Cowan’s work was read as authoritative in Pākehā society, in the 
production of ‘common sense’ knowledge about Tūhoe, and therefore, 
the supremacy of the settler state (Moreton-Robinson 2015a, xi–xii).

People of the Mist
Both representation and knowledge of Tūhoe comes into being through 
the quills and ink of writers such as Cowan and Best. As white men, their 
proclamations of ‘truth’ about Tūhoe are read as accurate, without need of 
further validation. For the Press, Best is ‘of Tūhoeland’ (Best 1897, 5), and 
for the Auckland Star, he is the ‘white “tohunga” (expert) of Tuhoe land’ 
(Auckland Star 1899, 1). Later, anthropologist Jeffrey Sissons described 
Best’s Tuhoe: Children of the Mist (1925) as a ‘now classic work’ (Sissons 
1991, 1), and, while my criticisms of Tuhoe are not at all directed to kōrero 
from Tūhoe elders therein, they are to its author. Tuhoe, like any text, is a 
product of its time, and, as Sissons describes, Best ‘objectified, judged and 
alienated [Tūhoe knowledge] at a time when the Crown was preparing to 
further alienate Tuhoe land’. This knowledge was ‘removed from its social 
context … and contributed to a wider Maori and New Zealand history as 
interpreted through the discourse of the coloniser’ (1991, 20–21).

Equally problematic is the title Best chose for his 1925 work. The discursive 
effect of using the phrase ‘Children of the Mist’ is to infantilise, depicting 
Tūhoe as simple, immature and incapable of writing their own destinies 
(or histories!). As a Tūhoe kaumātua (elder, literally ‘without parents’ ) from 
the mid-1960s noted, ‘We were treated more as children than as men’ 
(in Webster 1979, 60). To be clear: my comments here are in no way intended 
to trample on the mana (authority, dignity, prestige, integrity) of Tūhoe 
knowledge systems and creation narratives – indeed, many whānau I spoke 
with identified themselves as ‘Ngā Tamariki o Te Kohu’ (the Children of the 
Mist). Rather, it is a reflection on colonial modes of thinking that infantilised 
Indigenous peoples and rationalised the expropriation and exploitation of 
their lands. Here, Indigenous peoples – and Tūhoe specifically – are rendered 
naïve, immature, incapable of adequately utilising their land for capitalist 
development (Brooking 1996, 1992), and in need of ‘paternalist guidance’ 
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to teach them to the ways of civilised life (Mills 2011, 57). This, then, is 
the cumulative effect (unintended or otherwise) of employing ‘Children of 
the Mist’ as a title. Consider the effect of instead describing Tūhoe as the 
‘People’ or ‘Descendants of the Mist’.

In his 1897 Press article, Best’s account of Tūhoe people marvelling at 
previously unknown technologies takes on the same infantilising tone:

One hears amusing remarks made by these people. When I described 
the electric light and the X rays to Tutaka he said, ‘Te Pakeha e-e! 
Te atua tonu ra.’ ‘O, the white man! He is a god in himself.’ When 
old Whatu looked into the view finder of the camera he said, 
‘No wonder the pakeha has conquered New Zealand’ (Best 1897, 5).

The existential distance implied in the expression ‘these people’ signifies 
the irreconcilable difference between Best, an ambassador of white 
civilisation, and Tūhoe, as immature, savage beings. The tired cliché of 
‘natives admiring strange technology’ positions European technology as the 
superior benchmark from which everything (and everyone) else is measured. 
Moreover, this blindly ignores the vast repositories of Tūhoe knowledge and 
technology, such as intimate knowledge of the heavens and earth (see also 
Dening, 1997).

My point here is that everything is contextual. Our ancestors’ knowledge 
of oceanic voyaging remains unsurpassed today – Cook himself was guided 
across the Pacific’s oceans by the ‘immensely intelligent’ priest Tupaia of 
Ra‘iatea (Jolly 2007a, 508). At the time of first contact and the early stages 
of colonisation, European vessels and sailing technology hardly rivalled the 
sophistication of Oceanic waka. Yet, in continental Europe, the abundance 
of wheat and iron led to other distinct technological developments in 
agriculture and metallurgy (Mills 2011, 68), leading, eventually, to the 
discovery and utilisation of electromagnetic radiation (to which Best was 
referring in his comment on x-rays).

The imagining of Tūhoe as simple, primitive, aggressive and immature 
continued throughout twentieth- and twenty-first-century writings. 
American anthropologist Steven Webster published Rua and the Maori 
Millennium in the late 1970s (1979), based on fieldwork he conducted in 
the Waimana Valley in the mid-1960s. In step with my critique of Best, 
my comments here are not aimed at the kōrero of whānau Webster spoke 
with, but rather the way he positioned himself as an outside researcher. 
Although he begins by emphasising that his is a ‘partisan stance towards the 
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Maori’ (Webster 1979, 10), his ontological and epistemological postures 
belie this outlook. His intent here is not my concern, but rather the net 
material effect of words and actions. In the early pages of his book, for 
example, he expresses some dismay at the ‘extraordinary lack of any personal 
documentary material amongst the Maori [around whom he conducted his 
research] … none of them had managed to retain anything of the past in 
the way of letters, diaries, notes, and so forth’ (Webster 1979, 12). This view 
overtly privileges the written word and pays no attention to the importance 
of oral traditions within Indigenous epistemologies, which continue to act 
as bridges of communication between past and present.

Etched onto the same page, a familiar infantilising tone emerges. ‘During 
my fieldwork amongst Tuhoe in the Urewera,’ Webster writes, ‘I met a 
number of people who greatly impressed me.’ He continues overleaf: ‘Of all 
my informants over the years, none impressed me in quite the same way as 
Pemia [one of Rua’s wives]’ (Webster 1979, 12–3). Later, in discussing his 
attendance at a tangi (funeral; ritual of farewell), he writes of being ‘greatly 
impressed by the ritual of the whole event, the way in which it had been 
organised, [and] the confidence with which the elders spoke …’ (Webster 
1979, 25). Like a teacher assessing pupils’ work, Webster’s tone is one of 
moralistic superiority. This treats Tūhoe as ‘natives’ to be objectified and 
studied, whose ways of life are then subject to a presumptuous standard of 
measurement informed by Eurocentric notions of morality and civilisation. 
He describes the ancestors of present-day Tūhoe as a ‘people with … simple 
technology’ who were ‘primarily hunters and gatherers’ (Webster 1979, 
87–88). Echoing my earlier reflection on technology, these phrases are tied 
to notions of primitivism and savagery, reinforced by Webster’s remark 
immediately thereafter: ‘It seems likely then that some of the Tuhoe hapu 
[clans] lived a primitive marginal existence’ (Webster 1979, 88).

Nowhere is his positionality more clearly revealed than his epitaphic farewell 
to kuia (woman elder; term of respect for an elder woman) Pemia, one of the 
elders he spent much of his time with, who, sadly, passed not long after 
his research began: ‘Although she was in some ways uniquely Tuhoe,’ he 
writes, ‘at the same time she represented to me and to many others the very 
essence of human kindness, of warmth, of vitality’ (Webster 1979, 26). The 
grammatically negative framing of this sentence, through the conjunctive 
use of ‘although’, posits that virtues such as ‘human kindness’, ‘warmth’ and 
‘vitality’ are ethics foreign to Tūhoe and Tūhoe ways of life. Moreover, the 
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qualifier ‘human’ emphasises the discursive rendering of Tūhoe as primitive 
and savage, not warm or hospitable. Despite his political proclamations, 
Webster’s predispositions are here laid bare.

The trajectory of racialising Māori as savage and aggressive inevitably 
journeyed into the oceans of criminality, exemplified in the overpolicing 
of Māori by the state. Research done on police perceptions of Māori has 
emphasised that stereotypical views of Māori are commonplace, in which, 
for example, ‘[t]he assumption of guilt [by police officers] is worse for Maori’ 
(Maxwell and Smith 1998, 11). Māori are seen as ‘essentially ‘criminal’’ 
(James 2000, 11), and this is manifest in the persistent racial profiling 
of young Māori by the police:

I remember when I was working at [name of shop] and um we 
caught some shoplifters. And the police officer walked in, and I said 
… ‘Shall I take you upstairs?’ And he goes ‘Yes, I’ll take you upstairs 
right now.’ And he thought I was the shoplifter! … I’m pretty sure 
it’s [be]cause I was brown. There was another time, I was sitting in 
the cafeteria, and the police officer walks in and goes ‘Oh yeah, this 
is her is it?’, thinking I was the shoplifter waiting (Prasad 2000, 119).

As Jackson has explained, ‘In the words of a young 19-year-old Māori 
[whom] we interviewed recently, if you look brown you go down’ (Johnsen 
2020; see also Workman 2011, 10). It is unsurprising, then, that Māori 
have an almost ‘unanimous … perception that the police institution is a 
racist institution that perpetuates strong anti-Maori attitudes’ (Te Whaiti 
and Roguski 1998, 2). Recently completed groundbreaking research led 
by Māori and Tāngata Whaikaha (people with disabilities) into who police 
stop and speak to, the use of force and laying charges has shown how these 
trends have vehemently continued into the present (Understanding Policing 
Delivery and Mana Pounamu Consulting 2024; Leonard & Brown 2024; 
Understanding Policing Delivery 2024a; Understanding Policing Delivery 
2024b). Tāne Māori are nearly 10 times more likely to have police taser 
them, with Māori and Pasifika communities disproportionately experiencing 
the use of force more broadly (Leonard & Brown 2024, 7); for example, 
being pepper-sprayed (Te Uepū Hāpai i te Ora 2019a, 46). Māori are also 
more likely to be apprehended, prosecuted and convicted (Workman 2011, 
12–13, 23). Whānau with disability are frequently subject to unreasonable 
force as well (Understanding Policing Delivery 2024b, 42), and overall, 
‘Reports of harmful, discriminatory and unprofessional Police conduct were 
shared by Māori and other communities [alike]’ (Understanding Policing 
Delivery 2024b, 41).
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The spectre of the ignoble savage endures, especially for tāne Māori, 
incorporating a criminal dimension into its discursive configuration. This 
echoes the situation for Indigenous youth worldwide, where their portrayal 
as inherently criminal translates, in material practice, to increased rates 
of police interaction and induction into the welfare and criminal justice 
systems. Indeed, Indigenous youth are restrained both by the police and the 
weight of the colonial gaze, creating such a circular presumption. Writing in 
the Canadian context, Robert Henry observes:

Because of this [distorted characterisation,] [Indigenous youth] are 
more easily identified as criminals or participating in acts of criminal 
behaviour, and it is through this criminalization that Indigenous 
youth find themselves part of the child welfare or criminal justice 
systems (2015, 192).

In New Zealand, this process directly contributes to our staggering 
incarceration rates, by which Māori, who make up less than 18 per cent of the 
total population, routinely make up about 55 per cent of those imprisoned 
(McIntosh and Workman 2017, 725; see also No Pride in Prisons, 2016).9 
Further, the rates of imprisoned wāhine Māori (Māori women) has 
skyrocketed to 57 per cent of all incarcerated women (Ara Poutama 
Aotearoa | Department of Corrections 2019, 8; George and Ngamu 2020, 
242), from under 10 per cent in the 1980s. As Jackson laments,

[f ]or the young Māori man or woman in a prison cell cannot be 
isolated from the historic profiling of their bodies as inherently or 
potentially criminal, and the system which incarcerates them cannot 
be isolated from the space the colonisers have created to define their 
power to control those who threaten their law and order (2017, 11).

These examples highlight the ongoing, phantomic presence of ‘ignobility’ 
manifest in New Zealand society through the systemic racism of the 
criminal justice system, and especially in policing (Te Uepū Hāpai i te Ora 
2019b, 25; Houkamau, Stronge, & Sibley 2017, 75). Even the government 
itself has acknowledged that the current system ‘does not work for the 
majority of Māori’ (George and Ngamu 2020, 260); nor, arguably, was it 
ever meant to.

9	  In 2018, Māori comprised 52 per cent of all those imprisoned, or 4996; 52 per cent of the adult 
male prison population are Māori, and this increases to 67 per cent in youth prisons (Ara Poutama 
Aotearoa | Department of Corrections 2019, 8). 
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These gendered, racialised and criminalised representations came to a head 
on 15 October 2007. Early on this morning, Tūhoe were subject to heavily 
paramilitarised ‘anti-terror’ police raids, codenamed Operation Eight, of a 
similar, but significantly amplified degree to that in 2014 (Keenan 2008a; 
Sluka 2010). This treatment was based on the allegation that Tūhoe were 
harbouring ‘terrorist training camps’ in their homelands. As in 2014, 
a pattern of excessive force was immediately visible, and while I explore 
this in Chapter 3, the following highlights the representation of Tūhoe as 
the inferior, ignoble – and now terrorist – savage. That evening, newscasts 
of the two principal television networks in New Zealand, Television New 
Zealand and the TV3 Network, flashed with reports of the raids conducted 
up and down the country. ‘First tonight,’ begins One News anchor Bernadine 
Oliver-Kerby, ‘the antiterror raids on our home patch.’ ‘There’s been a huge 
police operation around the country [and is] centred on the discovery 
in remote mountain ranges of what police say are guerrilla style training 
camps,’ her co-host, Simon Dallow, explained. Later in the bulletin, another 
reporter described how police were ‘hunting for suspected terrorists based in 
this remote community’ (1News at 6, 2007a). The community in question: 
Ruatoki (Figure I.4).

Figure I.4. The now infamous photograph of the Armed Offenders Squad 
blockading the road into Ruatoki during Operation Eight, inspecting 
vehicles and photographing drivers, 15 October 2007.
Source: Courtesy of The Whakatāne Beacon, B6815-128.
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The phrases ‘remote’ and ‘mountain ranges’ immediately invoke ideas of 
the savagery of Tūhoe (Scott 2009, 100), portraying them as distanced from 
the epicentres of civilisation. On TV3, 3 News anchor Alistair Wilkinson 
similarly adopted such rhetoric, explaining that ‘the focus of this plot, 
according to police, is deep [in] Tūhoe country, the Ureweras. That’s where 
they say this training camp was hidden’ (3 News, 2007a). Reporter-in-the-
field Kate Lynch continues:

Behind me are the Urewera ranges that, until today, have been 
hiding a secret that most New Zealanders will find hard to believe[.] 
[…] This property deep in the remote Urewera mountain ranges 
outside Ruatoki is where police believe the guerrilla style training 
camps were held (3 News, 2007a).

The orientalist subtext of deceitfulness and untrustworthiness in the 
description of the camp as a ‘hidden secret’ arouses public suspicion of 
Tūhoe. Echoing the themes of isolation, viewers are enticed to believe that 
terrorism was indeed afoot in ‘Tūhoe country’.

Throughout the news spectacle, the illusory figure of the hypermasculinised 
ignoble savage was manifest in the mediatisation of prominent Tūhoe 
activist, Tame Iti (see also Webby 2015). For the presenter of 3 News, 
‘the best known face to be taken into custody was Tūhoe activist Tame 
Iti’ (2007a), and although just four of the 17 charged were actually from 
Tūhoe, Iti’s became the instant ‘face’ of news about the raids. The opening 
report for 3 News that night began with the caption ‘The ‘Terror’ Plot’, with 
footage of Iti firing a shotgun into the New Zealand flag, surrounded by 
men performing wero (ritual of challenge). This video, however, is unrelated 
to the raids and was filmed during the final Waitangi Tribunal hearings in 
Ruatoki in February 2005. As Binney explains, the act was part of a broader 
theatrical performance delivered in front of Tribunal members to evoke the 
devastation wrought by colonisation:

At Ruatoki, Tūhoe had demonstrated the impact of the nineteenth-
century wars by setting a ring of fire to burn, while the Tribunal 
members, in an old dray drawn by huge carthorses, crossed the 1866 
confiscation line into Tūhoe’s land. The Tribunal encountered the 
vociferous wero (challenge) of near-naked men, their skins smeared 
with dried mud, while circling around the wagon … their horses 
streaked blood-red. Tame Iti, dressed in the bushfighter’s plaid kilt 
and military cap of the nineteenth century, fired a shotgun into 
a flag thrown on the ground … This was the theatre of protest 
(Binney 2009, 2).
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To everyday New Zealanders, however, this imagery is invariably interpreted 
as the visualisation of male Māori savagery, the apotheosis of gendered and 
racialised colonial fantasies that produce the ‘Tūhoe Jake Heke’. The media 
gaze sees Iti as the physical embodiment of the ignoble and now terrorist 
savage, and when unaccompanied by specific historical and cultural context 
– in this case, the Tūhoe ‘theatre of protest’ – such an unbridled reading 
is left unchecked and unchallenged. As Sue Abel observes, ‘Mass media 
… have consistently failed to convey both the cultural and the historical 
context within which Iti’s ceremonial performance of shooting the flag 
should be read’ (Abel 2008, 122). The choice of unrelated footage showing 
Iti damaging a New Zealand flag, a highly charged symbol of patriotism 
for many New Zealanders, provoked the outrage it was assuredly intended 
to (Binney 2009, 2). In this, Iti was made the ignoble, terrorist savage, 
the media industry feeding off colonial typecasts to further solidify what 
Tūhoe men ‘are’ and ‘ought’ to be.

‘But the Tūhoe leader has a softer side,’ Lynch later says of Iti, mentioning 
his community-oriented work through public radio and artistry (3 News, 
2007a). However, this segment appears at the very end of the report, 
presented more as an afterthought than a matter of substance. That 3 News 
had stock footage of Iti’s ‘softer side’ showed they consciously selected visuals 
of him shooting the flag, and in so doing manufactured the image of him 
as the quintessential ignoble, terrorist savage. In this, they are complicit in 
perpetuating the myth of the aggressive, violent and hypermasculine Tūhoe 
man as the only way to know of and about Tūhoe men. But as Lynch’s 
report itself concedes, there are other ways to ‘know’ about Iti and Tūhoe, 
and, as Abel similarly notes: ‘[Iti] is also an unpaid social worker, dealing 
with issues related to substance abuse and domestic violence. This is not the 
way that many, probably most, New Zealanders think of him’ (Abel 2008, 
120). Nevertheless, news broadcasts constantly recycled footage of the flag 
shooting when referencing either Tame Iti or the raids saga. The footage often 
appears during the opening credits and is played multiple times within the 
same bulletin (Te Kāea, Evening Bulletin, 2007; 1News at 6 2007a, 2007b, 
2007c, 2007d; 3 News 2007a, 2007b). In this way, the figment of Tūhoe the 
ignoble, terrorist savage was manufactured and sustained.

The inferiorisation of Tūhoe was similarly apparent in the mediatisation 
of the raids. During one of my kōrero with Whaea Kēkē (Aunty) Awhi, an 
aunty of Waitangi, she explained that in the days following the raids, a hikoi 
(march of protest) was held in nearby central Whakatāne to highlight and 
protest the violent ways in which whānau of Ruatoki were treated by 
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armed police. This was closely followed by a national hikoi to Wellington 
challenging the legitimacy of the Terrorism Suppression Act, legislation under 
which charges against Tūhoe were brought, while underscoring the wake of 
trauma the raids had left in their path (Devine 2007). In an opinion piece to 
the Whakatane Beacon, a local resident felt concern such as this – expressed 
through the downtown hikoi – was farcical:

I am simply amazed at the sensitivity of the Maori people in the 
Eastern Bay of Plenty. It is my understanding that these people 
are directly related to other Maori in New Zealand and that they 
practise the same rituals as other Maori. Those rituals include a haka 
which is a graphic demonstration of aggression and the attempt to 
intimidate an enemy and includes the martial arts display of weapon 
handling, insulting facial gestures, insulting poses and is, in the end, 
an attempt to intimidate and terrorise the recipient. In addition we 
have the Maori gangs intimidating people in the main streets in 
Rotorua and other centres and I don’t hear any apologies from the 
Maori leadership concerning this intimidation. I understand that 
in one historical tribal conflict the captive parents were killed and 
eaten in front of their children. Are we to assume that the children 
of Ruatoki are not allowed to watch the awful violence on TV nor do 
they have any violent video games and other such material presented 
to them? All in all, the whole issue shows absolute contempt for 
the intelligence of the average New Zealander. We are too shy to 
remark on this insult, however we are certainly noting the contempt 
(Whakatane Beacon, 2007a).

Once again, Tūhoe (described here as ‘Maori people in the Eastern Bay of 
Plenty’) are characterised by aggression, criminal tendencies and behaviour 
like that of savages, with a haphazard, unsubstantiated claim of cannibalism. 
The writer sweeps all Māori together with a homogenising stroke of the pen 
by insisting all are ‘directly related’ and ‘practise the same rituals’. Using 
the opportunity to vent frustration at other issues of tenuous relevance, the 
writer assumes that Māori exist beneath one unified leadership, from whom 
an apology is demanded.

What is most striking, however, is the writer’s assertion that they are 
‘simply amazed’ at the ‘sensitivity’ of Tūhoe, implying the responses to 
the raids – through hikoi – were overreactive and unjustified. The extract 
as a whole portrays Tūhoe as violent and belligerent, suggesting they are 
undeserving of public sympathy and should instead be treated according 
to the barbarism of their culture, as evidenced through various ‘graphic 
demonstrations of aggression’. The ‘sensitivity’ of Tūhoe is, therefore, an 
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insult to the sensibilities of the ‘average’ New Zealander and an undeserved 
farce (Whakatane Beacon 2007a). In the eyes  of another Whakatāne resident 
who wrote a rejoinder piece a week later, this was tantamount to excusing 
the police violence: ‘To think you actively condone violence on three and 
four-year-old children because they are Maori from Ruatoki – truly tragic’ 
(Whakatane Beacon 2007b).

What we have been exploring so far is the deficit lens built into the colonial 
gaze, focusing on what Tūhoe ‘inherently lack’ – expressed as a perceived 
distance from civilisation, morality or the law. This theme continues in 
the prevailing depiction of tāne Māori as ‘emotionally immature, lazy, 
unintelligent, inarticulate in voice, and wanting in communication skills 
in general’ (Hokowhitu 2007b, 64). The trope of laziness, for example, is 
reflected in the words of a former Whakatāne District Councillor and police 
officer following Operation Eight. Russell Orr, commenting on Tūhoe 
protestors blockading a road development in the Waimana Valley (adjacent 
to Ruatoki) in 2007, wrote that he:

would like to see council get behind the police and insist that the 
lazy, greedy, lawless, and ungrateful cheats that infest the outer 
regions of our district be made to comply with the same rules that 
you and I abide by (Mather, 2007).

This draws on, and perpetuates, the discourses of Māori as good-for-nothing, 
lethargic, unproductive (in the capitalist sense), with complete disregard 
for law and order (living as ‘outlaws’), and content with little more than 
exploiting state welfare. Orr’s allusion to the ‘outer regions’ is particularly 
interesting. As I later explain, state force is most vehemently deployed at the 
borders of society, and Te Urewera endures as a contemporary frontier of 
the New Zealand settler-colonial project (Foucault 2003a; see Chapter 3).

Typecasts of Māori welfare dependency were reiterated in a 2008 article 
concerning the ‘Treelord’ deal, which saw a degree of control of the Kaingaroa 
Forest vested in Tūhoe hands through their Treaty of Waitangi settlement 
(Mather 2008, 1).10 The article’s bolded headline text stated: ‘$400m … 
some birthday present’, with ‘CELEBRATION TIME’ in a subtitle beneath. 
This frames Māori as lazy ‘welfare cheats’, characterised by Tūhoe winning 
the lottery of the unemployment benefit game. While Crown compensation 
for past atrocities is a matter of significant gravity, its portrayal here posits 

10	  These are settlements resulting from claims to the Waitangi Tribunal, a permanent commission of 
inquiry that examines breaches of Crown promises to Māori under the Treaty of Waitangi.
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Tūhoe as ‘dole-bludgers’ eagerly awaiting the next government handout. 
I must also point out that the headline, ‘$400m …’, is misleading, as Ngāi 
Tūhoe received less than a third of this in the settlement (as the article itself 
goes on to explain).

The overall effect of all these stereotypes is to racialise Tūhoe – and Tūhoe 
men especially – as uncivilised, savage, violent, aggressive, criminal, terrorist, 
‘naturally’ inferior, and in general, ‘stupid, naïve, primitive, lazy and 
dishonest’ (Ballara 1986, 119). Together, they conjure the colonial figment 
of the hypermasculinised ignoble savage, which has long persisted in the 
state’s interactions with Tūhoe. In response, the aim of my work, and this 
book overall, is to disrupt these extraordinarily racialised representations 
through the written, oral and visual histories that follow.

In the Pacific context, celebrated and renowned Sāmoan and Japanese 
interdisciplinary artist Yuki Kihara’s powerful and disruptive corpus of work 
is a compelling interruption to these racially hypermasculinised colonial 
framings. Her visually stunning collection, Paradise Camp (King 2022), 
subverts the eroticised colonial gaze artists like Paul Gauguin and myriad 
others insist upon and ‘make real’ through their representations. Featuring 
a cohort of faʻafafine, Paradise Camp offers a deeply insightful critique of 
settler politics framed by race, gender, spirituality and sexuality, and it is 
this ethic of a disruptive decoloniality that I am likewise harnessing here. 
In particular, the photographs of Tūhoe whānau interwoven with the text 
of this book visualise an alternative perspective to what the colonial- and 
media-industrial complexes would otherwise have us see.

For who can say what Tūhoe, and Tūhoe men in particular, ought and 
ought not to be but Tūhoe themselves? Tūhoe, and Tūhoe alone, hold this 
mana and mandate, but settler colonialism has, for far too long, insisted 
on being the discursive authority. In the kōrero and photographs that 
follow, I attempt to interrupt such ‘colonial imaginings’, offering alternative 
portrayals that centre Tūhoe voices and ways of understanding their cosmos. 
I explore this more deeply in Chapter 4, where I pass the pen to Waitangi as 
she considers the meaning of matemate-ā-one in the light of the 2014 raids 
and the stereotypes of Tūhoe she and her whānau have long had to navigate. 
Chapter 4 also presents photographs of the quotidian texture of Ruatoki 
life (Figures 4.1–4.9), with a focus on Tūhoe men as ‘fathers and farmers’, 
challenging the hegemony and dominance of the colonial ‘Jake Heke-esque’ 
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gaze. Before I proceed, and to conclude this introduction, allow me to ask 
the final, ethically elemental question in Indigenous research: ‘What gives 
me the right to do this in the first place?’

Ko wai au? Critical reflections of self11

I have often struggled with the ethical question of my right to be involved in 
this research, and it is quite possible that I do not have any right to deliberate 
upon this topic at all. Tūhoe, and Tūhoe alone speak for themselves, and it is 
not for anyone else to do so. This book is a conduit through which specific 
Tūhoe experiences of state violence might be expressed, addressing what 
I saw to be an astonishing injustice suffered by Waitangi and her whānau. 
Moreover, while I have Māori ancestry, I am not of Tūhoe descent – and to 
assume that shared Indigeneity would enable me to undertake this project 
is not only seriously misguided but essentialist in thinking (we are not all 
the same!).

My work here has been guided by my long friendship with Waitangi. From 
the moment she called me in 2014 to relay the events of the previous night 
until today, I have explored with her what my research might look like, and 
again – more crucially – whether I have a right to do any of this in the first 
place. I would often send her excerpts of my writing, to ensure not only that 
I was accurately conveying information, but also that my writing style was 
understandable (given that academic prose is not always celebrated for its 
clarity). This book is a manifestation of matemate-ā-one, of our friendship, 
and I have tried to write accessibly for this very reason. Nevertheless, this 
is a space of multiple tensions. While I am humbled by the support of 
Waitangi and her whānau to undertake this project, I am acutely aware 
of the epistemologically and racially destructive wake Pākehā visitors and 
researchers have left in Tūhoe communities such as Ruatoki. This is an 
ongoing discomfort for me, but one that I feel is necessary to name in 
order to remain aware of the racialised objectification of Indigenous peoples 
throughout history, in the name of science and progress (see Douglas 2008, 
117, 109–14). In no small way have these histories contributed to the fact 
that ‘[i]n Maori communities today, there is a deep distrust and suspicion 
of research’ (Smith 2012, 175).

11	  The translation of ‘Ko wai au?’, ‘Who am I?’, is layered with the added meaning, ‘What right do I 
have to be here?’
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I reflect below on the journey of my life, in bringing forth the ‘uniqueness of 
self ’ that positions where I stand in relation to this project. Reflexivity, the 
critical reflection of self, is central to such positioning. Reflexivity involves 
recognising and acknowledging that our emotions, subjectivities and 
positionalities – determined by factors such as race, class and gender – 
intimately shape and influence the research we do and the ethnographic 
representations we produce (Pink 2013, 36). In Indigenous research, Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith insists on the ‘constant need for reflexivity’ in recognising 
the dynamic nature of relationships in research (Smith 2012, 138). More 
broadly, feminist Donna Haraway urges us to be ‘relentlessly visible’ and 
open to critique from the onset and throughout (Haraway 1997, 36). This 
is to appreciate how our ‘uniqueness of self ’ inevitably impacts upon how 
research unfolds, given the differential power relations between and among 
people that exist from moment to moment in everyday life. For me, this 
helps shed light on the points at which, during my fieldwork, these impacts 
became especially manifest. As I detail, class and formal education were the 
most salient axes of difference that notably shaped my everyday interactions 
with whānau in Ruatoki. I think it naïve to suggest such power relations 
can ever be neutralised, but I do feel it is important to attempt to mitigate 
their effects. What follows is a deeply personal first-person reflection of my 
life and how it has been shaped by the forces of racism, masculinised white 
supremacy and settler colonialism, as a way of introducing the reader to 
who I am.

Like many Māori of the 1980s who crossed the Tasman Sea in search of better 
prospects in Australia, Mum met my biological father while working in the 
comparatively cosmopolitan metropolis of Melbourne. Mum had grown up 
in the far South Island during the 1950s and 1960s, after Grandma (Tainui, 
Ngāti Maniapoto)12 had moved away from her hau kāinga (ancestral home; 
‘the winds of home’) in the central Waikato. There were many reasons for 
this – familiar to all who have shared the desire to ‘get away’ from home 
– and when Grandma met Granddad (Pākehā of Scottish heritage) in the 
early 1950s, their adventures took them well beyond the reaches of home 
territory and eventually to the then-fledgling township of Queenstown. 
When Mum recounts her upbringing to me, she mentions how hers was 
one of only three Māori whānau in the roughly thousand-person alpine 
community, where ‘everyone thought we were suntanned or Italian, but not 
Māori.’ In our family (and here, I am speaking of my maternal whānau, 

12	  These are tribal affiliations. 
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around whom I grew up), Grandma, Mum and I are the only ones with 
brown skin, a trait (thus far) shared only by the eldest of the eldest. Mum’s 
earliest experience of race – that is, what it meant to ‘be Māori’ in postwar 
New Zealand – came when she was visiting our northern whānau in the 
early 1960s, at the age of about five. As she lined up for an ice-cream at a 
local dairy, the proprietor told her to ‘get to the back of the line’, because she 
was Māori. Upset and confused by both the instruction and implication, 
Mum began to cry. ‘That was the first time I experienced racism,’ she told 
me. Such ‘disorientation’– if I may adopt such a diplomatic tenor – is an 
all too familiar experience for Māori, Pasifika and other peoples of colour 
growing up in New Zealand, as it was for me in the South Island during the 
early 2000s.

I was born in Melbourne in early 1990 to parents with both whakapapa Māori 
and whakapapa Pākehā. I descend from the dynasties of Ngāti Maniapoto, 
Ngāti Wairere, Ngāti Apakura (of the central Waikato region), Ngāti 
Awa, Ngāi Te Rangi, Ngāti Tarāwhai, Ngāti Uenukukōpako (Tauranga, 
Whakatāne, Rotorua) and Scotland. While my Ngāti Awa ancestors 
neighboured Ngāi Tūhoe, I am not of Tūhoe descent. I am privileged, 
however, to have been sheltered in Te Rohe Pōtae o Tūhoe (The Encircled 
Boundaries of Tūhoe) on many occasions, out of which this book has arisen. 
Much of my early youth was spent with my paternal grandparents, aunties, 
uncles and cousins, and we cousins would often stay together at our Nan 
and Pop’s cork-floored flat in South Auckland, with mattresses or beds lined 
up side by side in the garage. On other occasions, we would stay with our 
wealthier aunty and uncle in central Auckland, who would regularly host 
extravagant dinner parties with all manner of celebrities in attendance. 
Our Nan was not someone to be trifled with. She ruled with an iron mouth 
(and sometimes fist), and you never wanted to get on her wrong side. 
Poppa, on the other hand, was not one for shouting. His voice was reserved 
for more important endeavours, such as singing to his grandchildren – 
a favourite song of his being Jim Reeves’ He’ll Have to Go.

But down south was really home for me. Grandma and Granddad lived in 
South Canterbury, and, after I was born, Mum took me home to live with 
them. Grandma and Granddad were kind and gentle. Both of them indulged 
me beyond the limits of their means. We arrived in the autumn, and I often 
found that a fitting reflection of the aged gifts of wisdom and patience 
they so freely gave away. Soon thereafter, we moved to Gisborne, where my 
younger sister was born, and Mum helped establish a retirement home for 
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the nannies and poppas of the East Coast. There I attended Kōhanga Reo 
(Māori-immersion preschool), and all of my initial instruction in arithmetic 
and literacy was conducted in te reo (the Māori language).

Changing to mainstream English-speaking schools proved difficult, and 
once we moved to Auckland, I had major reading problems at school. 
I grappled with understanding words and would pronounce them in 
my head as if I were speaking Māori. Although I was put into Reading 
Recovery,13 understanding English was a constant struggle. To teachers 
unfamiliar with my Kōhanga Reo background (nearly all of them), I was 
often cast aside as ‘just another troublesome, dumb Māori boy’, evidenced 
by my ostensible ‘intellectual lack’ as signalled both by my brown skin and 
need for Reading Recovery. I was always in trouble with two of my primary 
school teachers, in Auckland and Christchurch respectively (to where we 
later moved). The temper of one of them was constantly being set off 
by any number of things I did. The other made jokes about my name 
(it apparently being too effeminate for a boy), and both insinuated I would 
never get anywhere because of who – and what – I was: a young tāne Māori. 
Although I was young, I remained acutely aware of how differently both 
of these Pākehā women treated me in comparison to the way they treated 
my Pākehā classmates.

Yet, it was my primary schooling in the South Island where I first realised 
what it meant to ‘be Māori’, or rather, what it meant to be a brown-skinned 
boy in a white world. Granddad fell asleep in 1996, and I went to live with 
Grandma in the South Island as a way for her to keep her mind occupied, 
looking after her young mokopuna (grandchild, also ‘moko’). None of my 
maternal cousins had brown skin, and nor did anyone in my class at primary 
school. The norm of whiteness was so powerful in this community, and 
my skin so obviously different from everyone else’s, that I once dreamed it 
were possible to change the colour of my skin through consuming orange 
or mandarin peel. I ate a lot of citrus peel that week, convincing myself that 
the terribly bitter taste was a test of my resolve to determine my worthiness 
to receive the gift of white skin. While I do not remember many specific 
examples of the obviousness of my difference, the dream I had was so vivid, 
and its message so resoundingly clear, its overt gesture towards norms of 

13	  Reading Recovery was a school-based early literacy intervention programme to address literacy 
difficulties in children (National Reading Recovery 2018). 
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whiteness remains unmistakable. As Fanon lamented in Black Skin White 
Masks (1986), I felt my brownness imprisoned me, as people constantly 
pointed out my inescapable epidermal existence.

When we moved to Auckland, Mum constantly worked night shifts to 
make sure my younger sister and I had all we needed. We shifted from 
place to place across the vast reaches of the city, staying in spare rooms or 
garages of whānau and family friends. When times were particularly tough, 
I might go and live with a relative elsewhere, as the case with my move to 
live with Grandma. We would create our own little worlds in the garage we 
were then living in. We never went without, even though we had so little. 
Mum sacrificed everything, just as her parents did for her. Being a young 
wahine Māori, however, did not stand in Mum’s favour: she was told in no 
uncertain terms by her careers adviser in the 1970s that her only options 
were to become either a nurse, a secretary or a teacher, which dashed her 
adolescent hopes of becoming an archaeologist.

When I was about 10, we moved to Christchurch, and I was quickly drafted 
into one of my school’s rugby teams. ‘Rugby men don’t knit!’ exclaimed 
my coach upon once seeing me knitting a scarf. The same sentiment was 
attached to my love of reading, the insinuation – from other male influences 
in my life – that ‘real men’ and ‘real boys’ find enjoyment in the outdoors 
and not in literature. On one occasion, I was punished for reading under 
the covers by torchlight after my bedtime, which reinforced for me that to 
read was taboo – or, at least, outside the expectations of appropriate Māori 
masculinity. The assumptions of what it meant to be a tāne Māori were 
vividly underscored, bound up in expectations of being ‘of the physical’ … 
as opposed to ‘of the mind’ (Hokowhitu 2007b, 73). This valorisation of 
physical over intellectual pursuits was suffocating for me, in what Hokowhitu 
has characterised as ‘Maori masculine intellectual creative energy [being] 
devalued and a mature Maori masculine voice debilitated’ (Hokowhitu 
2007b, 68). For what does it mean to be a ‘proper’ and ‘successful’ tāne 
Māori in the world today (see Tengan 2007, 29)? As Hokowhitu has 
cogently asked in relation to this, ‘[I]s one born Indigenous or does one 
become an Indigenous subject?’ (Hokowhitu 2016, 86).

Such norms of masculinity assumed new gravity as we moved south to 
Timaru, where I completed my intermediate and high schooling. Although 
I flourished in my intermediate education – at a low decile school with 
a particularly committed set of teachers – my secondary schooling was an 
entirely different scenario. Conservative and heavily racialised values of 
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the broader community were reified (and deified!) in this environment, 
demarcating the ambit of proper masculine behaviour and policed therein 
by pupils and teachers alike. This was the assertive invocation of the ‘Kiwi 
bloke’ masculinity, framed in terms of emotional stoicism, unquestioningly 
heterosexual attitudes and behaviour (with an overt willingness to castigate 
those who were perceived to exist beyond this norm), certainly not interested 
in art or English literature as school subjects (as I was), and certainly not 
eloquent in speech (as I am) (see also Phillips 1987 in Hokowhitu 2007b, 
72). Having obvious ‘epidermal difference’ – being ‘visibly Māori’ (even 
though there is no such thing!) – precipitated a further series of expectations 
bound up in notions of race, which, as we have seen, emphasised athletic 
prowess and, in general, a strict preference for physicality rather than 
intellectuality (see Hokowhitu 2004, 274). This ‘difference’ is crucial to 
note: my sister, who was born with fair skin and dusty brown hair, was 
not read as ‘Māori’ in the same way I was, and, by the same token, such 
discourses of race were not attached to her body as they were to mine.

Although Mum was earning a bit more, money was still tight. She continued 
to sacrifice so that we had access to opportunities in sports, music, a school 
trip to Australia, school camps and new school uniforms for my sister and 
me when we started high school. We lived in a rural farming community 
about half-an-hour’s drive from the town; we occupied part of bourgeois 
society but were not fully constituent members of it. That, however, did 
not immunise me from recognising patterns of bourgeois behaviour: 
I quickly learned the codes of what was ‘acceptable’ bourgeois costume, 
appropriate consumer choice (even though we were Pak’n’Save patriots, 
not of the New World supermarket elite), and norms of whiteness vis-a-vis 
being Māori. In terms of the latter, for example, at high school I actively 
partook in propagating racist slurs and jokes about my own whakapapa and 
ancestry. On another occasion, in the aftermath of the heavily racialised 
representations of the October 2007 raids, I uncritically consumed 
the images and implications of what local and national media were 
circulating, believing them to be conveying the truth of ‘Tūhoe terrorists’. 
The interpretation of this by my classmates, however, suggested instead that 
all Māori were terrorists (a heterogeneous view of Māoridom being foreign 
to them), and, by following this logic, so must I be.

Conforming to the norms of whiteness extended also to my pronunciation 
of Māori words. Despite having been raised in Kōhanga Reo, I purposely 
mispronounced Māori words throughout most of my primary and 
secondary schooling, conforming to local orthodoxy. Such conditioning 
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meant also that my voice (and accent) differed from that of my northern 
whānau. On the few occasions we visited relatives in the North Island while 
I was still at primary school, this was consistently a point of irritation for 
my cousins (and some aunties and uncles) who said that I sounded and 
acted ‘too Pākehā’. During my Koro Graham’s tangi in the 1970s, Mum had 
experienced precisely this sort of prejudice, albeit two generations before. 
During my visit, however, we were in the wharenui (carved meeting house) 
of our marae (community meeting plaza of ancestral significance) listening to 
our kaumātua orate, and I sat engrossed by his kōrero. Some of my kaihana 
wāhine (female cousins) were in the wharenui, but I was the only rangatahi 
tāne (male youth), and so the orating kaumātua instructed me to leave 
because I should be outside with ‘the men’. Out on the driveway, an older 
cousin of mine (who played premier rugby) lined us up and told us that as 
‘real tāne’, we had to learn our whānau haka (posture dance performance), and 
boisterously perform it with great vociferousness to underscore the mana of 
our hapū (clan; subtribe). Failing to do so – or rather, failing to assume 
this subjectivity without question – implied you were not a ‘real Māori’. 
Needless to say, no mana was added to our hapū that day on my behalf!

There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to be Māori – or a tāne Māori, for that 
matter – and to suggest otherwise is precisely the kind of thinking that 
perpetuates racism in the first place (see also Hokowhitu 2016). I wanted 
to learn how to prepare the wharekai (dining hall) for hosting and cook 
in the kitchen, but this did not conform to the gender roles instilled in 
the crucible of the marae. In the eyes of many of my relations, therefore, 
I did not fit gendered expectations of what it meant to be a tāne Māori, 
and this, coupled with my preference for intellectual curiosity over overt 
displays of haka-qualified masculinity, led some of our kaumātua to label 
me a recluse. The weight of expectation, that of mastery over the physical 
rather than the intellectual, was stifling. ‘Yet, if the only positive Māori 
masculine role models Māori boys are exposed to in mainstream discourses 
are those of sportsmen,’ Hokowhitu similarly reflects, ‘then they will 
continue to define success in terms of the physical—reinventing the power 
relationship between the intelligent/civilized colonizer and the inherently 
physical/savage colonized’ (Hokowhitu 2004, 274). The perils of so doing 
are exemplified in consequences like my rangatahi experiences, in which 
colonial binaries were a perpetual frame of my reality.

Our ancestors have long been thinkers, orators and philosophers. 
To endorse and valorise, unconsciously or not, certain expressions of Māori 
masculinity at the expense of others does both tūpuna (ancestor/s) and 
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descendant alike a great disservice. Let us keep in mind that such templates 
of masculinity are themselves a colonial creation (Hokowhitu 2004, 269), 
and in the time of our tūpuna, where pre-colonial Māori society was built 
and organised upon oral tradition, ‘hyper-physicality, and … emotional and 
intellectual lack … would have been viewed as character flaws’ (Hokowhitu 
2007b, 70). This is not at all to diminish the importance of expressions 
of culture such as kapa haka (performing arts), for many do see this as a 
celebrated element of their identity. Indeed, at the 2019 Māori performing 
arts competition Te Matatini ki Te Ao, I sat enthralled by the spectacular 
display of performances, cheering exceptionally loudly for the unmatched 
talent of my own hapū. But while I relish watching kapa haka, I possess 
neither the acumen nor the inclination to perform. I am a theatrical comedy 
of errors on stage, and, again, no mana would be added through my efforts! 
Yet, this in no way disqualifies my ‘being Māori’ and does not diminish or 
disconnect me from my whakapapa.

What is particularly dangerous, however, is when we expect our young 
people to fulfil predetermined criteria of what it means to be a wahine or 
tāne Māori, and proceed to lambaste them if they are not, for example, 
fluent in te reo, do not know their whakapapa and marae, or are not adept 
on stage. That the majority of Māori today are unable to converse in te reo is 
a direct result of colonisation and the wilful oppression of te reo (ACORD 
1986, 2, 5; Benton 1981, 46)! While a tragedy of colonial creation, we 
preserve it by insisting that some ways of ‘being Māori’ are more valid than 
others. As Hokowhitu has commented on this precise point, ‘[T]he idea 
that an Indigenous person must enact certain behavioural ideas to be 
considered authentically Indigenous is extremely repressive’ (Hokowhitu 
2015, 91). For generations of tāne Māori, the upshot of this has been a ‘highly 
constrained’ expression of masculinity (Hokowhitu 2007b, 73). To invoke 
Jackson, Once Were Philosophers is equally as fitting as Once Were Gardeners.

Elsewhere, in my later life, when I returned to various of my marae in the 
Waikato and Bay of Plenty, some aunties would point and say, ‘Who’s that 
Pākehā boy over there?’ denoting my comparatively lighter complexion. 
While the statement itself may appear innocuous, it accentuates my 
ongoing, contradictory reality of being too white in a brown world and too 
brown in a white world. Once familiar with who I was, however, the same 
aunties insisted I sit in the front of the car when driving around the motu 
(land; island; region), ‘because men sit in the front.’
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I moved to university in the southern city of Dunedin after completing 
secondary schooling and felt liberated from the matrices of conservatism 
and racism I had previously been subject to. It was here that I felt my 
intellectual curiosity was rewarded, and I could ‘think’ without having to 
qualify or hide it. Yet it was also where lines of what it meant to be a ‘real 
Māori’ continued to be patrolled, and I was again faced with the allegation, 
voiced by some Māori peers, that I was ‘too Pākehā’ in both the way I acted 
and spoke, and the endeavours I pursued. In this context, I often felt as if 
my intellectuality, as a tāne Māori, did not fully qualify me to be a ‘real 
Māori’, and in one situation some of my peers ridiculed me for ‘actually 
doing the readings [for a paper]’ and critically engaging with the course 
content and materials. Indeed, I have often felt that a ‘persistent spectre 
of inauthenticity’ (Hokowhitu 2016, 89; Jolly 1992, 49) has loomed large 
throughout my life (see also Hokowhitu 2015, 91).

Later, on a trip with one of my Pākehā flatmates to visit her cousin employed 
as an itinerant worker on a farm in North Otago, we were hosted by the 
family who owned the farm. Over our final dinner there, the (white, male) 
farmer (whom I had never previously met) pointed to me and said, ‘When 
you first arrived, I thought you were the dumb one, and you [(pointing to 
my Pākehā flatmate)] were the smart one. But after hearing you [(me)] talk, 
I think you’re the dumb one [(pointing to my Pākehā flatmate)] and you 
[(pointing to me)] are the smart one.’ The confidence of his proclamation, 
despite having no prior information about who I was, can only be explained 
by my racialisation as a young tāne Māori (see Hokowhitu 2004, 261). 
In a personal reflection on his own life, Hokowhitu has similarly explored 
the racialisation of his body as ‘less than’, during a conversation with his 
college’s careers adviser. After relaying his wish to study physical education 
at university, he was told, ‘PE is not for you. It involves biology, anatomy, 
physiology, and other scientific subjects; it’s not just about running around 
and jumping’ (Hokowhitu 2004, 259–60). He continued:

[A]ll [the careers adviser] knew was that I was Māori, wore an 
earring, and had long hair. He saw my interest in physical education 
as stemming from a lazy disposition. From his perspective, I was 
searching for an easy, nonacademic career – a career in the physical 
as opposed to the intellectual (2004, 260).

Beholden to the views and expectations of others in this way is a suffocating 
experience, exemplified in both Hokowhitu’s and my experiences of growing 
up as racially ‘less than’.
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I continued my tertiary education in Dunedin and completed an Honours 
degree in Māori Studies, a Master’s degree in Anthropology (both at the 
University of Otago) and an Automotive Engineering qualification from 
the Otago Polytechnic (when the realisation finally dawned on me that I 
was hopeless in any technical or practical endeavour). I then moved to The 
Australian National University in Canberra to complete my PhD in Pacific 
Studies, the basis of this book. The privilege bestowed upon me to undertake 
this level of education is humbling, from the financial and moral support of my 
parents and grandparents, to the several considerable university scholarships 
and stipends I have received. Over time, this privilege has afforded me 
significant class entitlement. This includes, but is by no means limited to: 
upward class mobility; lucrative employment opportunities; immunisation 
from WINZ14 (having never had to apply for emergency accommodation, 
a ‘WINZ-approved’ firewood request, or a food grant); the ability to afford a 
comfortable standard of living; confidence in the knowledge that my references 
for rental accommodation will more than suffice; and other opportunities 
such as considerable overseas travel, internationally representing New Zealand 
as part of a youth leadership delegation to Japan in 2015, and a Fulbright 
scholarship to Harvard in 2022.

The advice I have been implicitly suggesting throughout this discussion is 
not to shy away from this constellation of privilege. To suggest differently, 
I feel, would be disingenuous. It would trample on the mana of all of 
those who sacrificed for my benefit. Rather, it is important to recognise 
that the intersecting axes of class, race, gender, sexuality and so forth 
revolve differently in different situations, affording us entitlement in 
some spaces while denying it to us in others. Further, I have attempted to 
complicate straightforward readings of prejudice and racism – that racism 
is a unidirectional phenomenon only occurring from one group to another 
– because experiencing one form of oppression does not inoculate you 
from perpetuating others. In other words, prejudice and oppression can 
be perpetuated by anyone at any time and in any place, regardless of their 
social, cultural, economic and political orientations – what postcolonial 
feminist Chela Sandoval has referred to as ‘horizontal hostility’ (2000, 74). 
As one of my kaumātua once remarked, ‘At times, we Māori are our own 
worst enemy.’ This underlines how messy, disordered and complex our 
existences really are, especially if we are growing up brown in a white world.

14	  Work and Income New Zealand, the department that facilitates employment and provides financial 
assistance. There is considerable ire held towards this department for its many failings (Armstrong 2018; 
Edmunds 2018; Hutton 2018; Ineson 2018; Newshub 2018; Radio New Zealand 2018b).
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Reflexivity in research
This brief personal reflection has sought to highlight my ‘uniqueness of 
self ’ and the constellation of factors that have made me who I am. While a 
discussion of the intersecting axes of race, gender, class and education has been 
central to this reflection, the latter two of these most notably differentiated me 
from whānau in Ruatoki while I was there (Figures I.5 and I.6). When I first 
accompanied Waitangi home in 2013, I was very much read as an urbanised 
‘city Māori’ who did not conform to common expectations of what it meant 
to ‘be Māori’. Later, on other occasions, whānau often remarked, ‘You’re what 
we call a learned Māori’, a gesture not only to my formal education, but also 
my style of spoken speech. In situations such as these, I felt caught between 
two tensions. While I recognised this as a compliment and in no way wanted to 
rebuke it for fear of appearing disrespectful, the status of superiority it implied 
made me decidedly uncomfortable. It assumed that knowledge I possessed was 
somehow of a greater order to that of whānau, and on numerous occasions, 
they would defer to my ‘expertise’ during discussion. I would often attempt to 
redirect this by asking for their opinions, without being disingenuous (for if 
I had a perspective to add, and it was asked of, I would produce it). Being 
honest and truthful was what whānau preferred above all else, and we often 
laughed about my quirks and idiosyncrasies as a ‘city Māori in Ruatoki’ to 
this end. I made many, many mistakes but endeavoured to learn from them 
all the same.

One such blunder was underscored during my fortnightly kai (food) shop 
for the whānau. The brands of products, cuts of meat and even type of toilet 
paper I selected were all reflective of my own bourgeois shopping choices. 
Although my whānau struggled when I was young, I now lead a life of 
comparative privilege. This upward class mobility, however, has meant that 
my consumer choices have changed, and in the crucible of the supermarket, 
this was very clearly revealed through what I bought. On one occasion, for 
example, I returned to the homestead with, among other things, organic 
free-range chickens, and handwash infused with mint, lime and sage! This 
created an uncomfortable situation in which the whānau were anxious about 
using these products, and their anxiety accentuated the relations of power 
between me (as an urbanised, formally educated, comparatively wealthy 
person) and the whānau. I had inadvertently exposed them to humiliation, 
insinuating that their shopping choices were somehow ‘less than’ mine. 
I kicked myself at having made such a foolish mistake, as this was the reverse 
of all that I had intended.
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Figure I.5. At the dinner table: Waitangi’s Mum cradling her mokopuna to 
sleep as the sun retreats and the moon ascends, Ruatoki 2017.
Source: Photograph by Tatsiana Chypsanava.

However, it is not about the intent, but rather the effect of our actions that is 
most important. Allow me to carefully qualify this: my purchasing of kai was 
a way in which I felt I could materially contribute to whānau life. Although 
it never occurred to me, I would have felt that modulating my shopping 
preferences would imply the whānau were not deserving of that which I was. 
[The mere tone of this is discomforting]. This would be an unmitigated act 
of disrespect and a deep insult to their mana, which is why it never occurred 
to me in the first place. However, upon realising the alternative way this 
gesture could be interpreted, I quickly modified my practice. While this 
is just one example of many, it was the most acute moment that drew 
attention to my class-determined positionality. This highlights the complex 
nature of power relations in a research setting and demonstrates the need to 
take a considered approach in mitigating the effects of the dynamics each 
situation brings. As whānau ‘got to know me’, this process became more 
straightforward. I remain, however, a fledgling in all of this, and this is why 
the exercise of reflexivity is paramount. This will be an ongoing learning 
curve for me as I nurture in perpetuity the relationships – matemate-ā-one 
– I have with Waitangi and her whānau.
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Figure I.6. My second visit to Ruatoki, in 2016.
Source: Photograph by Tatsiana Chypsanava.
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Before beginning
I spoke with a number of people in Ruatoki, predominantly those of the 
Teepa and Harawira whānau. This includes my close friend Waitangi 
(who is of the Teepa whānau); her mum, Carol and dad, John; her aunties 
and uncles, including Aunty Waicy, Uncle Peho, Whaea Kēkē Awhi, Uncle 
Smokey; her sister, Juanita; her brother Whare and her sister-in-law, Des; 
and her cousins, Angie and Tania. Most conversations were held in the 
Ruatoki Valley or the nearby Tūhoe township of Tāneatua. I have also 
included reflections from the Reverend Wayne Te Kaawa and an important 
Tūhoe kaumātua in my life, Koro Bill, both of whom have honoured me 
with the gifts of time and manaaki. While I was in Ruatoki, I referred to 
each of these whānau by their names as they are presented here, at Waitangi’s 
direction – thus her parents were ‘Mum’ and ‘Dad’. This is in line with the 
culturally appropriate forms of address for someone in my position, that 
is, on the same genealogical level as Waitangi. My mentioning of whānau 
in this book follows this approach; however, I first sought permission from 
each person to do so, with the alternative of a pseudonym should they 
prefer. All indicated a preference for their own names to be used. While I 
spoke with Des and Whare at length, their and their tamariki’s appearance 
is mainly through the photographs interspersed throughout.

As a final comment, this is not simply a ‘research project’, but rather a 
reflection of relationships forged through matemate-ā-one. For me, this 
means continually returning to Ruatoki as and when I can, ‘popping in for 
a cup of tea’ – with Griffin’s finest biscuits in hand – to update whānau on 
life and love, and to simply catch up on how things are going. In closing 
this introduction, I offer two reflections that both inspire and capture 
the passion I have for this project. They are fitting words to inaugurate the 
discussions ahead:

First there [were the great ancestors of Tūhoe,] Pōtiki, Toi and Hape. 
They claimed the land and held it. Then came the canoe Mataatua 
and its people. They tilled the earth and made laws for the benefit 
of and to ensure the survival of all the people. Then the Pākehā 
came to settle, they forced our people off the land and claimed it 
for themselves. (Paki ‘Kūpai’ McGarvey at Te Rewarewa, Ruatoki, 
25 October 1970 [in O’Connor 1997, 8]).
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Because they claim to be concerned with the welfare of societies, 
governments arrogate to themselves the right to pass off as profit or 
loss the human unhappiness that their decisions provoke or their 
negligence permits. It is a duty of this international citizenship to 
always bring the testimony of people’s suffering to the eyes and ears 
of governments, sufferings for which it’s untrue that they are not 
responsible. The suffering of men must never be a silent residue of 
policy. It grounds an absolute right to stand up and speak to those 
who hold power. (Michel Foucault, Libération, 1984 [in Chomsky 
and Foucault 2006, 212]).
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